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1

Legitimate Reality and 

Ethical Authority

Modernity set itself in historical motion and progress after an
emphatic rejection of religious dogma during the age of reason. The
development of a Judeo-Christian Western type of sense of self
produced the individualized habit of self-interpretation in a historical
context, which eventually became a field of private subjectivity that in
Modernity is ideally conceived of as autonomous. In this book,
I argue that both history and autonomous individuality are essen-
tial principles of order and organization in the globalized world.
Although history and individuality cannot be dispensed with in global
interaction, they ought to be seen as ideals that emanate culturally
from Europe, and not as essential aspects of universal humanity. This
perspective on history and individuality will produce the basis to both
phenomenologically understand the essence of history and modern
individuality and criticize their ascendance. The critical stance is
necessary toward history because it is imposed as the only legitimate
reality, and toward autonomous individuality because it is imposed as
the only universal principle for human morality. Nevertheless, the
hermeneutic stance is necessary because these ideals have already
become part of our experienced reality: We perceive ourselves as indi-
viduals and we perceive time as an indefinite sequence of events along
which humanity strives for betterment and progress. But is this
advancement actually happening or is it only a part of our imagined
self-interpretation qua modern individuals? The answer to this ques-
tion can only disclose a paradox: We are only ideally modern or
Modernity is only a myth, yet already one that is relevant for modern
global culture and disciplined interaction right now.

What could then be the basis to both hermeneutically understand
and critically approach the legitimacy of the Western tradition of
knowledge and interpretation of self, which has already been exported
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all over the world? I believe that both the hermeneutic and the critical
attitudes are necessary in this endeavor. On the one hand, under-
standing is essential due to the fact that history and individuality are
already part of the way in which many people beyond the West under-
stand and interpret their reality—even if this self-interpretation is
present simultaneously with nonliberal world cosmologies. And so,
history and individuality are already part of individually imagined and
emotionally cognized self-interpretations—but this is already part of
their actuality: Modernity is real only ideally, but as such, it is the basis
for the contemporary disciplined global interaction. On the other
hand, critique is essential because Modernity’s totalizing way of
conceiving the self and its temporal structure of reality is based on
universal metaphysics that leave any other conceptions at the margins
of fiction and folklore. From this all-encompassing worldview, alter-
native views of reality are thrown into the same generic category of
otherness—Modernity’s alter ego—that obscures human diversity and
various sources of order and creativity.

This book takes the above critical reflection as its starting point.
I begin by discussing what I call the postcolonial predicament, defined,
on the one hand, by the legitimacy of the accusation that postcolonial
intellectuals make against the West and its totalizing pretensions, and,
on the other hand, the failure of postcolonialism to articulate the
voice of the other that was silenced by the violence of colonization. In
this book, I propose that the failure of postcolonialism necessarily
leads the debate toward posing the postcolonial legitimate accusation
on a different theoretical basis. The alternative theoretical basis that I
propose is constituted by the three ideal types of reality that I define
conceptually in chapter 2, and develop theoretically in chapters 3–5.
The types of reality that I propose constitute a sociology of religion
that attempts an interpretation of the sacred sources of human ethos
and morality—although I also consider their biological role. In these
ideal types, I also engage in a discussion of contemporary posi-
tions about the sources of our morality—feminism, liberalism, and
communitarianism—and how they relate to my ideal types. The explo-
ration of our biological and sacred roots of ethical behavior and a
critique of their contemporary theoretical discussion will be the basis to
criticize the purely Western grounds on which the topic is discussed.

However, I believe that it is not enough to merely criticize the colo-
nial West for canceling complete traditions and human worldviews:
One ought to ask what may be the alternative legitimate basis for
human order after having radically questioned the received modern
substantive basis. This book is, thus, an attempt at providing an
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alternative substantive basis for human order that is appropriate
for interaction under the present conditions of globalization. The
Western worldview brought Modernity and modern institutions to
fruition globally, and this is already an aspect of the world we live in.
The autonomous and historical selves are already ways in which
modern people interpret themselves all over the world. Nevertheless,
to construct a common substantive basis for humanity, I argue that
this modern conception of self ought to look beyond Modernity to
find essential aspects of what it is to be human. I am speaking of human
primitivity and spirituality that the secular modern substantive tradi-
tion does not contemplate as important, and even seeks to obliterate.
And I argue that these aspects of being human are just as important
for our integrity as embodied animals as well as for our integrity as
ethical/moral selves—whatever our worldview. And so I propose to
contemplate them as alternative views of reality that may be legit-
imized in world cosmologies other than the Western one, and that
may offer useful sources of human creativity to complement it.

The theoretical construction that I propose in this book models the
idea that the culture where we abide, our worldview, our cosmology is
created by us and, at the same time, it is already creative of our con-
ception of self. We can imagine this cultural creativity as a circle in
which we contribute as much as the particular worldview that we are
born into also contributes. The critical moment takes place in our
human creative part of the circle and the hermeneutical moment, in
the creative part that cultures or cosmologies may display: They shape
human conceptions of self. We shape culture and we are shaped by
culture, and this takes place at the same time, synchronically. What we
perceive as reality is intimately entwined with what we believe to be
reality, and so, it produces us (our sense of self ) as we reproduce it in
our daily practices. This means that while social reality is imaginatively
constructed by social actors and interpreters, it also constructs
emotionally the social actors’ sense of self back: The moment that we
perceive ourselves as “something,” this imagined “something” becomes
an intimate emotional experience of self that defines us. In society, we
live caught within this activity that is partly intended and partly inher-
ited by the business of living in society. We find ourselves already with it,
and believing in it, to sustain our sense of self (and embodiment) by
it; but the human creative moment entails that we are not necessarily
trapped within our culture and we may be critical of it. If there were
no ontological grounds for criticism, cultures would be static wholes
that would not change. I will resort to the synchronous essence of
cultural creativity throughout this book that will disclose the need to
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use both the critical and the hermeneutic attitudes toward what we
believe to be real, our culture, our cosmology, our sense of self.

Following the Weberian methodology for a sociology of knowl-
edge that engages in a constant self-interpretation, then, I relativize
the notion of “reality” and consider it as an unfathomable and ongoing
mystery, more readily ruled by paradox than coherence, which we
must unavoidably deal with through our conscious experience and set
of beliefs. But both paradox and coherence are ultimately mediated by
conscious experience. As I have said, I assume that human conscious-
ness is bootstrapped to its own created notion of reality in such
an intimate manner that this notion of reality creates for human
consciousness its notion of self back. This is illustrated by its autopoietic
nature, as described by Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela
(1987) in their theory about life and cognition, which in this work is
regarded as a useful metaphor for consciousness. And so, views of real-
ity in this work are regarded as both humanly created and also simul-
taneously creative of the particular notion of human self. Legitimation
in this work is therefore used to denote belief in a specific ideal type of
reality. I argue that legitimate reality is genetically related to ethical
authority, or to the principles of order that people follow in their
daily interaction: These principles have sacred roots and this is the
reason why the theoretical model of views of reality that I propose is
essentially also a sociology of religion.

In the first section of this introductory chapter, I deal with how
postcolonial intellectuals fail to give voice to the silenced other. Their
politics of opposition and their use of the Western conceptual tools
and methodologies are eventually self-defeating. This leads me to
reject the dichotomy West/non-West and to diversify it into three
types of views of reality as better analytical categories for an experience
of self and for a common substantive basis for global interaction. In
the second section of this chapter, I engage with the notion of reality:
how it is that our modern understanding legitimizes it as objectivity,
which, I will argue, is not without its sacred roots for claims of valid-
ity. These claims are rooted in an aprioristic connection of the human
being with her transcendental identity and with the universal level of
reality, as well as in belief on a godly made mechanistic cosmos of enti-
ties that lie outside of each other. This analytical critique is organized
around Kantian metaphysics in his Critique of Pure Reason ([1781]
1929) and the interpretive methodology of Max Weber ([1904]
1949, [1905] 1958, [1922a] 1965, [1922b] 1987), and is based on
theoretical developments in physics (Bohm 1980; Capra 1982, 1983;
Prigogine 1984, 1997) that have transformed the Newtonian cosmos
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on which Kant based his reflections on science. This introductory
chapter will illustrate how a legitimate view of reality also determines
the legitimate cultural sources for ethical authority, which will then
be diversified in the theoretical construct that will occupy the rest of
the book.

The Postcolonial Predicament in 
Modern Political Philosophy

What I call the postcolonial predicament is based on an accusation
launched by a group of intellectuals against the way Modernity legit-
imizes itself by means of universally valid categories, such as history
or autonomous individuality. It is contended that these categories
emerge from a specific geographical center and cancel the legitimacy
of diverse forms of knowledge and self-representation that lie outside
what Europe or the West consider as legitimate reality. This epistemo-
logical accusation is framed within a history of violent colonization
over most of the planet, traditionally interpreted by enlightened
Europeans as a historical mission to civilize the world. The problem
for a contemporary political philosophy that is informed by such
history and experience is that, to this day, it supports this mission by
means of substantive and universal claims about the self and her
ethical life in society. This discloses the two-faced Janus nature of
modern political philosophy: Paradoxically enough, on the one hand,
the assumption of ontologically valid universal categories entails a cos-
mologically based negation of diversity or otherness and on the other,
liberal politics seeks to organize heterogeneous and plural societies on
the basis of a positive valuation of diversity and tolerance of otherness.
I argue that postcolonial theory inherits the same paradoxical nature
as Modernity: It refuses validity to monolithic individuality and yet
cannot escape the modern trap of referring to, and thus defining, a
monolithic other that was silenced by the violence of empire. I believe
that one could apply to postcolonial theory the same criticism that
Gadamer aims in his Truth and Method (1989) at Romantic philoso-
phy: “Romanticism wages its war on a terrain defined by the adver-
sary” (Ricoeur 1981, 67). The failure of postcolonial theory serves to
clearly illustrate how any adversary to the modern ethos and view of
reality is doomed to remain at the particularistic margins of political
philosophy. This is the case of postcolonialism, feminism, and even
communitarianism. However, the “post-” in postcolonial as well as
postmodern representations of reality betrays their need to be bred
from Modernity in a denied self-same image and likeness. In what
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follows, I will describe what I call the postcolonial predicament and
this will be the basis to reconsider the analytical validity of the terms
West and non-West to represent power struggles in the contemporary
globalized world.

Modernity defines the terrain for postcolonial theory because
postcolonial intellectuals find themselves in the predicament of need-
ing to use Western tools for their own self-interpretation, at the same
time as they aspire to speak for the unknowable other or the subaltern
(Spivak 1988). Postcolonial theory needs the Western center in order
to criticize and reject it at the same time, much in the same way as
Marxism depends on an absolutist center, and post-structuralism and
postmodernity on the absolutist negation of any center (Merquior
1986). But postcolonialism encompasses concepts and theoretical
frameworks of both Marxist and postmodern analyses. It includes
both the emancipating imperative of giving back the voice to the
Gramscian subaltern and also the postmodern rejection of a univer-
salizing meta-narrative. But, according to Leela Gandhi, these two
perspectives are not compatible with each other:

Postmodern/post-structuralist commentators argue that postcolonialism
is in danger of becoming yet another totalizing method and theory. On
the other side, Marxist and materialist critics have vociferously made
the charge that postcolonial analysis lacks the methodological structure,
and will to totalize, necessary for right thinking and left politics.
(1998, 167)

Although Marxism provides postcolonialism with some key
concepts, postmodern theory and post-structuralist methods are the
main sources of such “critique,” as they are congenial with the post-
colonial agenda. As Gandhi suggests above and I discuss here, these
post-critiques and their nemesis are in danger of reproducing the
universalistic habits of Modernity. Postcolonialism mimics the post-
modern rejection of totalizing meta-narratives as a methodology for
a politics of opposition: the denunciation of terribly violent colonial
imposition of narrative and identity. Such narrative, they contend,
emerged from the particular Western world of white, male, and pro-
fessional upper classes, and it was in their interest to make it univer-
sally valid. However, in its will to denounce the totalizing spirit of
European Modernity, postmodernity defines reality as opposed to this
spirit and inadvertently poses an alternative “universe.” The postmodern
kind of universality is disclosed as absolute uncertainty, diversity, and
fragmentation—without even leaving us the consolation of nihility for
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consciousness to be existentially dissolved into. What is posed as
“universal fragmentation” by postmodern critics and its accompany-
ing methodology is itself the political agenda: to deconstruct the
oppressive and imposed meta-narrative of Modernity.

This makes enough sense from a postcolonial position, yet as Arif
Dirlik says, “the language of postcolonial discourse, . . . is the lan-
guage of First World post-structuralism, as postcolonial critics readily
concede, although they do not dwell too long on its implications”
(Dirlik 1996, 303). The implications are related to the perspective
where the postcolonial observers and rescuers of lost identities stand:
precisely at the center of the Modernity that they want to reject.
Bruno Latour’s critique of postmodernity as a transformed version of
modernism is very illustrative at this point. He contends that even-
though the modern drive to colonize the world was a ruthless,
destructive, and arbitrary force whose consequences should not be
trivialized, Modernity at least held dear the ideal mission of providing
something new. Postmodernity in this sense holds only a teenager-like
emancipating gesture:

Modernization was ruthless towards the premoderns, but what can we
say about postmodernization? Imperialist violence at least offered a
future, but sudden weakness on the part of the conquerors is far worse
for, always cut off from the past, it now also breaks with the future.
Having been slapped in the face with modern reality, poor populations
now have to submit to postmodern hyperreality. Nothing has value;
everything is a reflection, a simulacrum, a floating sign; and that very
weakness, they say, may save us from the invasion of technologies,
science, reasons. Was it really worth destroying everything to end up
adding this insult to that injury? (Latour 1993, 131)

In spite of this critique on postcolonial–postmodern methodolo-
gies, the postcolonial predicament that I have referred to is framed
within the legitimacy of the postcolonial reasons for waging a battle
against the worldview of totalizing Modernity and the impossibility
for this battle to be fought with analytical weapons that have been
forged precisely by the adversary’s worldview. Therefore, I do not
share the postcolonial theoretical perspective because the above type
of analytical “battle” cannot be fought without once again refusing
consciousness and ultimately insulting the ones this battle is suppos-
edly fought for. However, I believe that there are legitimate reasons
for fighting this battle, even if I refuse to conceptualize it as such
when speaking from the perspective of globalization. I argue that if
the postcolonial theoretical predicament illustrates anything at all, it is
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the need to drop the categories West and non-West to theoretically
qualify power struggles. This is the reason why I propose alternative
ideal–typical views of reality: To question the ascendance of one of
them by putting these diversified human types of reality at the same
level of importance for human life in the planet right now. I will do
this in chapter 2, and it will set the theoretical basis for the develop-
ment of the arguments in this book.

One of the main intuitions that has guided this work is a
suspicion—analogous to Edward Said’s own about Orientalism
(1978)—that the West, as clearly situated in anything or anybody at
all, contemporaneously, is an imaginary invention of many people’s
emotional involvement with both West and non-West all over the
world. James Clifford (1988) has pointed out that Said himself is
unable to evade embracing humanist and typically Western values in
his will-to-oppose, and criticize European attitudes toward the con-
quered East. Further, to use such terms as Western and non-Western
people within the intellectual circles of modern academia makes no
sense. One must have already assimilated Western beliefs and cate-
gories of thought—must have conceived of oneself as a historical
self—in order to participate in the debate at all. The factual emanci-
patory claims of the modern “rationalistic” discipline(s), even that of
the postmodern and postcolonial intellectuals, produce the structural
need for an ongoing “progress” of intellectual knowledge while it is
created, revised, and reinterpreted as it is taught. And today, it is
taught all over the world. The rationalist European tradition makes
universalistic claims that have been used as legitimizing tools for colo-
nial unifying of imperial violence. But imperial will-to-power always
resorts to its “language of truth” in order to make legitimacy claims,
be they cosmological–mythical, religious, universalistic, or scientific.
This is a human constant, and not necessarily a specific bad habit of
Modernity.

Further, what we conceive now as Modernity has already superseded
the confines of the West. Even if it is originally tied to Europe, modern
imagination organizes a global arena of interaction in which the whole
world participates. While current global political power relations are
necessarily tied to colonialism (past or present), it is already useless to
lay the blame for this on a West that is no longer embodied in anything
or anybody anymore. Its embodiment is really an enactment of Western
values and categories of thought that go by the title of “reality.” And so,
I refrain from using categories such as the “West” or the “Western tra-
dition of knowledge” as much as I can throughout this book, and in the
rare occasion that I do, I mean to speak about a belief system that is
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already also an intimate aspect of many people living in the periphery
right now (we find ourselves with it). Factual power relations among
human beings, in particular (and living entities, in general), take place
at all levels of interaction, and I believe that it is useful to attempt an
understanding of one’s own emotional, imaginary, and biological rela-
tionship with them. This is the subject of chapter 3, the primitive idea
of reality that portrays people as animals of a certain species, embodied
entities with biological needs who live in big groups. In chapter 3, I
propose a model for human cognition that takes into account our
vulnerability—especially as children growing up—and our conscious
embodiment. I organize this model around what I call the present
moment of meaningful experience that is always determined by a com-
plex interplay between our imagination and our emotions, our past and
our potentialities, and the systematic practice of human disciplines as
well as the creative spontaneity of human life.

With the theoretical construct that I propose in this book, I want to
portray at least a partial view of the complexities intertwined in human
interaction, and especially ethical human interaction. In order to do
this, it is important to realize that the West is not an analytical tool, but
a traditional identity that defines itself with respect to an unknown (and
unknowable) other. Currently, we can only blame for this estrange-
ment our own beliefs of what we consider as valid knowledge, valid
morality, valid humanity, and valid consciousness of self. Validity and
validity claims are in the Weberian interpretive sociology intimately
related to belief. And it is here that I find all pagan as well as monothe-
istic religions, intellectual philosophies, and mystic cosmologies to con-
verge: Any type of symbolized knowledge must be accompanied by
belief—even an intellectual–factual–historical–scientific one. In this
book, in a phenomenological interpretation of self, this will be the basis
to transform and diversify the categories West/non-West to produce a
phenomenological basis for a hybrid experience and interpretation of
self under the conditions of globalization. This type of hybridity is
different from the postcolonial merely dichotomous one: I propose
to re-examine the roots of the difference West/non-West toward a
hermeneutical and tolerant interpretation of the modern self with
respect to the excluded other. This phenomenological exercise will lead
me both to critically question and to embrace the Western cultural
inheritance in academic practice at the same time. In chapter 4, the his-
torical ideal type of reality refers to this cultural inheritance and its
achievements in the form of history and ideal individual autonomy.

What we call the West today has many faces and moving centers of
power in the current global arena: It can be identified not only with
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advanced capitalism, the First World, consumerism, the arbitrariness
of the powerful, and even with their painful arrogance, but also with
liberal democracy, human rights, Modernity, academia, science,
philosophy, intelligentsia, and humanist cosmopolitan ethics. While it
is true that both the former and the latter groups of elements can today
be observed and related to Western peoples, they can also be observed
as common ideals and practices of peoples that we would consider
today as peripheral. The failure of a postcolonial politics of opposition
against the mythical West is that, currently, Modernity is embodied
both nowhere in its purist and purifying aspirations (see Latour 1993)
and everywhere in the world at the same time. What this means is that
political opposition against the tyrant West becomes ipso facto an exis-
tential opposition against oneself. This inner opposition is the existen-
tial predicament in which hybrid identities find themselves. This is
then a product, on the one hand, of an imaginary Modernity and our
practical and emotional engagement with it at the same time, and on
the other, of an imaginary past that is nonetheless very much practi-
cally and emotionally alive right here and now in us. The possibility,
then, of a contemporary hybrid consciousness of self who lives within
this existential predicament is the “object” of observation and analy-
sis throughout this book. From this perspective, another (more general)
instance of hybridity can then be observed in the human condition
itself. In the embodied experience of being human, it is plain to see
that we are all hybrids of nature and culture—animal and human—at
the same time. The abased other in Western cosmology refers not only
to the peoples who suffer the historical consequences of colonization,
but also to women, children, and nature in general (the latter defined
as essentially different from humanity). The unknowable other ought
to be considered as infinite particularity and the legitimate source of
various forms of knowledge and discipline that are relevant to human
life (in particular) and to life in this planet (in general) right now.

The existential predicament referred to above, problematizes many
of the instances in which the modern self perceives itself. A basic one
in this book is the modern self ’s secular historical consciousness. If we
look at this consciousness without questioning our imaginative and
emotional participation in its reality at the same time, it becomes
impossible to see the roots of its legitimacy qua reality. And so, a
phenomenological reduction is necessary in order to contemplate the
history within which we find ourselves as mere appearance. From the
perspective of history as appearance, we can then discover that its
production as legitimate reality is tied as much to imperial violence, as
it is to the ongoing human production of sacred roots to reality.
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As has been mentioned, one of the working hypotheses in this book is
that the sacred roots to reality are never left behind by human beings,
as one of the major myths of Modernity would have us believe. This
will be discussed later at greater length with respect to specific tradi-
tions. Here, I want to advance that the phenomenological form of
hybridity that I propose is not defined by a combination of opposites.
Rather, it is phenomenological because being constituted of both
nature and culture at the same time has an experiential essence, and its
knowledge is regarded as a mixture of our primitive drives, our histor-
ical consciousness, and our spiritual aspirations.

From this standpoint of hybridity, I attempt a critique of the
modern notion of objectivity as used to denote actual reality—or the
only admitted type of legitimate reality. We can identify the source
of the modern discipline of self-interpretation with the European
Enlightenment as a mixture of (dis)continuities with the Christian
order and dogma—with its own (dis)continuities with the Jewish
cosmology—after rediscovering the Greek classics—with (dis)conti-
nuities of their own. The Western tradition, as we know it today, is
created through disciplined observation of objective factuality or
historical consciousness. This factuality is created by the constant dis-
cipline (ritual) of objective observation at the same time as objective
observation is made possible by the disciplined experience of factual-
ity itself. In this book, I argue that our modern objective view of
reality—as well as any other type of view of reality—is tied to imagi-
nary and emotionally cognized assumptions about reality. That is,
here, human beings are regarded as a type of animal species that needs
myth biologically to survive, to interact, and to sustain a meaningful
sense of reality, and thus, of social order. I am aware that this assump-
tion as a working hypothesis effectively means that logos and mythos
overlap to become the same thing, but I hope that the reader will
allow this extreme artifice initially in order to allow commensurability
between the modern sense of self and its unknown other.

Objectivity, I believe, is the one notion through which the
European tradition of knowledge can do violence to other views of
reality in its universalistic and totalitarian assumptions. And yet, objec-
tivity can also be a very useful tool in a specific type of appreciation of
our immediate reality. And so, it cannot be wholly rejected or fought
against through a politics of opposition, but I argue that it should be
relativized and regarded as a useful myth. In order to criticize the con-
ception of objectivity as the only source of legitimate reality, I engage
with what it is that produces and legitimizes what we perceive as our
immediate reality. Max Weber’s interpretive sociology is very useful in
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this task as I argue that, in contemporary scientific knowledge
(especially in physics), it has become possible to say that “subjectivity”
is the basis for any kind of “objectivity” (see Delanty 1997). The tra-
ditional subject/object divide is radically questioned in this work as
ontology; in epistemology though, the subjective and objective poles
can be radicalized as ideal typical forms between which there lies a sea
of complexity (which can also be seen as simplicity at the same time).
The existential predicament of hybridity is situated amid complexity
and uncertainty, and so, I believe that it is useful to resort to other
(than European) traditions of knowledge in order to be able to live
with this existential predicament, while refusing to resort solely to the
usual totalitarian ontological assumptions of this tradition of knowl-
edge. This is the reason why, in chapter 5, I propose the mystic ideal
type of reality that organizes a universal center that is different from
the one that contemporary Modernity stands on.

In the contemporary modern arena of global interaction, political
legitimation is already tied to the particular shape and exercise of lib-
eral democracies all over the world, but this legitimacy is sustained as
a consequence of European colonization at the same time as contem-
porary political authority bases its legitimacy claims on belief in the
“superior” modern notions of progress as wealth expansion and polit-
ical freedom. In order to define his ideal types of domination, Max
Weber relied more heavily in the latter legitimate belief than in aware-
ness of the consequences of colonization. The European rational
Enlightenment has traditionally based its claims of superiority on its
cultural creation of a secular (civilized) path that unifies humanity
around the ideal of a universally powerful moral individual. Although
this could be regarded as a cultural achievement of the enlightened
Europe, it was conceived within the Christian view of reality and in
the spirit of rational theological speculation. When in rejection of
dogma, the latter became secular, philosophers turned to their intel-
lectual teachers (the Greek classics) within their European-Christian
background. The Hellenic ideal of cosmopolitanism had inspired the
Catholic drive to world conversion to achieve universal unification of
humankind in Christianity. Humanist theology was the prelude to
Reformation and to the achievement of secular universalist–humanist
philosophy.1 However, humanism keeps the inherently divided cosmos
of Christianity, which also brings about the (always latent) possibility
of a divided world and a divided human race:

All humanisms, until now, have been imperial. They speak of the
human in the accents and the interests of a class, a sex, a “race.” Their
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embrace suffocates those whom it does not ignore. The first humanists
scripted the tyranny of Borgias, Medicis and Tudors. Later humanisms
dreamed of freedom and celebrated Frederick II, Bonaparte, Bismarck,
Stalin. The liberators of colonial America, like the Greek and Roman
thinkers they emulated, owned slaves. At various times, not excluding
the present, the circuit of the human has excluded women, those who
do not speak Greek or Latin or English, those whose complexions are
not pink, children, Jews. It is almost impossible to think of a crime that
has not been committed in the name of humanity. (Davies 1997, 131)

Weber managed to translate the political arenas of the colonized
world into theoretical evolutionary terms that, due to the imperial
upper hand, evidently contemplated European countries as the most
advanced stage. While Weber did not mean for this stage necessarily to
be of a superior quality, he inadvertently organized a hierarchy with
respect to which Modernity could identify itself as opposed to its own
past and as opposed to the rest of the world (its own colonies) at the
same time. There was only a small step—which in sociology Jürgen
Habermas (1984, 1990a) explicitly took—to make the Weberian
hierarchy into a structure that organizes the degrees of rational
Enlightenment with respect to the proximity that interaction in any
cultural situation has with respect to the modern style of order. In the
current scenario of global interaction, this hierarchy is only acceptable
in the rational–legal type of reality: In Modernity, it is valued for
its ability to calculate outcomes and rationalize interaction. But
Habermas’s universalistic hierarchy becomes unacceptable very soon,
when it takes a cosmic jump to assert that this value characterizes a
superior form of human consciousness. While individually based
rationality, impersonality, and even calculability might be essential to
rule both civilized legal–rational interaction and mass production
(and consumption), when it comes to organizations formed by
human beings, the assumption of an enlightened rational and univer-
salistic impersonality breaks down due to the particular animal and
spiritual human elements involved in daily interaction—which are
either systemically neglected by the modern lifestyle or insufficiently
dealt with.

On the other hand, Weber’s other ideal types of domination (tradi-
tional and charismatic) have come to be regarded as underdeveloped
and unreflective domination structures of our days, which renders
them primitive and undesirable per se. However, this produces a
biased perception of institutions and organizations that relies too
heavily in the absolutist assumptions of a universalistic type of objec-
tive rationalism. As Barbara Czarniawska has argued, organizations
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have been found to be preeminently cultural phenomena, intimately
entwined with the consciousnesses that live in them (1992, 1997,
1998). Under the light of contemporary world globalization, the
Weberian types of domination should be reconsidered in a phenome-
nological exercise of hybrid/modern self-interpretation that cannot
regard itself at the apex of human consciousness anymore. This is the
reason why I propose my three ideal types of reality in this book.

The Weberian ideal types of domination can be said to be the-
oretically mutually exclusive in terms of rationality, but empirically
observed to be mixed with one another in actual social interaction—
especially in these days of globalized interaction. Preeminently tradi-
tional and/or charismatic types of domination, according to Weber,
still require an administrative structure, which he calls “organization”
(Weber [1922b] 1987, 212). Legal–rational domination is based
upon legitimate and systematic construction of such organization that
will enable society to achieve specific ends pondered and pursued
rationally. This formulation conveys the idea that due to the lack of
stability in traditionally and charismatically dominated environments,
it is possible (however deplorable or desirable) that they disappear
through development or progress toward complex interaction, or that
they become subordinated to the more stable rational structures that
function on the basis of calculability and thus can be administrated. It
takes this subordination for granted, making it into a theoretical
assumption. Ironically, Weber considered impersonality and calcula-
bility as some kind of biblical monsters with apocalyptic superiority to
anything else that would unavoidably bring about an administrative
“iron cage.”

However, it has become apparent in organizational studies and
theory that a legal–rational structure on its own will not suffice for
sustaining interaction among people, who always tend to develop
some form of “collective action . . . based on interpersonal relation-
ships, not a system of formal rules” (Czarniawska 1992, 18; see also
March and Olsen 1989), which is generally identified with the tradi-
tional view of order. This amounts to an organizational prejudice
against spontaneity and primitivity, a fear motivated by the belief in
their potentially chaotic effects and an empirically groundless assump-
tion that they will eventually be left behind in human existence.
Ultimately, I will argue throughout this book that this prejudice
emerges from a Christian cosmology that contemplates a divided uni-
verse of salvation (transcendence) and condemnation that relates the
latter to sin and the inferior primitivity of embodiment. In Modernity,
this division evolved into a social thrust to rationally dominate and
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control nature, contingency, and the primitive human aspect in civilized
and disciplined interaction. Nevertheless, I argue that nonlegal–rational
elements in organization can be said to come from spontaneous
arrangements that can become very useful sources of order that should
be considered as such theoretically.

The legal–rational type of legitimacy rests on the modern value of
the individual self, while the other (traditional and charismatic) types
rest on a higher estimation of the collectivity as a form of self. Weber
defines legitimacy as based on belief and stresses that it should only be
regarded as a probability, its presence or absence depending on indi-
vidual prerogatives (Weber [1922b] 1987, 170–71). Nevertheless,
the value of the individual is greater in the Western worldview than in
the nonlegal–rational cosmologies because the interacting individual
depends on her own personal awareness of rational interaction.
Further, an ideal rational individual is ideally trained to recognize
categories such as efficiency and cost reduction during interaction and
the associated belief in the goodness of functionality, which should be
possible to submit to rational scrutiny, while legitimacy in traditional
or charismatic types of domination is based on much more communal
values: belief in ancient tradition, strength in relation of kinship, the
shared perception of the sanctity of the leader, mass ecstatic euphoria.
Rationality and calculability in government ideally should produce
public policy with material consequences that need to be justified
rationally, while tradition and charisma are fulfilled in themselves,
that is, ideally, they produce bonding and an immediate justification
for order that is not rationalized because it is lived. The legitimacy of
rationality and calculability is discovered in a historical time span: The
process of legitimation is postponed to the analysis of the effects of the
action, while the legitimacy of tradition and charisma is experienced
in situ: Legitimation is the enactment of a perceived order. I propose to
reformulate Weber’s ideal types of domination toward an appreciation
of tradition and charisma where they are not necessarily contemplated
as inferior sources of unreflective “reality” and that can be useful and
meaningful sources of order. The Weberian types of domination are
built on the assumption of an individual basis for social order, and
so, are displaced from conceptualizing a collective notion of self.
This means that the phenomenon of authority in Weber considers
its empirical manifestation as domination, but is displaced from
considering willful subordination. Such willful subordination sustains
disciplined practice and interaction as well as their creative sponta-
neous possibilities. We can consider the legitimacy of tradition and
charisma—as Weber described them—as being different from that of
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the legal–rational type, by seeing that they are based on different
conceptions of self and of time, and expressed in preeminently different
verbal structures.

Nevertheless, as has been argued, in globalized current interaction,
it is already a myth to consider that we can draw conceptual borders
between cultures that coexist in the world today in different levels of
syncretism. This is why the traditional modern self-interpretation as
the highest manifestation of human consciousness is radically ques-
tioned in this work. Rather, I attempt a nonhierarchical theoretical
construction in order to put forms of human knowledge at the same
level of relevance to human life, which are nonetheless differentiated
phenomenologically in three stages: primary, intellectual, and spiri-
tual. Legitimate reality and its relationship with our experienced
reality is equivalent to the relationship between the view of reality that
is kept alive through disciplined practice and the view of reality that is
experienced by virtue of our being alive and embodied in a humanly
conscious manner. This involves our enactment of interaction through
language and time, as our most immediate sources of a humanly expe-
rienced idea of reality. Language and time are immediate because they
must be experienced and believed to convey reality at the same time as
they sustain human interaction. I will expand on the constitutive roles
of these two aspects of reality at length in chapter 2.

Globalization is generally related to economic interaction, but it
would be a mistake to regard it as only this: globalization is the major
producer of hybrid identities. Interaction is a creative source of social
structures, and they reproduce themselves in institutions and organi-
zations, which function in the background of interaction, laying
common grounds for coordination of meaningful human activities.
Weber’s types of domination are useful tools for historical analysis, but
they have an inbuilt bias toward the phenomenon of authority, which
is too strongly seen as domination and not as willful subordination.
I believe this to be related to a modern obsession with control and
rational domination of experienced reality, but if we consider the
aspect of willful subordination in legitimate authority, we are in a bet-
ter position to explain how it is that belief systems produce human
order through disciplined practices all over the world. This is congen-
ial with a hermeneutical attitude toward human reality and is based in
Gadamer’s phenomenological rehabilitation of prejudice, authority,
and tradition in his Truth and Method (1989). Nevertheless, I argue
that the cultural achievements of the modern critical mind ought not
to be abandoned. And so, in my conclusion to this book, I propose a
common human moral space that encompasses both the critical and
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hermeneutic attitudes as well as the silent emotion of universal
compassion, developed in chapter 5.

And so, in this work, human beings can be regarded as simultane-
ously equal but different to each other while being equal but different
from animals, in particular, and nature, in general. This sounds like a
riddle, but it illustrates the paradox of life, consciousness, and diver-
sity, and the ethical difficulties involved in producing borders to
differentiate peoples, cultures, phenomenal domains from one
another, and this refers to the social sciences as well as the natural
ones. I hope that the theoretical construct that I propose will also help
to illustrate how the West and the non-West will not be seen at the
same level of human consciousness unless our intellectual tradition
of knowledge concedes to share phenomenologically its absolute
inequality, its uniqueness—in which we are all very much delighted—
with every other tradition of knowledge—however rudimentary in
appearance. Our modern cultural inheritance helps us to produce rel-
evant borders for a useful understanding of objective reality, but we
would remain trapped by these borders if we did not have to engage
in the business of constant interpretation and reinterpretation of their
present relevance for all embodied humanity right now. In this sense,
all human groups and their culture are regarded as engaged in this
constant activity of interpretation in simultaneity with perception and
disciplined practice. This discipline produces relevant and useful bor-
ders between ethical and phenomenal domains, but it is important to
consider that symbols themselves may become rigid if seen as carriers
of absolute aspects of reality. Imagined and enacted borders can be
either useful or terrible, and the subtlety of this difference can only be
grasped ethically in the awareness of our ongoing imaginative and
emotional involvement with them. And so, this book is an attempt to
look at human reality beyond the traditional confines of our Western
tradition of knowledge. This tradition interprets itself as radically
different from benighted spiritual and fantastic cosmologies, and yet,
I argue that Modernity is not without its own sacred roots to reality.

“Objective” Knowledge and 
Sacred Belief

Kant’s essay on Enlightenment ([1784] 1991) defined it as man’s
realization of the power of his rationality in order to leave his “self-
caused immaturity.” “Sapere aude!” was Kant’s proposed slogan,
which had already been adopted from Horace by Gassendi (Wade
1971, 20), and it involved courage. Such determination to leave the
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guidance of others in individual life specifically meant that people
should stop the blind belief in religious dogma and use their reason
and intelligence to lead a free life. The Enlightenment—or awakening
to reason—implied a logical division of categories that, from then
onward, would be developed to differentiate the enlightened under-
standing of the world from the traditional acceptance of religious
dogma. The historical moment in which European philosophers had
the realization of the power of their own individual rationality was
charged with an epic sense of emotion in leading mankind to truth
and freedom. I will argue that any search of this nature is based on
faith and has an intrinsic spiritual stature. Science can be regarded as a
discipline for contemplation of the self, a ritual or a tool to expand
consciousness and create knowledge that can be intellectually shared
and agreed upon. Although this search became secular in the enlight-
ened worldview, it may work as an alternative faith that is capable of
producing a belief system analogous to a religious one, which defines
its own dogma—a veiled one under assumptions and aspirations of
truth.

The history of Enlightenment is unavoidably linked with the
history of Christianity; it represents a stage in the transformation of
one of the most rationalized, organized, and expanded orthodox reli-
gions in the world (Harnack 1904, 1910; Tellenbach 1940; Baillie
1945; Green 1996; Davies 1997). Modernity emanated from the his-
torical transformations that took place in preeminently Christian peo-
ples, who remained mostly Christian and whose Christian conception
of reality produced scientific thought. The European Enlightenment
is the expression of the highest deification of reason in the known his-
tory of humankind, which currently shapes our perception of the
world through political supremacy and the authority of science. Here,
I attempt to unearth the values that create the current academic
assumption that the Eurocentric scientific discipline for the creation of
knowledge is superior to any other discipline with similar aims in the
world. Although modern science is a major achievement of the human
mind, I will regard it as a disciplinary achievement within an expanded
spectrum of disciplined human creativity, which also includes our
animal–primary link to embodiment and our spirituality.

This secular tradition of knowledge has an inbuilt mechanism of
self-observation and interpretation that assumes progress as a princi-
ple of reality. But this is a specific type of progress, about which I will
expand in chapter 4. I argue that the principle of progress, endemic
in history and individuality, is lived as a disciplinary chore of secular
purification. Ideal individuality is stripped of the human emotional
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aspect through the disciplined practice of leading her life according
to universalizable principles. Objectivity in the scientific tradition of
knowledge equally points at the universalistic pretensions of this tra-
dition. In modern social life, progress is lived and experienced, on the
one hand, as alienation from nature (urban life), and on the other, as
the separation between the private and the public realms: My affec-
tions are lived and displayed only privately. In the public realm of
interaction—where the scientific inquiry takes place—my emotional
aspect remains hidden.

Nevertheless, this work is grounded in a hermeneutical reflexive
spirit on the basis of which it regards itself as emerging from the sci-
entific tradition of knowledge, or the modern world-ethos. What this
means is that it is written within the scientific cultural inheritance of
the author and her disciplined perception of reality. That is, I cannot
imagine myself as being anything different to a Western individual:
The colonial past of Latin America is so far behind that we have
already embraced with hope and joy the quality of being Western, or the
“other” West (see Merquior 1988; Carmagnani 2004). Nevertheless,
from within the discipline of modern self-interpretation, I can only
have the hermeneutical intuition that there may be other traditions of
knowledge in the world that give no such symbolic importance to a
notion of collective progress or of individual self. In them, this con-
cern of what it is to be human might not be formulated in the same
factual manner, but this is no reason to dismiss them as incommensu-
rable with the modern perception of the predicament of what it is to
be human, because they also come from human practice and experi-
ence. However, I use the intellectual descriptive symbols of our scien-
tific tradition of knowledge and our type of “language of truth,” while
I simultaneously cancel the intellectual presupposition of a hierarchy
of forms of human representations of reality that puts the modern one
at the top. What we differentiate and compartmentalize as biological
intellectual, imaginary, emotional, and spiritual qualities of being
human are in this work considered as complementary characteristics
that are present in us here and now as well as at all times. It is my basic
assumption that, ultimately, the intellectual perspective can only be
seen as a useful tool for concept formation, a disciplined means
toward the knowledge of self, but the latter should dare to look
beyond the limits of what we call objective reality, in order to reflect
upon what it is to be human.

The main difference between science and any other form of ritual-
ized religion is that science breaks down the traditional realm of the
collective-sacred into the modern realm of the individual-sacred.
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Hierophany or theophany—an experience of interaction with the
divine or with God—produces the definition and clear conception of
other-worldly reality as transcendence, beyond and above the world,
which in turn opens the possibility of institutionalized disciplines and
religions that strive for reaching transcendence (or salvation) and for
living in the world according to the principles that emanate from the
conception of the higher kind of reality. But after the age of reason in
Europe, transcendence was equated to freedom and liberation from
dogmatic bondage. Truth and knowledge were sought after as indi-
vidual rational prerogatives, following reformed Christianity, which
were eventually taken from the hands and texts of organized religion.
Voltaire’s famous promise to defend with his life somebody else’s
right to an opinion even if he himself did not share it, is an illustration
of the enlightened ideal according to which universal individual
human freedom transcends particular opinions. In the European
enlightened social theodicy, tolerance would be “grounded on the
brotherhood of man and the right to err” (Wade 1971, 27), for uni-
versal human consciousness—conceived as reason in Modernity—is
believed and perceived to be based on the individual person. This
European achievement created a systematized impersonal scientific
discipline with no precedent in the known history of humankind.

According to Max Weber, science is “unique . . . in the provision of
concepts and judgments which are neither empirical reality nor repro-
ductions of it but which facilitate its analytical ordering in a valid
manner” ([1904] 1949, 111). What Weber means by “valid” here
explains his enlightened attempt at grounding modern social science
on an objective basis. Following the neo-Kantian Heinrich Rickert,
Weber developed his notion of objectivity for the social sciences at a
moment when natural sciences appeared to be unquestionably, objec-
tively grounded. However, in the light of relatively recent empirically
based theories of physics—relativity and quantum theories—the
Kantian conclusions must be revised, as they are based on the empiri-
cal observation of the classical mechanistic assumptions of Newtonian
cosmology. Under the light of this discussion, I argue that the
Weberian methodology for the social sciences becomes relevant to the
methodology of science in general, that is, including the hard natural
sciences.

I believe that the Weberian philosophy of science has such rele-
vance today because Weber put into practice his scientific attempt at
grounding knowledge both on empirical facts and objective judg-
ment, but this objectivity is also based on personal awareness of one’s
own subjectivity, which only after having made it conscious, can be
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regarded as objective. Weber realized that there was no ontological
divide between the subject and her object of cognition in the social
sciences. His methodology in investigating social (cultural) phenom-
ena turned him into one of the founding parents of sociology as a
scientifically valid discipline. Although his methodological writings
must be considered within the historical context in which they were
produced, they convey a clear manifesto of the scientist as a philoso-
pher.2 Jaspers regards Weber as a philosopher because he embodied
in his life and scientific practice a certain kind of philosophy. “All
philosophers,” says Jaspers, “have one thing in common: They are
what they know; every philosopher is the lucidity of an unconditional
being” (Jaspers 1964, 195). Weber’s “being” goes beyond his work as
a scientist, and if his controversial figure inspired the wealth of publi-
cations that it did, I believe that this is related to his uncompromising
and honest search for truth that is reflected in his work. But this
search is imbued in the Christian-enlightened attitude toward truth
par excellence: It fetters its findings in imminence, and creates the
charming figure of the solitary hero who is engaged in an eternal
battle with the world. Weber refused to find refuge in abstraction and
this turned him into one of the most charismatic scientists of our time.

In the contemporary times of postmodern assertion, beyond
Weber’s personal epic, and beyond the personal epic of the sacred
individuality in modern theodicy, the current state of extremely dif-
ferentiated and clashing conceptions of the social science leaves us
perplexed with an equally extreme amount of loose ends. I believe
that the present so-called postmodern condition and the atomization
of identities and interests in contemporary Modernity are clear symp-
toms of what might come as a solution to the solitary, yet inwardly
fragmented self: This work is an attempt to clarify why extreme
subjectivity can only be solved in finding the universe within. But not
in a relativist fashion, which can only create parallel, divided, frag-
mented, and clashing universes; this extreme subjectivity calls for the
search of ultimate union, which can only be sought for if the immedi-
ate reality of what we regard as the world is bracketed and seen
as mere appearance, following Husserl’s phenomenological epoché
(Ricoeur 1967b, 1981; Hammond et al. 1991). Weber did not do
this, he was not a phenomenologist; he was a social scientist which
made him demand experienced empirical evidence—the one that we
can perceive and observe with disciplined objectivity. But he remained
“between worlds,” demanding conceptual clarity and never quite
achieving it himself in his work, maybe realizing that the world’s infinite
diversity could only be partially captured by a margin of ambiguity, but
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always putting a conscious fight against this realization. His most lucid
conclusions always ended up locating the reality of ethical–abstract
conceptualizations (theoretical valuation) in the realm of the private
individual consciousness. As Wilhelm Hennis has argued, Weber’s
basic concern was that of “the ‘fate of humanity’ under conditions of
Modernity” (1988, 108), or the development of the characteristics
that we conceive as what is great and noble in our human nature. But
the universalistic assumptions made by Weber find themselves located
in worldly existence “under conditions of Modernity” with its partic-
ular cultural inheritance and its view of reality. In this view of reality,
human consciousness is based on the individual person and in the
belief in a transcendental self that exists within every individual.
Weber’s neo-Kantian approach to sociological investigation embraces
this belief (human consciousness based on the individual) in its con-
ception of reality, and consequently, in its methodology to analyze
cultural phenomena:

The social-scientific interest has its point of departure, of course, in the
real, i.e., concrete, individually structured configuration of our cultural
life in its universal relationships which are themselves no less individually-
structured, and in its development out of other social cultural conditions,
which themselves are obviously likewise individually structured. (Weber
[1904] 1949, 74)

Weber’s methodology of concept formation is therefore situated in
the modern consciousness of the thinking transcendental individual
self whose existence amid an infinite diversity of phenomena gives
meaning and relevance to the particular ones that the observer
chooses to consider conceptually. The creation of such concepts in the
social sciences, therefore, gives us knowledge about specific value
relations in human beings, but tells us nothing objective (in the tradi-
tional natural science sense) about the preeminence of values related
to the studied object. “If one,” Weber says, “perceives the implica-
tions of the fundamental ideas of modern epistemology which
ultimately derives from Kant; namely, that concepts are primarily ana-
lytical instruments for the intellectual mastery of empirical data and
can be only that, the fact that precise genetic concepts are necessarily
ideal types will not cause him to desist from constructing them”
([1904] 1949, 106). To Weber, concept formation would be useful
only when it is backed by empirical investigation, but the knowledge
created by the investigation as a whole would be grounded on
knowledge of the self.
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And here the relationship between theoretical values and practical
valuation becomes clear: The transcendental subject must also be an
embodied personality at the same time as she is transcendental. The
practice of both science and universal morality depends on common
belief in and contemplation of the transcendental subject that knows
the universe, although this necessarily remains a spiritual experience
and an intellectual ideal type. Kantian epistemology requires that the
transcendental self be found by the scientist within herself in order to
produce knowledge with universal validity. Kant said that it is impos-
sible for us to accept the unity between the object of knowledge and
the universe unless we also accept the unifying function of the know-
ing subject, the “I” and her a priori relationship to the universe. The
object of knowledge must appear to us as a certain unity that might
become problematic because it contains a multiplicity of elements and
functions, but their unity is their origin: the awareness of the knowing
subject. The thinking “I” or transcendental subject must be the
universe through intuition in order to project it into an ordered unity
of concepts. Nevertheless, Kant does not believe that these concepts
can convey the transcendental meaning of the universe he sets limits
to the human creation of knowledge. This stemmed out of his
enquiries into the possibility of traditional metaphysics. The possibil-
ity of physical science and mathematics implies that understanding can
only make an empirical use of its concepts and not a transcendental
one. When the knowing subject conceives of the super-sensible as a
given object, “he gets entangled in what Kant calls a transcendental
illusion” (Luijpen 1964, 27). This is the kind of illusion that produces
dogma in religious environments, which Kant encouraged men to
escape from in order to lead their lives by the use of their own reason.

According to Kant, therefore, the scientific creation of knowl-
edge could only refer to empirical appearances—to phenomenal
occurrences—it cannot describe the “thing in itself ” or the noumenon.
Objects are given to concepts in intuition during the receptivity of
impressions. Kant believed that the only kind of intuition available for
the human mind was sense-intuition that allowed for the spontaneity
of the production of concepts while receiving impressions through
experience. According to Kant, intellectual-intuition is beyond humans,
which would allow us to have access to the knowledge of the noumenon.
For the subject to reach scientific knowledge about the world, it
must assume the pure ideas of reason: “God,” the “I,” and the
“world,” a secular kind of Holy Trinity that involves the human
self. These ideas are not really known, but in order to strive for the
universality of science, we must, out of necessity, think them. They are
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the “pure concepts of reason” (Kant [1781] 1929, 316) and serve the
function of directing understanding toward the universe.

However, the Kantian enthusiasm about achieving universal
empirical knowledge through science and reason was tempered by the
conclusions of the Scottish Enlightenment, which relied more heavily
on the receptivity of impressions. Hume’s most important point
against the enlightened enthusiasm was that the concept of causality is
only a subjective expectation aroused by the mechanism of associa-
tion. This subjective expectation lies on beliefs, the ones that were
given us while we were raised. If we attempt to harmonize in a
hermeneutic fashion—if it is possible at all—the Kantian and Humean
contributions to the philosophy of science, we could say that Kant
contributed the imperative importance of contemplating the universe
when doing science and Hume pointed at the—often ignored—
principle of subjectivity involved in the confirmation of causality. On
the one hand, contemplation of the universe is basic as an aspiration,
even if it is impossible to translate the findings into words, for the lat-
ter are intrinsically finite, particular. On the other hand, confirmation
of causality only means that there are bases for explanatory principles
that can either help us agree about intellectual knowledge or be useful
in our material everyday life. But our positivistic and scientific con-
templation of the universe is based on the faith that we are mysteri-
ously linked to it from within. This is the substantive basis for its
claims of efficacy. The human inner link to universe is clearer among
physicists who work with the biggest and smallest dimensions in sense
experience. Our scientific explanations might prove to be useful in a
practical sense only in the specific domain of experience where they
are applied. This is the benefit of specialization. Technology and
functionality derive from this and produce the expanded organiza-
tional capacity of the modern institutions, but they will never produce
precise intellectual knowledge about the workings of the universe (in
a sense that goes beyond sense experience). The Kantian impossibility
to reach the “thing in itself ” illustrates this point.

The model of knowledge developed by Kant can be rescued as a
substantive aspiration of the hermeneutic tradition toward the ideal of
universal integration of the knowing self. Nevertheless, there is always
a margin of error as a scientific principle, or a distance between what
I know based on theory and my empirical observation. This error
points to an important warning needed for a “fundamentalist” belief
in objectivity: Even if the error tends to be negligible with respect to
the domain of experience in which we apply our theoretical abstrac-
tion, it can be mathematically shown that infinity still exists within
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that margin of error. Zeno’s famous Achilles and the Tortoise aporia
illustrates just this: There are infinite amounts of numbers between
two points in any straight line and therefore we can break a line in two
forever into infinity. But there are physical limits to perception of
infinity in the world of sense-experience, so it is scientifically correct to
reduce the error to the minimum possible range, and make it negligi-
ble in the domain of experience where it is applied. However, the
scientist should not forget that to make it negligible in a specific
domain of experience is no justification to ignore the infinity that it
contains. Ever shrinking margins of error allow for further precision,
but the significance of a decreasing margin of error also decreases
marginally—the error cannot be canceled. Beyond the concept lies the
diverse infinity of a universe that will not be apprehended by mere
conceptual abstraction.

This might not have seemed relevant at the time when Kant wrote
because, to him, the confirmation of the possibility of universal sciences
lay on the then obvious universality of Newtonian physics, based
on the precise functioning of a mechanical universe. Although Kant
had been trained within the dogmatic rationalism of Wolff (Luijpen
1964, 9), he opposed the idea that pure conceptual operations of
logic could describe universal reality (the “thing in itself ”). But he also
ended up rejecting the Humean idea that knowledge was based solely
on changeable and concrete impressions, although this made him
look into empiricism. Kant needed a source of necessary and universal
judgments, and that was a priori knowledge, but the concrete experi-
ence that gave him an upper hand over the skeptics and impression-
ists was the apparent universal validity of the physics of Newton.
Nevertheless, this appearance has been challenged in Einstein’s rela-
tivity theory and in quantum physics, both of which have shown that
Newton’s physics apply only in a specific domain of experience: that of
body-sized matter that moves slower than light (Bohm 1980; Capra
1982). Universal validity of intellectual knowledge can be regarded as
a myth that carries fantastic imaginative assumptions in its very struc-
ture. However, these assumptions should not be seen as necessarily
unreal because they point at what is important for the society that
sustains the discipline, or the order-producing ritual.

One such useful but fantastic assumptions in the modern cosmos
is the ontological assumption of a mechanical universe formed by
discrete entities. Newton’s physics is wholly based on what David
Bohm calls the “mechanistic order” in his book Wholeness and the
Implicate Order (1980). He contends that this kind of mechanistic
view of the physical reality has been challenged by Einstein’s relativity
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theory and also by quantum theory, but that it has remained at the
center of the scientific cosmos and imagination:

[T]he principal feature of this [mechanistic] order is that the world is
regarded as constituted of entities which are outside of each other, in the
sense that they exist independently in different regions of space (and
time) and interact through forces that do not bring about any changes
in their essential natures. The machine gives a typical illustration of such
a system of order. (Bohm 1980, 173)

The entities are supposed to be formed of separately existent indivisi-
ble and unchangeable “elementary particles,” atoms originally that later
were divided into electrons, protons, and neutrons, and then into
hundreds of different kinds of unstable particles, “and now even smaller
ones” says Bohm “like ‘quarks’ and ‘partons’ have been postulated to
explain these transformations. Though these have not yet been isolated
there appears to be an unshakeable faith among physicists that either
such particles, or some other kind yet to be discovered, will eventually
make possible a complete and coherent explanation of everything”
(1980, 173; emphasis added).

According to Bohm, the theory of relativity was the first indication
toward the need to question the assumed mechanistic order of the
universe. Einstein’s relativity implied that the concept of independ-
ently existent particles was impossible, and he proposed to give a
secondary importance to the idea of discrete particles. According to
Einstein, reality should be regarded as constituted of fields, whose
behavior is consistent with the requirements of the theory of relativ-
ity. “A key new idea,” says Bohm, “of this ‘unified field theory’ of
Einstein is that the field equations are non-linear [which] could have
solutions in the form of localized pulses, consisting of a region of
intense field that could move through space stably as a whole, and that
could thus provide a model of the ‘particle’ ” (1980, 174). But if any
two of these pulses come close together, they alter each other so
radically that the idea of independent and discrete particles is thus
challenged as the essence of physical reality; a particle is thus seen as a
useful abstraction furnishing valid approximations in a limited
domain. However, Bohm says that Einstein’s field concept still keeps
the essential features of a mechanistic universe for being based on
pulse-like entities that still reside outside each other, and for consider-
ing that only those separated by an infinitesimally small distance can
affect each other. Einstein was never able to provide an ultimate
mechanistic basis for physics in terms of a generally coherent and
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satisfactory formulation of his unified field theory, but Bohm says that
it provided the basic intuition that the concept of particle is a useful
abstraction from an unbroken and undivided universe (1980, 174).

According to Bohm, the more serious challenge to a mechanistic
order came from quantum theory in the form of noncontinuity, non-
causality, and nonlocality. The laws of quantum mechanics are not
deterministic, they are statistical, and so, future individual events
cannot be predicted uniquely and precisely. But according to Bohm,
this feature does not essentially challenge the mechanistic order
because independently existent elements are still seen as lying outside
each other and connected by external relationships:

The fact that (as in a pinball machine) such elements are related by the
rule of chance (expressed mathematically in terms of the theory of
probability) does not change the basic externality of the elements and
so does not essentially affect the question of whether the fundamental
order is mechanistic or not. (1980, 175)

Bohm isolates and refers to the three key features of quantum
mechanics that do challenge the ontology of a classical mechanistic
conception of cosmos and order on which the practice of science is
based. Noncontinuity at a quantum level means that action is seen as
an indivisible quanta, a whole that remains as such throughout
changes of state; “it has no meaning to say that a system passes
through a continuous series of intermediate states, similar to initial
and final states” (Bohm 1980, 128); movement is discontinuous and
the observed pulse-like entity can go from one state to another
without passing through any states in between. Noncausality is based
on the absence of determinism in quantum experiments and on the
nature of experimental observation: “In the quantum context,” says
Bohm, “one can regard terms like ‘observed object,’ ‘observing
instrument,’ ‘link electron,’ ‘experimental results,’ etc., as aspects of a
single overall ‘pattern’ that are in effect abstracted or ‘pointed out’ by
our mode of description. Thus to speak of interaction of ‘observing
instrument’ and ‘observed object’ has no meaning” (1980, 134).
Further, the observer is also part of the pattern of the experiment as
pulse-like entities “can show different properties (e.g., particle-like,
wave-like, or something in between), depending on the environmen-
tal context within which they exist and are subject to observation”
(Bohm 1980, 175). Nonlocality is based on the peculiar nonlocal
relationship between two entities that are far apart, such as electrons,
which have separated after having initially combined into a molecule,
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that is, very small pulse-like entities affect one another at an indefinite
distance after having interacted. What is remarkable about these
discoveries is that they highlight the need to see physical reality as
something that has no ontological division and that if there is any
separation between the objects that we observe, it is mainly epistemo-
logical, based on our perspective and scientific style of observation.

Bohm problematizes this further and asks if instead of the typical
attitude of looking at the mechanistic consistencies and applications of
the relativity and quantum theories, their intuitions can be used to
produce a qualitatively new perspective of observation of physical
order, “from which both relativity and quantum theory are to be
derived as abstractions, approximations and limiting cases” (Bohm
1980, 176). This new perspective would require a serious questioning
of the Cartesian mechanistic cosmos and a different attitude toward
our own thinking process, nature, and also the other in social science:

Though physics has changed radically in many ways, the Cartesian grid
(with minor modifications, such as the use of curvilinear coordinates)
has remained the one key feature that has not changed. Evidently, it is
not easy to change this, because our notions of order are pervasive, for
not only do they involve our thinking but also our senses, our feelings,
our intuitions, our physical movement, our relationships with other
people and with society as a whole and, indeed, every phase of our lives.
(Bohm 1980, 176)

Bohm suggests that we become aware of an unbroken continuum of
reality, where distinctions should be seen as abstracted from that whole,
in a similar way in which he highlights the oneness of the thinking
process and its content. He believes that questions about the nature of
consciousness cannot be properly expressed if we are caught up in the
principle of a presumed essential separation of the elements of reality.
He expresses this perspective in what he calls the “implicate order”:

We proposed that a new notion of order is involved here, which we
called the implicate order (from a Latin root meaning “to enfold” or
“to fold inward”). In terms of the implicate order one may say that
everything is enfolded into everything. This contrasts with the explicate
order now dominant in physics in which things are unfolded in the sense
that each thing lies only in its own particular region of space (and time)
and outside the regions belonging to other things. (Bohm 1980, 177)

Both implicate and explicate orders should be seen as perspectives on
an intellectual contemplation of universal order that remains rooted in

Political Philosophy for the Global Age28



the belief on an essential human transcendental connection to that
order. A scientist, such as Bohm, reflecting on this will not leave
aside—as we are allowed to do in the social sciences—the basic
assumption of investigating universally applicable principles of physics.
Both the scientific contemplation of the universe and our imagined
connection to that universe keep a transcendental point d’appui that
the Kantian views on the philosophy of science explicate.

Science and philosophy differentiate or unify the universe artifi-
cially to indulge reason into observing a coherent kind of order in the
world. Here, I want to emphasize that in spite of the postmodern
views on the essential multiplicity of social reality (plurality turned
infinite), whatever it is that we call universe remains a relevant cate-
gory for intellectual contemplation of reality in the hard scientific way,
the one that produces effective technology. Kant realized that physical
sciences do not regard nature as a mere conglomeration of data, but
as an interconnected whole that we can think of by means of concepts.
Kant conceived intuitions and concepts as the elements of our intel-
lectual knowledge, but he also thought that each intuition needed to
be supported by a concept—and each concept by an intuition—to
yield knowledge of the nature of the physical sciences (Kant [1781]
1929, 92). In order for this to be possible, the propositions that
we formulate must come to us before sensible experience. In his
“Transcendental Aesthetic,” Kant accepts a priori forms of under-
standing that are impressed on the manifold data of intuition, which
are reduced to a conceptual unity. For Kant, the possibility of the exis-
tence of physical sciences is only explained if we accept that this kind
of knowledge about the world that obeys determinable physical laws
cannot possibly come solely from experience. Nature, which is the
sum of all appearances, is made an ordered whole through the intel-
lectual discovery of a priori laws in the form of categories and
concepts. Weber shares with the neo-Kantian school the idea that “it
can be logically demonstrated that the reality confronting us in our
daily lives is the structured version of something immediate and
boundless” (Bruun 1972, 99). One can entertain the idea that expla-
nations about our immediate reality, unavoidably yield models of that
reality, which may be useful for understanding and functionality, but
they remain imaginative models, ideal types, utopias.

As a consequence, the idea that we are intrinsically linked to the uni-
verse through Kantian aprioristic intuition is really only an act of faith:
the certainty that humankind has an inner open window into the
universe that can become conscious. And this faith may be regarded
to be of identical nature to that of any other spiritual search. The
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difference of the Western enlightened discipline is that the scientist
or philosopher can allow herself to be the wholeness of the universe
through subjective intuition, but then she must translate the product of
her contemplation into conceptual theory or explanatory systems that
can be understood intellectually, and reproduced and verified empiri-
cally and publicly. This practice (or ritual), with demands of functional-
ity (as a modern value), gives the scientist an environment of certainty
within which an attitude of “rational domination of the world” thrives.3

But the universal validity of intellectual knowledge is a myth that derives
from the disciplinary belief in an individual human relationship with a
universe that is originally spiritual as will be discussed below.

The essential Weberian scientific concern is to find out the subjec-
tive roots of practical valuation that gave rise to the development of
the modern society in the direction of rational world domination. He
found those roots in his sociology of religion, which he built in the
shape of ideal typical formations. This brought him into sociology at
a time when there was a need for a methodology of concept formation
so that the discipline as a whole would gain the reputation of science
(Hennis 1988). Thomas Burger argues that Weber was pushed into
methodological argumentation “as a result of external circumstances”
and “left off as soon as he could,” and that his major methodological
questions had been answered already by the neo-Kantian Heinrich
Rickert (Burger 1976, 5).4 However, it is possible to argue with
Bruun that Weber went beyond Rickert’s purely philosophical argu-
mentation and logical categories by his use of his interpretive sociol-
ogy and the close relationship between theoretical value relation and
practical valuation: “Weber’s attitude to the problem of value relation
seems far more flexible [than Rickert’s]. Of course scientific proposi-
tions and value judgments are two entirely different things; but in
pointing to [practical] valuations as a frequent, and legitimate,
condition of value relation, Weber hints at the possibility of a more
extensive, if still controlled, interplay of practice and theory, interest
and perception” (Bruun 1972, 106–07).

However, the Rickertian influence on Weber is clearly recognizable
and Weber himself says that his incursions in methodology are bound
up with Rickert’s work (Weber [1904] 1949) and that of other neo-
Kantians. According to Oakes, “in the philosophy of history developed
by Windelband, Rickert, and Lask, Weber found an epistemology of
the cultural sciences which, in his view, established the conditions
under which knowledge of the historical individual is possible” (1987,
436). Rickert’s logic created the possibility of contemplating history
as a science with the objective stature of the natural sciences, but with
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a legitimacy of its own based on the individual uniqueness of the
historically relevant events. What gives individual events their relevance
is related to a valuation process:

To attribute importance to the individuality of certain phenomena . . .
means connecting them with some value in relation to which they
acquire their importance . . . only this relation permits a selection from
the infinite multiplicity of reality which respects the individual character
of the phenomena selected, while being rooted in a firm criterion (viz.,
the value in question). (Bruun 1972, 88)

According to Rickert, the value in question would be relevant to
everybody, meaning by this not just anybody, but everybody in a
Gemeinschaft. This brings to mind the idea of intersubjectivity in a sci-
entific community. However, without the scientific belief in the possi-
bility of collectively invoking the transcendental subject in everyone in
the community, the view of reality formed according to these principles
is unable to overcome—at least in principle—its particularistic, locally
structured nature.

Weber’s ideas on value freedom in science accept that “a person
may enter into two roles, being the source (or the recipient) of, alter-
nately, scientific and valuational propositions, . . . the social scientist
will often have to pass through a phase of practical valuation in order
to be able to assume his theoretical role” (Bruun 1972, 106). The
Rickertian “careful and deliberate” distinction between the object
level and the research level is not found in Weber. He established a sci-
entific practice according to which the scientist would look straight
into her personal practical valuation. The scrupulous discipline of
knowing and thus of contemplating oneself, would also make the sci-
entist project her transcendental self-consciousness into the creation
of proper theoretical value relations. According to Weber, only this
scrupulous reflexive scrutiny of self will allow the scientist to create
theoretical constructions that are useful to approach complex empiri-
cal reality. Yet these constructions must be systematically pondered
against correct scientific proof, otherwise they are useless for the
objectives of science.5 In his essay on “objectivity,” Weber considers
concepts as correct if their empirical relation to the world could be
recognized as such “even by a Chinese” (Weber [1904] 1949, 58).
This refers to the ability of transcending particularistic cultural codes
by means of scientific language.

Nevertheless—following the neo-Kantian school—theoretical
value relations tell us nothing about individual perception of reality in
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itself, due to the established principle that immediate individual
perception is a boundless infinite diversity of phenomena. Weberian
methodology is rooted in a view of reality that divides the universe
into real worldly phenomena and real transcendence, and whose only
ground to make an objective claim is the conscious self-experience. To
Weber, the relation between the concept and the object of study is
always mediated by this conscious self-experience, through valuation.
According to Oakes, Lask explored the relationship between the
concept and its object and concluded that concrete reality cannot
be derived from its conceptualization (as in what he called the emana-
tionist Hegelian logic), but that it is lived in individual existence as the
sole reality, and that its unique and unfathomable nature precludes the
possibility of complete clear conceptualization. Therefore, the relation-
ship between object and its concept is purely artificial as an “intellectual
construct, reality [individual perception] is ontologically richer than
the concept” (Oakes 1987, 439).

The relatively recent possibility of observation of physical phenom-
ena at a quantum size has brought about similar conclusions: A differ-
ent theoretical approach was needed at that level, because Newtonian
all-encompassing theoretical physics described a more local kind of
universe—one adapted to our body-dimensional experience of solid
objects. Therefore, a broader theory was created that allowed for
greater flexibility in measurement—through Heisenberg’s uncertainty
principle—instead of the discovery of numerical constants in the uni-
verse (or in the logic of the theory). According to Windelband, the
natural sciences’ nomothetic knowledge abstracts from the uniqueness
of particular phenomena in order to concentrate on the patterns of
behavior that govern the similarities of particular events, thus creating
general laws, and canceling their uniqueness. In his view, historical
science’s kind of knowledge is idiographic, where “the purpose of
knowledge is to comprehend the distinctive properties of the unique
event itself ” (Oakes 1987, 437). In history, those distinctive proper-
ties would be chosen according to general values that the scientist
represents; in quantum physics, the phenomenon that the scientist
decides to observe changes in (conceptual) nature according to the
theoretical expectation that the scientist assumes in her experimental
setting.

This allows for the possibility to say that both social and natural
sciences have nomological characteristics, as well as idiographic ones.
In order to produce useful concepts and theoretical constructs, they
should encompass general observable phenomena (less so in history,
but not in the rest of the social sciences). Idiographic uniqueness
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becomes important, in the hard natural sciences, by how much the
experiment is influenced by the particular and individual person who
is also a scientific observer, and in the social sciences, by the valua-
tional closeness of the object of study: the conscious self. And so, what
Weber pointed out to be the basis for objectivity in the social sciences
applies to any kind of science, natural or social: What the current
academia agrees to see as relevant and desirable for the expansion of
intellectual knowledge, and what the initiated ones teach and accept
as the leading paradigm has its basis in this intersubjective legitimacy.
In this conception of reality, an intersubjective agreement—based on
the strength of a rational abstract theory and evidence—is the basis for
what we call objectivity.

Nevertheless, considering its basis on the individual conscious self,
objectivity should always be regarded as an act of faith. This does not
mean that objectivity is therefore faulty or impossible; it only means
that the blind belief in absolute certainty through objective knowledge
is a cultural scientific by-product of Modernity that, in practice, may
acquire a dogmatic nature. In his defense of value freedom in the social
sciences, Weber always opposed the formation of scientific dogma of
this nature. To him, this was reflected in the confusion that science
would be able to elucidate the actual validity of knowledge, which he
strove to differentiate through keeping a clear distinction between
empirical science and value judgments. “For even the knowledge of the
most certain proposition of our theoretical sciences—e.g., the exact
natural sciences or mathematics, is, like the cultivation and refinement
of the conscience, a product of culture” (Weber [1904] 1949, 55).

On Weberian grounds, social science is such by virtue of the Kantian
scientific unifying principle of contemplation of the universe—even if
only as a transcendental belief, an aspiration, which realizes that any
intellectual knowledge achieved in this manner remains a partial view
of reality, with particular (local) significance. The social sciences
should take seriously into account the possibility of everything being
enfolded into everything else at the same time as we are able to dis-
tinguish discrete differences. This is the essence of synchronicity, and
it can disclose the collective dimension of being human. Individual
intention considered solely as the center of human action follows the
principles of an atomistic Cartesian universe. And the ontology of this
type of universe has already been empirically challenged by various
modern philosophers and contemporary physics. The ideal modern
self that we experience as an individual self can also be brought to
conscious experience as a collective self imaginatively and emotionally.
If we accept a hermeneutics of human consciousness that holds
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imaginative and emotional ways of experiencing itself as a united
whole with other human beings, there is no reason why a collective
self, beyond the modern individual self-conception, cannot be posed.
This describes an ideal human self-experience that can be a legitimate
source of knowledge.

It is in this spirit that I build three ideal typical views of reality as
fictions or utopias that cannot be observed in their abstract purity, but
that complement each other phenomenologically in human interac-
tion. In a reflexive, hermeneutic spirit, the center for intellectual self-
knowledge is individual consciousness, which is the perspective of the
observer in the scientific tradition of knowledge. In this book, this
perspective will be transformed into that of the present moment of
meaningful experience in a phenomenological and hermeneutic theo-
retical position. I develop this perspective as a model for cognition in
chapter 3 in order to be able to ground views of reality that are
alternative to the modern one, in a consciousness of self that is not
necessarily seen as essentially individual.

However, before building this perspective, I expand on the ideal
types referred to above, and their relation to time and language in the
next chapter. I then explain the theoretical justification for these ideal
types in chapters 3–5 and I also concentrate on how reality is struc-
tured in the three types in order to organize different ways of
approaching the ethical life of humans. I argue that this life is initially
grounded on our biology and is eventually transformed by the sym-
bological discovery (or invention) of transcendence. They also repre-
sent three different aspects of what it is to be human: our animality,
our intellectual aspirations to truth, and our spiritual impulses beyond
this concrete world. But it is important to say at this initial point that
eventhough I use theoretical language to describe them, my ideal
types are metaphors that I consider useful for heuristic purposes and—
at best—they may be valid approximations in the observation of
human interaction. Their validity is justified in terms of a point of
intersection between practical valuation and theoretical valuation: the
practice of science and its ideal aspirations to truth, but we should be
aware that these aspirations are based on belief. This belief is of the
sacred type, spelt out by Kantian philosophy of knowledge, which is
not without its fantastic imaginative roots. These roots are nonethe-
less reproduced by human experience in social reality, sustained by the
contemporary political world order and global interaction, and by
the disciplined practice of scientific observation—which according to
Weber, should be essentially practiced as self-observation.
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2

Ethical Authority According 

to Three Ideal Types 

of Reality

In order to build the conceptual basis for a convergence of
cosmologies, the basic premise of this work is that the ability to
conceive and represent a “view of reality” makes human interaction
different from any other phenomenon that an observer may call
“interaction.” The “substance” where a view of reality is formed is the
experience of time and language in disciplined practice. Science and
the modern worldview conceived as disciplined practice require
human entities that regard themselves as either observers in science or
as historical individuals in modern life. Nevertheless, in a disci-
plined search for knowledge—which can also be seen as a search for
self-knowledge—an individual or an observer is already necessarily
embodied and is herself already situated within a view of reality and
cultural inheritance that she identifies with through her own particu-
larly human interaction and experience of time and language.
Currently, the modern view of legitimate knowledge construes reality
as organized around the notions of a subject and an object that are
separate from each other. “Objectivity” depends on the disciplined
distance that a subject may take from her object of study. This analyt-
ical distance may be useful in the practice and understanding of
science, but my contention is that, to take on board that the possibil-
ity of such separation is the only source of reality is analogous with
assuming sacred or religious belief as absolute truth. Belief and legiti-
mate reality are based on cosmological myths as well as on disciplined
practice simultaneously.

In this work, religions and institutions are regarded as analogous to
each other because they dictate the notion of legitimate reality, and this
is reflected in the ideal principles expressed by prevalent discipline.
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I argue that in contemporary modern interaction, the quality of order
is different from that of the order of what is explicitly sacred by virtue
of its relationship with time and language. In the “West,” this differ-
ence is traditionally construed through a relationship to time that is
progressive and that contemplates a movement from the reality of the
sacred order at the center of human interaction to the reality of
human rationality at the center of human interaction as a positive and
desired transformation. But this modern self-interpretation, in its
rejection of the sacred roots to reality, refuses to see that this progres-
sive construal itself is sustained in human action (or nonaction), emo-
tion, and imagination by those sacred (mythical) roots themselves. My
argument is that the locus of legitimation is the relevant experience of
time and language for either of the three ideally typical views of reality
and their institutionalization as disciplines, even as the different types
of time and language that are identified here are essential to the
pragmatic organization of any culture that can be identified as such
empirically. This is the reason why in this work legitimation is related
to institutions and not to organization: Institutions, like religions,
portray the ideal “form” of the discipline that human beings engage
with in order to interact with experience, while organizations are a
pragmatic mixture of that form with the unavoidable spontaneity of
life. The ideal form of the discipline exists mainly in human emotion
and imagination and this is related to the creation of belief in legiti-
mate institutions and disciplined human interaction.

I suggest that what has been traditionally construed as difference
between religion and rational institutions can also be construed as a
continuum. This continuum has been identified by (new) forms of
institutionalism as “path dependencies”; this is an image of social
causation that “rejects the traditional postulate that the same opera-
tive forces will generate the same results everywhere in favor of the
view that the effect of such forces will be mediated by the contextual
features of a given situation often inherited from the past” (Hall and
Taylor 1996, 941).1 From this perspective, the sharp differences
between tradition and Modernity become blurred, but can still be
considered as differences of degree. This follows the experience that,
while Modernity emanates from a specific geographical center in the
world, the periphery is also already a part of it through currently
sustained global interaction. At the same time, there is a popularly
sustained myth—of the cosmological primary type—that Modernity
progressively wipes out tradition; a suggestion that produces opti-
mistic projections of a possibly better future as much as terrifying
visions of administrated and utterly rationalized worlds. My own
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position here is to take fully on board Bruno Latour’s claim that We
Have Never Been Modern (1993). In this work, he contends that the
project of Modernity is both suspended and sustained by its own inner
paradoxes and contradictions. I would add that the modern methods
to produce knowledge are at the same time traditional in their need
for mythical assumptions of the cosmological type about reality. So
nobody has ever been modern, yet Modernity is already the ideal basis
of a global culture.

The difference in degree between modern and traditional interac-
tion cannot be fully appreciated through a dichotomous relationship
between the “West” and “non-West,” or Modernity and tradition,
where one of them is what the other is not. Tradition ought not to be
assumed to precede Modernity in a sequential manner, mainly because
it is part of the present social experience of both the center and
the periphery in global world interaction simultaneously. This is the
reason why this relationship should be brought to the contemporary
world scenario in identifying various current cosmological beliefs,
regardless of whether they seem to lack basis for reality in one’s own
tradition of knowledge and belief. In order to do this, I suggest a
theoretical construction that contemplates three ideal types of reality;
the structure of this ideal difference is essentially organized around the
dialogical relationship between two concepts that constitute the con-
ceptual axis of this work: “World” and “transcendence.” Another
important part of the conceptual framework of this book will be the
notions of time and language that derive from each ideal type of real-
ity, which determine the shape of the principles of ethical discipline—
substantive institutions as defined in this work. However, I assume
that all of the elements of the three ideal types of reality are comple-
mentary, that is, they depend conceptually on each other to be
defined at all because the three of them constitute essential aspects of
present human life. In the first section of this chapter, I justify
theoretically and define conceptually the three ideal types of reality. In
the second and third sections, I relate them to the notions of time and
language that, I argue, are the materials in which views of reality are
“carved.”

Three Ideal–Typical Views of Reality

In his book The Interpretation of Cultures (1973), Clifford Geertz
speaks about a pair of complementary concepts that he defines as ethos
and worldview: “[T]he ethos is made intellectually reasonable by being
shown to represent a way of life implied by the actual state of
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affairs which the worldview describes, and the worldview is made
emotionally acceptable by being presented as an image of an actual
state of affairs of which such a way of life is an authentic expression”
(Geertz 1973, 127). What Geertz calls an “actual state of affairs”
depends on whatever it is that a specific culture regards as real. “What
all sacred symbols assert is that the good for man is to live realistically;
where they differ is in the vision of reality they construct” (Geertz
1973, 130). He considers that, “for various individuals and in various
cultures,” religion fuses ethos and worldview and gives social values
what he calls “an appearance of objectivity” (Geertz 1973, 131),
which is what he thinks ethos and worldview most need to be success-
fully sustained.

Geertz’s conclusions about social order help us clarify the organi-
zational implications of a socially constructed view of reality, but he
uses the symbol of objectivity (one that is regarded as legitimate
reality in the West) in order to convey his link between reality and
another worldview’s experience of it. His general message is that
another culture may hold an idea of reality that may not agree with
ours, but that it is no less real to the bearers of the culture because of
this. His is the relativistic Boasian standpoint in anthropology, where
all cultures are seen as valuable in themselves (Bennet 1996). It is only
from this standpoint that we can look at the modern tradition of
analysis itself, and observe it as a culture, a worldview with a very
particular type of ethos, which happens to be universalistic and factual.
I will go back briefly to the discussion of the subject/object divide in
order to illustrate the predicament of this Geertzian type of analysis,
through which the anthropologist positions herself in the privileged
perspective of observation to produce knowledge about a different
culture, even while she does not claim superiority for her own cultural
inheritance.

In order to carry out her analysis, the scientist must differentiate
between subject and object as a methodological assumption. But, as
has been discussed, this exercise of differentiation is itself based on a
“myth” of separation at the very root of the modern tradition of
knowledge. The methodological assumption of the clear divide
between subject and object is an order-producing ritual in the world-
view of science. Although recently, scholars are more willing to see
ritual in scientific practice (Latour 1993), there is much resistance to
identify ritual with the rationalized practices that produce secular
knowledge and rational domination. Catherine Bell regards the
generic concept of ritual as an analytical tool, based on the division
between subject and object, that helps to give social shape to the
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dichotomy thought/action “that runs particularly deep in the
intellectual traditions of Western Culture” (Bell 1992, 24):

We do not see that we are wielding a particularly powerful analytical
tool, nor do we see how our unconscious manipulation of it is driven
not only by the need to resolve the dichotomy it establishes but also
simultaneously to affirm and resolve the more fundamental opposition
it poses—the opposition between the theoretician and the object
of theoretical discourse. In other words, we do not see how such
dichotomies contribute to the rational definition of a knower, a known,
and a particular kind of knowledge. (Bell 1992, 25)

In Modernity, the kind of knowledge produced by scientific methods
(or rituals) is the legitimate one. This knowledge is produced and
coherently spelt out in the sequence of symbols that represent
themselves and the world in the abstract possibilities of conceptual
thought. But the critical discipline depends on the assumption of
a vantage point (originally related to the Gaze of the Christian
monotheistic God) that produces the rational ability to see the
dichotomous relationships, which other cultures do not identify as the
basis of reality. This vantage point belongs to the observer who is
poised in a mimetic assimilation of the transcendental Gaze of God
and who is able, from this vantage point of “pure” objectivity, to
project universal knowledge into the abstract, sequential, scientific
descriptions of “objective” reality. Even if this standpoint has been
repeatedly questioned from within European philosophical enquiry—
and this legitimizes the emergence of post-structuralist and postmod-
ern theoretical constructs as well as various forms of existentialism
and nihilism—in the realm of everyday life modern interaction, the
privileged standpoint cannot be disposed of. In the collective
practice of science, however, the absolute gaze of the scientist is trans-
formed into a social consensus where the “objective” reality can be
agreed upon:

Hence the modern use of language has been driven increasingly to
define the objective reality of the world, on the assumption that “objec-
tive” means real because it allows such consensus, and that “subjective”
means unreal because it does not. The word “subject” in English means
the observer of the objective, and it also has the political meaning of an
individual subordinated to the authority of his society or its ruler, as in
“British subject.” It is not really possible, however, to separate the two
meanings. The “subject” is subjected to the objective world, and not
only subjected but almost crushed under it, like Atlas. (Frye 1982, 21)

Three Ideal Types of Reality 39



The Geertzian relativistic interpretation of other cultures points at a
metonymic correspondence in our use of the terms “objective” and
“reality”; to us, it is not really possible to separate the meaning of
these two concepts. However, a full exercise of relativism is impossible
for an anthropologist who stands in the vantage point of an observer
who is engaged in the activity of translation from the realm of the
“other” to the realm of the modern objective tradition of knowledge
as it is practiced today. This vantage point is sustained by contempo-
rary cosmology, which implies a political order that is unavoidably
entwined with the contemporary power structures of the world. A full
exercise of relativism is needed that would imply a turn of one
hundred and eighty degrees in order to analyze the “otherness” of
European culture itself. The problem is that, in this attempt, our own
universalistic grounds would be removed from under the feet of the
privileged observer. The question that springs to mind is whether it is
possible at all to realize this intellectual exercise, from the point of
view of the observer, and regard the “Western” tradition as the
“other” and as “oneself” at the same time. My own way of dealing
with this predicament is to embrace the paradox and give intellectual
knowledge only a metaphoric value, useful for understanding, yet
mythical in its universalistic consequences.

According to Geertz, religion encompasses ethos and worldview in
a given culture. In modern culture though, it is the institutions
(legal–rational) that substitute for religion, and give the latter a marginal
function in the private realm of human life. It is important to stress at
this point that the current realm of global interaction is also situated in
culture and belief, and therefore it is also based on an ethos and a world-
view. Our modern institutions represent this ethos and worldview, but it
is necessary to trace the ancestry of modern institutions all the way to the
Christian religion, together with its own Judaic and Greek ancestries
(Snell 1953; Jaeger 1962; Voegelin 1974; Nisbet 1994). It is this ances-
try, I argue, that defines the present relevance of our contemporary use
of the notions of a separate subject and object, the mechanistic cosmos
that rules modern interaction, and our distinct sense for a factual type of
history. The concept of religion is used in this work indistinctly from
institution (legitimate belief ), spiritual practice, or discipline, systematic
form of worship, or social theodicy to describe the same phenomenon:
the relationship between what Geertz describes as ethos and worldview of
a culture, and their structural consequences in the cosmology that rules
interaction. This relationship is necessarily ideal and, therefore, institu-
tions here are regarded as possessing an aura of distance that is analogous
to the charismatic aura of organized religion.2
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An idea of reality, as portrayed in this work, may be couched in
religions or (rational) institutions, cosmologies or the order of the
world or the universe; it is rooted in what is really important for a
given society, and in that sense, real. The concept of “religion” is
linked to Christianity as a spiritual discipline and practice—and to the
Judeo-Christian conception of God—and although it has been used
to speak about other spiritual disciplines in the world, it was not
created as an analytical tool but as a descriptive symbol of Christian
“togetherness.” Religion was something that the source of modern
philosophy, the European Enlightenment, rejected in order to deify
reason as a source of reality, which perpetuated a dichotomous
opposition of the “real” and the “unreal.” This is very relevant to this
work because it attempts to show that Modernity has a mythological
basis as much as any other known tradition of human knowledge.
The modern view of reality is prevalent in global interaction, and
therefore, we should be aware of its mythological basis. But this
“mythology,” as I have called it, cannot be disclosed unless—at least—
the other two standpoints are conceptually constructed and identified
with “other” world cultures. These standpoints must be built in the
spirit of recognizing that they are also aspects of our own culture as
they are aspects of every other culture—even if they are not culturally
preeminent in ours. The problem is how to portray other generic
views of reality that modern people can identify themselves with qua
human beings. This would produce an empirically plausible counter-
point to the modern worldview, formulated conceptually, which can
at the same time be regarded as different but sharing its deepest
existential concerns nonetheless.

I will construe three ideal–typical views of reality whose difference
is essentially organized around an alternative dialogical relationship
between “world” and “transcendence.” The three ideal types are
called the historical, mystic, and primitive types. Only the first one
considers both world and transcendence as simultaneously real. The
mystic type regards the “world” as illusory in nature and only tran-
scendence as real. The primitive type regards reality as the “world.”
Thus, while the historical type is based on the dialectical tension of an
“eternal” division, the mystic and the primitive types conceive of real-
ity as essentially whole and couched in either of the two poles whose
tension the historical view inhabits. I am aware that this alternative is
also shaped by modern dialectics, but in a hermeneutic stance,
I explicitly resort to my own cultural roots to reality. I do this in order
to conceptually place the “other” within a perspective where she can
also be “oneself” simultaneously.
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In the historical view, reality is divided into an opposition—
however ideal—between “world” and “transcendence.” The other
two typically ideal conceptions of reality that I propose are holistic in
that reality is fettered either wholly in “world” or wholly in “tran-
scendence,” and the opposition between these two terms in those
ideas of reality is either irrelevant or illusory. To an observer, the
primitive conception regards reality as the “world” and the mystic
conception regards reality as “transcendence.” We are left with three
typically ideal conceptions of reality whose empirical reference is
linked with the prevailing spiritual practice in diverse cultural settings
that, despite their diversity, can nonetheless be generally classified as
primitive (reality as the “world” only), historical (reality as the “world”
and “transcendence” at the same time), and mystic (reality as “tran-
scendence” only). However, it is important to clarify that, although
these views of reality are conceived in an idealized symbology and lead
to an ideal classification of cultures from a specific perspective, they
stress that they are empirically experienced in simultaneous and chang-
ing experiences of human consciousness in all kinds of cultures all over
the world. The ideal types as such are analytical tools that help us
identify which one of them is prevalent in any specific culture. And so,
these three ideal types of reality are not mutually exclusive; they are
complementary in human experience: All cultures have recognizable
organizational features of the three types.

It is important to point out that the transcendentalist views
(historical and mystic) legitimize the symmetrical opposite at the basis
of their belief systems: In the historical view, the individual self
achieved the status of a value in itself, while in mysticism, the collective
mind is sacred (and it is not anthropomorphic). In the transcendental-
ist views, the idea of self that is idealized and given an institutional aura
in the different types of views of reality tends either toward the tran-
scendental individuality of human beings (the transcendental subject
or the knowing Ego) or toward humanity unified in awareness of an
immanent kind of collective entity that encompasses all, but that is not
given a clear personality as in the God of the “religions of the Book.”
However, this “clean” symmetrical differentiation is mediated by the
idea of transcendence, which is clearly articulated in the historical and
in the mystic views of reality, but not in the primitive one. In the
primitive view, oneness with the cosmos is a living experience of either
collective or individual ritual, a sense of awe and veneration for
the experienced mysterious characteristics of embodiment and the
world, articulated in archaic symbols and myths, and induced by their
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cyclical mimetic enactment in synchronic experience. These practices
bring about experienced awareness and renewal of the symbols of
spiritual–organic union of life and death.

It is also important to mention at this point that the only concep-
tual tension with further dichotomous consequences in this tripartite
differentiation exists between the two views of reality that contem-
plate “transcendence” as real. There is no conceptual tension between
the transcendental views of reality and the primitive view of reality
because the reality of the world is either controlled or engulfed by
them—the more problematic tension is not conceptual but embodied
in providing justification for violent colonialism. The conceptual
tension between the transcendentalist views of reality is not experi-
enced as such in global social interaction because, while the modern
conception of reality, the historical type, produces the practice of what
Weber called “rational domination” of reality (or experience), the
mystic conception produces the practice of what I call “intuitive sub-
mission” to experience. Rational domination engages with the reality
of the world and creates material organization that is most successful
in coordinating world interaction; intuitive submission produces
peacefulness as a substantive imperative and clear mindedness or
awareness that is helpful in handling mundane experience, even as this
idea of reality may consider the world as illusory. Both kinds of
transcendental practice are aimed at colonizing the primitive idea of
reality bringing it awareness of transcendence—without being able to
abandon the grounds of embodiment and myth that wrap the myster-
ies of life and death. But transcendence lies beyond the concreteness
of this world, as impersonated in the only God in Heaven, as infinity,
as the eternal present mystic instant of Enlightenment, or as universal
humanity.

The primitive type conceives reality as being only in the world,
which due to diversity in nature, has created a huge range of stories
(myths) where a mixture of human experience, emotional ties, and
imagination speculate about the mysteries that keep the world alive
and in constant renewal. But this is not an outward observation of
phenomena, such as science; it is an inquiry toward the inner life of
the human group that needs the group organically. Human beings
need each other to survive as embodied animals. As we will see, this
practical awareness may abandon human interaction only in extreme
artificial circumstances (such as urban life). Nevertheless, the mytho-
logical realm of existence is a human characteristic of interaction and,
even if it is left in the background of modern interaction as a source of
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the primeval root that links human to nature, it is still the foundation
of social life:

Mythology is not a datum but a factum of human existence: It belongs
to the world of culture and civilization that man has made and still
inhabits. As a god is a metaphor identifying a personality as an element
of nature, solar myths or star myths or vegetation myths may suggest
something of a primitive form of science. But the real interest of myth
is to draw a circumference around a human community and look
inward toward that community, not [essentially] to inquire into the
operations of nature. Naturally it will draw on elements from nature,
just as a creative design in painting or sculpture would do. But
mythology is not a direct response to the natural environment; it is part
of the imaginative insulation that separates us from that environment.
(Frye 1982, 37)

It is pertinent to say with Frye that myth is never improved upon, nor
is it abolished in any society (as in the assumption that progress in
conceptual thought brought us away from myth). Its primitivity is
linked to its organic present relevance to human and not to the
“evolution of man” (where women and their domestic world are
thought of as lagging behind—an appreciation that is linked to
moral competence [see chapter 3]—together with children and
“non-Western” peoples).

At the historical period of the European Enlightenment, what may
be regarded as the historical origin of secular Modernity—or the age of
reason—the historical conception of reality was redefined to reject the
constraining dogma of the church. But the Christian dualistic and
divided conception of reality in “world” and “transcendence” was kept
in the rationally enlightened minds of the philosophers who could not
have thought in the void and were thus subject to their cultural past
“path dependencies.” This differentiation of reality gives the modern
conception an intellectual vantage point because it includes both world
and transcendence as real; at the same time, it takes away the perspec-
tive of an experiential vantage point for other types of knowledge
where these two categories lie undifferentiated. A disciplined rational
domination of experience, along the Christian lines of time, eventually
brought about science as a very powerful source of intellectual knowl-
edge. However, there is a dogmatic trap here that every scientist
should learn to avoid: One may believe that the discipline produced by
this view of reality is the only source of valid knowledge.

The discipline of rational domination of experience constantly
redefines itself to try to encompass intellectual knowledge of the
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infinite variation of phenomena that the world’s constant change
creates, while the discipline of intuitive submission to experience
accepts the world as it is because its worldly nature as such is seen as
illusion. These two attitudes characterize both “transcendentalist”
views of reality and consider as important intellectual and spiritual
knowledge, respectively. But a primitive type of (primary) knowledge
rooted in the world and in myth is not only relevant to human, but it
is also the basis of any other type of knowledge; as will be argued
in the second section of chapter 3, it is the type of knowledge
that human animals share with nonhuman animals. Knowledge in this
work is not only conceptualized as intellectual knowledge, but there
are also two other kinds of knowledge that should be taken into
consideration when producing a substantive theory for human world
order: Spiritual knowledge and the knowledge produced by a direct
experience of the world—not mediated by any kind of explicit
transcendentalism (primary knowledge).

Each of the three types of knowledge referred to correspond to
each of the three types of views of reality and also have an ideal–typical
nature in the sense that they are never pure, but manifest themselves
as empirical mixtures in different symbolizations and degrees of
relevance. Eventhough primary and spiritual knowledge lack preci-
sion in discursive expression, the realm of experience where they are
expressed is real in its “actuality” for human interaction, in a way anal-
ogous to Mircea Eliade’s idea that the sacred realm—where the
imagined realms of magic, transcendence, and salvation lie—is also
“objective reality” because it “manifests itself” (Bennet 1996, 118).
Here, I would like to temper this position though, and accept the
reality of primary and spiritual types of knowledge in as much as
they organize experienced domains of present human interaction.
Primary and spiritual knowledge are sources of organization that are
barely noticed or recorded as they are expressed through practice that
is embodied and enacted practically; their discursiveness is limited and
ambiguous, but their presence is lived nonetheless.

Human consciousness is then ideally comprised of these three
kinds of knowledge.3 Intellectual knowledge is today represented
through the scientific discipline of concept formation or factual
knowledge, spiritual knowledge represents itself in universalistic reve-
lation, the sacred “Word of God,” Dharma, philosophical disquisi-
tion, or spiritual practice of various disciplines; and the primary
experience of reality represents itself through compact symbols of
local, particular, and embodied experience. In order to be able to
contemplate a wider scope of human creativity, it is necessary to give
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these kinds of knowledge a conceptual existence within the framework
of consciousness. It is necessary to represent them because, to the best
of our knowledge, human experience creates and dwells in these rep-
resentations of reality (which may also be said to create human expe-
rience back) and they persist in human life to this day through what is
peculiar to our species: human language and a human type of embod-
ied interaction. The three kinds of knowledge constantly interact with
each other in human language and embodied interaction. Here, we
are dealing with the complex process of consciousness that in this
work is regarded as inseparable from embodiment. Language and
embodied interaction undergo constant transformation through time
but they can also be observed at the same time to keep a general form
that we can identify. In order to concretize the difference between
these kinds of knowledge and to define how they are relevant to
human life, I must define types of time and types of language (verbal
structures) and how these types relate to the ideal types of reality.
One of the most important premises of this conceptual work is that
the experiences of time and language, which are imaginatively and
emotionally cognized, are used by human interaction in order to
structure the immediate and boundless reality in front of us. This will
be the object of enquiry in the following two sections of this chapter.

Time: Synchrony and Diachrony

A “view of reality” emerges in embodied experience, emotion, and
imagination, from the immediate need of our human consciousness to
interact with each other and with the world. Through consciousness
and embodiment, this interaction produces knowledge of various
kinds that may be differentiated, on the one hand, according to each
view of reality, and on the other, according to the legitimate experi-
ence of time within that view of reality. In the two holistic views of
reality, the relevant experience of time for the purpose of legitimation
lies on simultaneity (synchronicity): mimetic identification of ritual
wholeness and the eternal present moment of mystic Enlightenment.
In the divided view of reality of the historical type, the relevant
experience of time that legitimizes expectation of eschatology or a
constant “not yet”4 of the project of Modernity is sequential and
highlights past and future (diachrony): means-ends sequence, coher-
ence of sequential, rational disquisition, and consciousness of history
as a domain of reality that is relevant for a universal humanity. We owe
the original distinction between synchrony and diachrony to the
Saussurean structuralist analysis of language: synchrony is his axis of
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simultaneities and diachrony that of successions (Wilden 1972, 50;
Merquior 1986). But here, I use the difference between synchrony
and diachrony to be analogous with the difference between conscious
and embodied awareness of simultaneity and the (human) experience
of sequence either in natural events or in social ones. I argue that
while Modernity has succeeded in showing the importance of the
legitimate experience of time as progress and history, it should also
look into the relevance of simultaneity within the organization of its
own cultural tradition. I resort to Jaspers’s (1953) construction of a
historical axial age to illustrate this point.

Time may be experienced as a continuum of simultaneity that is
comparable to space (but not identical with it) and which connects
everything to everything else, but it may also be experienced as move-
ment that is witnessed by the constant change and restlessness of
everything that surrounds us.5 To human consciousness, time is only
identifiable through contrasts because otherwise its essence would be
experienced as a mere flow of substances in nature: We need relevant
marks that allow us to distinguish past from future in that endless
flow. Human marks on time are produced in relevant experience of
simultaneity that establishes meaningful points of reference in the
flow of occurrences in the otherwise undifferentiated continuum.
This makes us aware of two orders of events in time: synchrony and
diachrony. The former denotes simultaneity and the latter, the move-
ment from past to future. Synchrony is rooted in the present instant
of human consciousness while diachrony is related to the relevant
realms of past and future interaction with each other, with the world,
with the sacred realm, or with eternity (transcendence).

This distinction is held by the three types of view of reality, in the
sense that they are three types of human experience that we can distin-
guish conceptually. The historical view of legitimate knowledge is
attached to a representation of time as (diachronic) progress and this
displaces it from considering the synchronic realm of experience as a
realm that can be legitimately considered as time-like.6 Nevertheless, in
order to clarify their realms of application to our concrete experience
and perception, the opposition between synchrony and diachrony may
be regarded as analogous to the opposition between being and becom-
ing, but not as the Hegelian categories of Absolute reality, but as the
position in which ordinary human self may find herself with respect to
her experience. My contention is that, in the historical idea of reality,
the realm of ordinary being is not relevant in its suchness 7 to our every-
day living; we are mostly in chase of what it is that we are becoming
(see Maturana and Verden-Zöler 1995).
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In the previous section of this chapter, I spoke about the need to
see the modern tradition in the position of the “other.” I argue that
the only temporal grounds from which this can be done is the syn-
chronic realm of present experience. This is because an intellectual
enquiry into the validity of other types of knowledge is couched on
historical and evolutionary evidence that is itself already a structural
feature of the modern tradition of legitimate knowledge. From a
phenomenological perspective, we can see that progress, evolution,
universal history, and any other kind of diachronic tale is constructed
for the sake of the present moment of meaningful experience, for the
possibility of present synchrony in functionality, in purpose, in under-
standing, in love. The only basis to launch a critique that unveils mod-
ern mythology is to regard diachronic human history, progress, and
evolution as disciplined explanations—based on evidence—that we
build in the present for the sake of present synchrony. This does not
invalidate the diachronic tales themselves, but it allows us to contem-
plate their mythical aspects in their primary sense, which show what is
really important for the culture under analysis, our modern liberal
culture . . . which is already global.

And so, a synchronic perspective can help to create a space to point
at the mythological assumptions entwined with the structure of a
diachronic representation of time—such as the modern obsession
with a constant kind of change that is supposed to wipe out the past
progressively and unavoidably. In global interaction, universal history
is relevant to every nation in the world and even if it was originally
produced by Christian symbolism and empire, it is already part of the
mythical conditioning of everyone who is in touch with the global
realm of interaction. Historical relevance is organized and selected
according to a specific set of values dictated by the prevalent concep-
tion of reality (see Weber [1904] 1949). Its source, the Christian view
of reality, considers both world and transcendence real, but essentially
separate, for the latter is fettered beyond the world. This is the root to
a divided universe that would base interpretation of experience in a
conceptual dichotomous relationship of opposite cosmological forces.
This dual relationship in the modern tradition has been transformed
into a methodological interplay of concepts that take place in an indef-
inite linear progression from the unknown to the unknowable;8 but, it
was originally based on belief in a circular cosmology that originated
in Genesis and would end in Apocalypse.

The factual reality of the Bible myth here is irrelevant, because
there remains a sense for a collective moral progress of humanity as
a whole that, with all the potential beauty it holds, also makes
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cosmological assumptions that are relevant to the present idea of
human consciousness, its evolution as a species and its universal
history. In his monumental work Order and History, Eric Voegelin
suggests that Modernity represents, as well as a break with its religious
past, an unintended symbolic continuum with Christianity in its
notion of the unfolding of time in universal human history. This
religion sets the institutional present for itself in a “once and for all”
event—the coming of the Messiah and the interaction with the
divinity (hierophanic or theophanic events). “We have not moved so
far away from Christianity as the conflict between the church and
Modernity would suggest,” says Voegelin (1974, 269). Modernity
sets the absolute originality of its own present in symbols that
Voegelin considers as deformed versions of the original Christian sym-
bols produced by the hierophanic events. These “deformed” symbols
were related originally to an aspiration toward transcendence, and
became secular progress, evolution, and wealth expansion.

Theophanic events take place at the level of experiencing con-
sciousness simultaneously with divine consciousness, which reveal the
“dynamics of transfiguration” from darkness into light. This spiritual
transformation was already embedded in the emotional and imagina-
tive sources of the philosophers of the European Enlightenment, and
was used as an important symbol for a rationalistic transfiguration
in the same kind of synchronic “once and for all” event: the age of
reason. According to Foucault, in his text What is Enlightenment?,
Kant ([1784] 1991) regards the Aufklärung as an event where phi-
losophy problematizes its own discursive contemporaneity in whose
meaning, value, and philosophical particularity it finds “both its own
raison d’être and the grounds for what it says” (Foucault 1988, 88).
And yet, following Voegelin, I suggest that this construction of a con-
temporaneous (to Kant) rational self-awareness bases its “alternative”
consciousness about historical reality and its progress on transformed
symbols of the Christian reality, which it transforms and deforms in
order to reject the religious undertones at same time. According to
Voegelin, all the subsequent efforts to ground a philosophy of history
beyond the Pauline tale only succeed in deforming the theophanic
symbols of transfiguration into what he calls “egophanic” symbols
where the thinker engages in a narcissistic contemplation of his own
sphere of ownness:

The variations on the theme of transfiguration still move in the
differentiated form of the eschatological myth that Paul has created.
This is an insight of considerable importance, because it permits one to
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classify the ideological “philosophies of history” as variations of the
Pauline myth in the mode of deformation. The symbols developed by
the egophanic thinkers in the self-interpretation of their work, such
as “Wissenschaftslehre,” “system of science,” “philosophy of history,”
“philosophie positive,” or “wissenschaftlicher Sozialismus,” cannot be taken
at their face value; they are not engendered by bona fide analytical
efforts in the noetic and pneumatic fields; they rather must be recog-
nized as mythical symbols in a mode of degradation. The “history” of
the egophanic thinkers does not unfold in the Metaxy, i.e., in the flux
of divine presence, but in the Pauline Time of the Tale that has a
beginning and an end. (Voegelin 1974, 269)

The efforts around the construction of a unified world church trans-
formed the notion of transfiguration into collective expectation of an
age of perfection, of the Spirit, one “beyond the establishment of
church and empire” (Voegelin 1974, 268). But the original Tale
was conceived in contemplation of divine presence, and even if we
concede to regard it as myth, it gives sense to our present secular con-
ception of progress, evolution, history, and moral conscience.

The notion of the contemplation of divine presence is important
here in order to establish its link to the realms of synchrony and
diachrony. I have mentioned that Voegelin regards the Christian
symbol of spiritual transfiguration from darkness into light as the root
to Western dichotomous relationships. However, this symbol of trans-
figuration is also present in the other transcendentalist type of idea
of reality (mystic), and takes the shape of one or another symbol
for spiritual Enlightenment, but it does not produce a philosophy of
universal history in the Western sense. I will discuss some reasons for
this in the second section of chapter 4. Nevertheless, the specifically
Christian symbol of transfiguration serves as an axis that gives sense to
diachrony in the Western worldview of a before and an after, but the
transfiguration itself is a symbol that grounds its importance in
synchronic experience and leaves a mark in time for centuries to come.
The Christian tale of beginning and beyond describes a full cycle in
the construction of spiritual consciousness that was contemplated as a
historical cycle for all of humanity. But this Christian cycle rotates
around the synchronic figure of the Son of God who is also the
historical figure of Jesus of Nazareth.

In order to see how the above symbol organizes the whole concep-
tion of history and humanity throughout the ages, diachrony and
synchrony must be placed in a relationship of direction with respect
to each other. Synchrony is centripetal, establishing simultaneous
relationships in human experience, whereas diachrony is centrifugal

Political Philosophy for the Global Age50



determining relevant difference (Frye 1982). The human experience
of simultaneity contains the possibilities of symbolizing relatedness,
and therefore, the ability to establish relevant marks in a continuum
of flowing time that would otherwise remain undifferentiated.
Synchrony and diachrony remain two ways of representing time as
experienced by human beings. But eventhough these two orders of
events in time depend on each other to be distinguished (experien-
tially), they cannot be thought of at the same time (analytically).
Going back to the typology of ideas of reality and types of knowledge
outlined above, it is clear that the holistic views of reality (primitive
and mystic) legitimize themselves in a continuous experience of
the synchronic aspect of time, and the historical idea of reality legit-
imizes its divided view of cosmos in diachronic experience that unifies
its divided idea of reality. “This is the basis,” says Frye, “for the com-
mon place that Biblical religions have a distinctive sense of history”
(1982, 83). Primary and spiritual knowledge are legitimized at the
same time as they are experienced in synchrony; intellectual knowl-
edge that depends on the sequence of the symbols that disclose it is
legitimized in its effectiveness in diachrony. It could be said that the
(primary) mythical tale has a sequence of its own, yet it is not engaged
in faithfully describing objective and factual knowledge. Mythical
primitive tales are engaged in directing substantive principles of
human interaction and awareness. As Adorno and Horkheimer postu-
lated it in their Dialectics of Enlightenment, they also lead to human
consciousness.

Nevertheless, the basis for a symbol of transfiguration (Christian or
otherwise) remains an idealized synchronic moment in time according
to which the rest of the events—historical or irrelevant—may be
organized in our factual idea of reality. It is an axis that the historical
view of reality displays in religion, but that is necessarily hidden in
the privacy of one’s own mind in secular reality. The centripetal pull of
the synchronic symbol defines sameness with transcendence, the
divine example of the spiritual master, or sameness among human
beings, and the centrifugal push defines difference and lays down a
series of examples that spell out its doctrine and disciplinary precepts.
Historically, this axis is the coming of the Messiah in Christian
cosmology, and the age of reason in European Enlightenment in the
cosmology of Modernity. But the need for a historical axis is also exem-
plified in useful constructions such as that of the axial age proposed
by Karl Jaspers, who, in his Origin and Goal of History, transformed
the particular Christian symbol of transfiguration into a historical age
of spiritual Enlightenment and discovery of transcendence that
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unavoidably kept the Christian shape of the Pauline tale. In order for
the historical time perspective to acquire dimensions of universal
human history, an event or an age serves to organize its unfolding in
a meaningful manner. This is where the axis of historical universality
lies: It encompasses everyone on earth and gives each soul and nation
a place in a cosmos that may be spiritual and eternal, or secular and
constantly changing, supposedly subject to not only human agency
but also human fallibility.

According to Jaspers, it was not until the axial age that diverse
cultures in the world discovered the universe. What this means is that
these cultures—or specific individuals scattered around these cultures—
managed to conceive transcendence, not only as a symbol or an intel-
lectual concept, but also as a certainty. Certainty is understanding as
well as faith; this discovery, therefore, founded and laid the founda-
tions for the great transcendentalist religions of the world whose
practice survives to this day. After this age, various kinds of practices
developed that strove for spiritual transcendence. The axial age contains
the seeds of “humanity as we know it today” (Jaspers 1953, 2); when
individual human beings developed the possibility of consciousness
about “being” in universal union with the rest of humankind, when,
faced with their own material and physical limitations, they strove for
redemption and transcendence. The axial age that Jaspers speaks
about is a period around 500 BC:

The most extraordinary events are concentrated in this period.
Confucius and Lao-tse were living in China, all the schools of Chinese
Philosophy came into being, including those of Mo-ti, Chuang-tse,
Lieh-tsu and a host of others; India produced the Upanishads and
Buddha and, like China, ran the whole gamut of philosophical possibil-
ities down to skepticism, to materialism, sophism, and nihilism; in Iran
Zarathustra taught a challenging view of the world as a struggle
between good and evil; in Palestine the prophets made their appear-
ance, from Elijah, by way of Isaiah and Jeremiah to Deutero-Isaiah;
Greece witnessed the appearance of Homer, of the philosophers—
Parmenides, Heraclitus and Plato—, of the tragedians, Thucydides and
Archimedes. (Jaspers 1953, 2)

However, this historical construction organized around the human
conception of transcendence ignores other major epochal spiritual
outbursts that are relevant specifically to the Judeo-Christian tradi-
tion. Toynbee criticized Jaspers’s conception of an axial age saying
that to be able to regard this era as determinant, he had to leave the
stories of Moses and of Jesus out (Voegelin 1974, 4–5). Nevertheless,

Political Philosophy for the Global Age52



while Jaspers embraces the shape of the Pauline tale and finds a
spiritual axis that is common to all humanity (or a good proportion of
it), Toynbee points at Judeo-Christian elements that have been dis-
placed by Jaspers’s construction and should not be left out for their
importance. Both authors are preoccupied with either the form or the
content of the Judeo-Christian relationship to historical facticity. In
contrast to this, Voegelin’s critique conceives Jaspers’s axial age as
an attempt to force the operations of the spirit into one historical line
within what he calls the historiogenetic function of “speculation on
the origin and cause of social order” (Voegelin 1974, 60): in this case,
a world-social order based on Jaspers’s humanism, with Christian
shape and ancestry.

We should be able to acknowledge that in all attempts at ground-
ing any kind of chronology (tribal, imperial, or global), the origin and
cause are inevitably linked to some form of divine realization, even in
the global secular realm. Jaspers’s type of historiogenetic speculation
ignores the symbolic importance of the Pauline projection of the cycle
of spiritual realization onto the historical cycle of collective humanity.
“Both Jaspers and Toynbee,” says Voegelin, “treated hierophantic [sic]
events on the level of phenomena in time, not letting their argument
reach into the structure of experiencing consciousness” (1974, 5).
Therefore, in this work, I refer to the consequences of an axial age in
order to highlight the importance of hierophany in the construc-
tion of universal forms of social interaction, eventhough the shape
of the tale of an axial age is already determined by the historical
ideal-type symbolization of an essential division between “world” and
“transcendence.” The relevance of the axial age in human history and
the relative simultaneity of the hierophanic events that comprise it—
which Jaspers highlights—lies in the discovery (or invention) of
transcendence in its original sacred relationship to human beings.

Nevertheless, experiencing consciousness is an activity that remains
in the synchronic realm of human life; we can relate to diachronic
representations only from the fleeting present instant of meaningful
experience. For example, the story of the life cycle of the spiritual
master is generally raised as a universal example in religion, because of
living interaction with divine experience in hierophany. In it, histori-
cal time, or any kind of chronology, is suspended for reality to be rein-
terpreted in various symbological efforts that will generally promise to
inaugurate new eras of wider consciousness of the spirit through
discipline, as explained by the master and the followers. It is important
to bear in mind, though, both the mythopoietic potential of symbolic
systems, and also the universal possibilities of the hierophanies
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that ground them for teaching transcendence. Myths, stories, and
explanations may create doctrinal enslavement, but the symbol of tran-
scendence gives grounds to civilized social interaction through the
creation of what Voegelin calls a “language of truth” that tends to
universality. As will be discussed below, this language takes various
shapes in its prevalent verbal structures.

Voegelin warns us to take “meditative precautions” in order for a
“doctrinization of symbols” not to “interrupt the process of experien-
tial reactivation and linguistic renewal” (Voegelin 1974, 56). Our
tradition of scientific knowledge has the mechanism of constantly
doubting itself as an in-built defense against such doctrinization, but
one of its effects is that it constantly breaks the intellectual disciplines
down into a wide range of specialties. This produces a centrifugal
movement of scientific “progress,” which is already part of the scien-
tific discipline itself, whose explanations of “aspects” of reality become
diluted in the atomization of a cosmos that is supposed to work along
perfectly universal lines. “When the symbol separates from its source
in the experiential Metaxy, the Word of God can degenerate into a
word of man that one can believe or not” (Voegelin 1974, 56).
Universal human history is situated within a language of truth that
finds it very difficult to question its own grounds because they are
veiled by the European Enlightenment’s drive to reinvent social
collective reality rejecting the doctrinal symbolic assumptions of
Christianity, but inadvertently also embracing the divided cosmology
that was its source.

Nevertheless, a “language of truth” in consciousness of transcen-
dence is at the basis of the development of creeds, which in social
interaction bring about religions, disciplines, and institutions as stable
sets of rules with general, and so, ideal applicability. In a pragmatic
sense, though, the universalistic or otherwise spiritual institutions
(rituals and religions) and their practices produce a common material
milieu within which they can flourish, this milieu is the material
organization, experienced within the spontaneity of everyday life. The
major transformation in various societies that underwent spiritual
outbursts of the kind described in the Jasperian axial age is related to
“the emergence, conceptualization and institutionalization of a basic
tension between the transcendental and mundane orders” (Eisenstadt
1982, 294). The relevance of the hierophanic events in human expe-
rience is revealed by their effects on the immediate institutional and
organizational settings of several major civilizations.

Modern civilization, with its love of intellectual knowledge, has
produced a diachronic cosmology that describes, or attempts the
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description, of our origin, our nature, our history and evolution, and
in some constructions, the fate of humanity. Modern cosmology,
though, organizes ideal aspirations of truth that can never be achieved
because the structure of scientific enquiry leaves space to infinite spec-
ulation for its own progress and advancement. This realization may
strike us as the positive consequence of an infinite openness of society,
but as Erikson says, “the values associated with indefinite progress,
just because it strains orientation as well as imagination, are often tied
to unbelievably old-fashioned ideas” (1968, 33–34). An infinite type
of openness renders nihilistic consequences when it is dissociated from
transcendence and is associated with our bodily and finite existence.
According to Nishitani, “to be infinitely finite, or in other words, for
the finite to continue on infinitely, is ‘bad infinity’ (schlechte
Unendlichkeit, as Hegel calls it), a concept that logic usually treats as
a stepchild” (1982, 170), but this type of infinity is often resorted to
when imagining the size of the sidereal space (see Block et al. 1997).
The linear diachronic time of modern cosmology was produced by
assuming the universe to be a mechanical whole with interconnected
laws. This is a cosmology that is relevant to the way in which we inter-
act today and, even if it has been questioned by academic intelli-
gentsia, its nihilist doubts have only marginally reached the functional
realm of world interaction, if at all. Modern notions about evolution
and historical and economic progress are embedded in the culture and
cosmology of contemporary global interaction.

From a contemporary perspective of world interaction then, the
elements of progressive betterment have already been transformed
from being laws of nature, to being purposive goals of humanity. The
latter assumption is inscribed in the structures and practice of science
and of economic and moral interaction in the world. While situating
ourselves in the cosmology of our own tradition, and assuming the
deepest concerns of our academic discipline, one can only evade the
importance of these issues either through naive optimism or cynicism.
This is one of the reasons for pointing at other two possible views of
reality from our own cultural perspective in order to expand it toward
awareness of a wider spectrum of human experience. In this work,
these issues are taken on board as a matter of balance: Progress as a
law of nature is already regarded as a myth in the sense of it not being
factually real to an informed observer, yet it is a myth that defines
what is important for the modern mind in global interaction as a
culture, and should not be regarded as “not real” in the same sense as
“not objectively real.” Progress is a myth and also already objectively
real in our experience, because we have structured our interaction and
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disciplined practice around this notion, and reproduced it socially for
ourselves. Nevertheless, it is important to bear in mind that this grand
modern cosmology also rationalizes primitivism as its own past—
present today either in unconscious and (dark-wrong) psychological
fixations or in distant lands—and spirituality as a private business. If
we look at it from a synchronic perspective, the modern perspective
fails to grasp that primitivism and spirituality are also alive in contem-
porary human life, and in the embodiment and personal development
of the disciplined observer herself.

However, the notions of progress and diachronic movement in
time that we can record as human history are part and parcel of the way
in which the world interacts currently. In the scientific tradition itself,
it is next to impossible to escape them, basically due to the way in
which this tradition is structured. We “stand on the shoulders of
giants” to borrow one of Sir Isaac Newton’s favorite quotations. This
means that, while we refute some aspect of this tradition’s vast assump-
tions, we must also take on board everything else that it considers as
knowledge. This knowledge in our tradition is intellectual knowledge
and is, therefore, faithfully described by conceptual language as a req-
uisite of the discipline. This product is essentially diachronic, even if in
producing it there are essential synchronic elements. This is the reason
why, throughout this work, I resort to historical accounts of the way
universal humanity has developed and “progressed” in consciousness.
However, this does not mean that this is the direction that it neces-
sarily followed in its original synchronicity, but that it is the direction
for the present order of things that it was important to realize that it
followed. Synchronic interaction is a boundless maze of happenings
that history orders in sequence not only according to their order of
relevance in the observer’s conscious subjectivity, but also according
to the order of relevance of the happenings in the observed society.
The historian’s evidence is tied to this autonomous order and it there-
fore describes something that is relevant to our discipline. On the
grounds that they are relevant to our present construction of reality,
I therefore use diachronic accounts of “what happened” under the
light of the above considerations, also taking into account that both
synchrony and diachrony may be regarded as separate legitimate bases
for institutional discipline, but their distinction depends on each other
and therefore they are inseparable in any type of reality that we may
construe and experience.

The three ideal types of views of reality outlined in the first section
of this chapter manifest themselves empirically in both immensely
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diverse and converging ways of representing the experience of time
in its simultaneity and its sequentiality. However, for the sake of
construing useful analytical tools, we will say that both synchrony and
diachrony are organizational aspects of any belief system, while the
institution and disciplined practice is legitimized in only one of
the two orders of events in time identified here (either synchrony or
diachrony): The primitive legitimate type of time contemplates the
cyclical essence of natural environment, tied to the earth’s fertility,
human calendars, and the myths that produced various versions of
ritual repetition of the act of creation in illo tempore (Eliade 1955),
at the origin of the world. This type of time frames the experience
of duration of human events and their cyclical renewal; duration
is sequential and diachronic, renovation is synchronic and the pro-
ducer of legitimate authority.9 The historical legitimate type of time
is progressive, in contemplation of the past, but with a qualitative
difference based on an axial event—a transcendental jump in
consciousness—which projects the life of humanity as a collective
“body” toward its future perfection in history. In Christianity, the
synchronic Divine moment is represented as God’s presence in
Genesis and Apocalypse, and in factual real history, as the axial events
of Revelation or the coming of the Messiah; time is experienced as a
tension between the Creation, the origin of history in sin, one’s own
deeds, and imminent Judgment, and the legitimate essence of this
experience is diachronic. In a secular worldview, the realm of legiti-
mate reality and authority is also diachronic experience as human
history; here, individual personality is essential, and creates the disci-
plined habit of contemplating the history of human personalities as
responsible agents. The mystic type of legitimate time is the eternal
present of the “here and now,” the moment of Grace or spiritual
Enlightenment whence perfect union with the Divine collective mind
is accomplished: the synchronic source of authoritative legitimacy. In
the practice of the spiritual path, though, diachrony is represented as
the duration of the path to Enlightenment, always regarded as an
illusion of the world of forms, but nonetheless seen as an important
organizational notion in the practice of spiritual discipline. In the
mystic view of reality, mundane time is seen as a burden of cosmolog-
ical debt in an eternal wheel of rebirth that can only be escaped
through spiritual Enlightenment.10 All three types of reality represent
both types of time organizationally and cosmologically, but only one
of them is legitimate in substantive institutions and the practice of
ethical discipline.
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Language: Metaphor, Metonymy, and
Description

Besides the embodied and conscious experience of time, human
beings also interact in language. Language is structured as an identifi-
able nexus of references in synchrony, yet in constant change in
diachrony. Northrop Frye follows Giambattista Vico in order to
attempt a classification of verbal structures that are observed to rise
and fall through history—diachronically—which can also be regarded
as prevalent in different degrees of cultural ascendancy in different
human forms of interaction in the world right now—synchronically.
Nevertheless, these verbal structures cannot exist in isolation from
each other even as they characterize different historical stages or
different present particular cultures. Frye identifies (diachronically)
three different stages of cultural ascendancy of specific verbal structures:
the hieroglyphic stage, dominated by metaphoric verbal structures; the
hieratic stage, dominated by metonymic verbal structures; and the
demotic stage where the descriptive verbal structures are dominant.
My own perspective concentrates on the synchronic (contemporane-
ous) aspect of language in the sense that it contemplates all three types
of verbal structures as present and relevant for the organization of
language in any experienced culture right now. I will argue that each
of the types of verbal structures described by Frye (Vico), ideally, cor-
responds to legitimate language in the three views of reality proposed:
metaphoric language is legitimate in the primitive view; metonymic
language in the mystic view; and demotic language in the historical
view. Empirically, though, they can be observed to be only prevalently
legitimate in various cultural settings, as they coexist in mutual com-
plementarity and dependence on each other.

Following Vico’s typology of distinct ages in a conception of history
that is cyclical, Frye describes a typology of prevalent verbal structures
throughout Western history that has already dropped Vico’s historicist
structure. Nevertheless, while Frye’s idea of history is not cyclical in a
determinist fashion, he borrows Vico’s notion of ricorso to describe
renewed ascendancy of any of the types of language that he describes:

According to Vico, there are three ages in a cycle of history: A mythical
age, or age of the gods; a heroic age, or age of an aristocracy; and an age
of the people, after which there comes a ricorso or return that starts the
whole process over again. Each age produces its own kind of language,
giving us three types of verbal expression that Vico calls, respectively,
the poetic, the heroic or noble, and the vulgar, and which I shall call the
hieroglyphic, the hieratic, and the demotic. (Frye 1982, 5)
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What Frye means by the use of this “cyclical” typology of preeminent
language is to say that these types of verbal structures are always pres-
ent in any community of human beings, and that the particular life of
the group brings either of them to ascendancy in their cultural rele-
vant exchanges. Eventhough Frye regards progressive accounts of
history as the mythical expectation that “contemporary events are
proceeding toward their own antitypes in the future, toward a state of
human existence that will make what is now happening intelligible as
a series of signposts pointing in that direction” (1982, 86), he cannot
evade to take on board a view similar to Spencer’s on progress as
differentiation and complexification when it comes to the issue of
the gradual emergence of human consciousness and communication.
Even if history and nature cannot be mixed in our tradition, there is
a cosmological point in the past when they are supposed to have
bifurcated. As I have argued, though, the idea of evolution and
progress is so persistent because it is already a constitutive aspect of
our conception of how history unfolds, and it is also confirmed in the
empirical observation of biological development.

Nevertheless, Frye also assumes that people live in mythology even
now and have done so since the beginning of time, or since there has
been discernible human interaction and communication. “In its early
stages,” says Frye, “it is difficult to separate or distinguish the various
aspects of mythology, but as society becomes more complex, different
areas of culture—literature, religion, philosophy, history, science,
art—become increasingly distinct from one another” (1982, 51).
From a synchronic standpoint, though, we can say that it is important
for our modern culture to separate and record in a discursive and
descriptive fashion all these different areas of interaction, and so
we look for this differentiated feature in the past, but we do not
find it because it might not have been important to our ancestors.
Hermeneutics teaches us that when we look at the past to find out
what was relevant for people then, we always have to do it through
what is relevant for us now. The sense in which Frye refers to mythol-
ogy, in a generic manner is as mythos, narrative, plot, or the general
sequential ordering of words, but he also distinguishes the more
archaic type of myth (story or tale) from history:

In our culture, some narratives dealing with personalities run parallel to
a sequence of events external to themselves; others are based on a
sequence of events that seem to be constructed for its own sake. This
distinction is reflected in the difference between the words “history”
and “story.” The word “myth” . . . has tended to become attached only
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to the latter, and hence to mean “not really true.” This is a vulgarism
for many reasons, apart from the fact that it so often assumes a
judgment on factuality long before we are in any position to make one.
(1982, 32)

Frye also considers that, in history, the sequence of events is only
partly external to the narrative about personalities—its account obeys
a factuality sanctioned by disciplined practice—but it is also linked to
substantive rationality, to values, to what is important for the disci-
pline to know (see Weber [1904] 1949). Data must be selected and
arranged subjectively by a historian and, therefore, the shape of the
sequence does not wholly come from outside. According to Frye, to
think that it does is “an illusion of projection.”

Our particular contemporary modern “mythology” compels us to
interact through objective reality. In this reality, the separation of
object and subject is relevant to our culture and our discipline in
scientific disquisition and it is therefore a relevant category in order to
investigate verbal structures in other mythologies (where the factual
may have a degree of relevance that may not be preeminent).
However, in the synchronic awareness that a complete separation
between subject and object is impossible, a clear divide between the
two becomes an illusion of abstraction that lacks factuality. This does
not make it into a myth in Frye’s story-for-its-own-sake sense, but it
makes us aware that it is a principle of disciplined observation for the
sake of the discipline. The myth of objectivity is an unattainable ideal
that sets the whole discipline rolling in its structurally progressive
fashion: its progress depends on the human impossibility of achieving
complete objectivity. However, the subject/object divide is our cul-
tural inheritance and our cosmological basis to access other types of
cultural inheritances. From the present perspective of an observer
who stands on uncertainty in the synchronic moment of meaningful
interaction, objectivity and subjectivity are entwined experiences that
cannot be differentiated at the same time as they are experienced:
According to the phenomenological approach, they can only be
differentiated one at a time in diachronic sequence.

Nevertheless, sequential signification (diachrony) achieves its
meaning through the simultaneous presence of an essential net of
references (synchrony) with paradigmatic and syntactic functions.
Analog and digital communications are cybernetic terms that illustrate
the difference between synchrony and diachrony. Within this Saussurean
framework, Anthony Wilden (1972) describes the difference between
analog and digital communications: the former conveys the message
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through an operation of similarity or contiguity, while the latter
conveys the message through arbitrary signifiers based on custom and
convention. Analog implies a continuum whereas digital involves
yes/no computations (conveyed in the binary code of one and zero in
computers). In analog communication, the message is concretely
“performed,” the distinction flows from the center of the meaningful
object of communication and, therefore, its borders are not identifi-
able; in digital communication, the message is “signified,” which
requires discrete and clearly defined boundaries at the borders of the
objects of communication. This is the basis for Wilden’s distinction
between meaning and signification: Analog communication is
engaged with meaning through similarity and contiguity and digital
communication is engaged in factual signification through abstract
identity. Nevertheless, digital communication is useless on its own;
signification depends on meaning through similarity and contiguity
of signifiers—their paradigmatic and syntactic synchronic functions.
Wilden believes that the analog/digital distinction helps us clarify sci-
entifically the difference between meaning and signification: He gives
a mathematical example, where 2–3 and 4–6 are identical in signification
whereas their meaning is necessarily different due to the distinct refer-
ents used. Meaning is thus related to concrete interaction between
embodied entities in the domain of symbolic exchange, while signifi-
cation belongs to the realm of pure abstraction. Nevertheless, while
the distinction is useful, it is never complete except in imagination or
in the abstract world of digital diachronic communication. This is
illustrated by the difficulty that Wilden expresses in order to define a
line between analog and digital signification; thus, he allows for
signals and signs in analog communication and for signs and signifiers
in digital communication (Wilden 1972, 184). Here, signals refer to
physical and embodied messages that may be symbolic of concrete
referents; signs are symbolic, but are related to relevant referents that
may be concrete or abstract; signifiers are wholly abstract and arbi-
trary, and correspond to the world described as an image in a mirror
corresponds to what is reflected.

Analog and digital communications are similar to the synchronic
and diachronic realms of time in that they refer to the distinction
between simultaneity and sequentiality; however, this is a convenient
distinction for heuristic reasons in abstract explanation. The borders
of the objects of communication are clearly defined in abstract expla-
nation, whereas in phenomenological observation, these borders
disappear, and we must construct them imaginatively and emotionally.
This paradoxical predicament and its substantive consequences will
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arise all through this work in order to highlight the synchronic realm
of experience, and it is a structural feature of the way in which I use
Frye’s typology of verbal structures, which he means to extend
throughout history (diachronically), and I mean to map onto ideal
types of contemporary views of reality (synchronically). Frye’s hiero-
glyphic, hieratic, and demotic periods are relevant in diachronic
history, which I identify with my ideal–typical views of reality that are
relevant to contemporary synchronic world interaction right now,
namely primitive, mystic, and historical.

Frye identifies a clear hieroglyphic (primitive) period in the poetic
language of most Greek literature before Plato, in the pre-biblical
cultures of the Near East, and in much of the Old Testament. He uses
the term “hieroglyphic”:

[N]ot in the sense of sign-writing, but in the sense of using words as
particular kinds of signs. In this period there is relatively little emphasis
on a clear separation between subject and object: The emphasis falls
rather on the feeling that subject and object are linked by a common
power or energy. Many “primitive” societies have words expressing this
common energy of human personality and natural environment, which
are untranslatable into our normal categories of thought but are very
pervasive in theirs: The best known is the Melanesian word mana.
(Frye 1982, 6)

But words refer to concrete things, to physical and emotional involve-
ment with them in imaginative production of stories that, on their
own, are a human mimicry of relevant experience in connection to
embodiment and the world. The relevant feature of this type of verbal
structure is the metaphor that we recognize as such from our own
cultural perspective:

As we think of words, it is only metaphor that can express in language
the sense of energy common to subject and object. The central expres-
sion of metaphor is the “god,” the being who, as sun-god, war-god,
sea-god, or whatever, identifies a form of personality with an aspect of
nature. (Frye 1982, 7)

Metaphors work by similarities and, in factual language, they are anal-
ogous to Wilden’s linguistic signals, where the message is contained in
what is physically done and concretely experienced.

Frye’s second phase of language is hieratic, whose verbal structures
are congenial with those in my mystic ideal type. According to Frye,
the hieratic phase starts with Plato and its name comes from the
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explicit assumption that this language is produced by enlightened
elites of the post-axial age type and is therefore given a special author-
ity by its society. Here, subject and object become more clearly
separated, not necessarily with respect to factuality, but with respect to
a separation between emotion and imagination. In the “Western”
philosophical tradition, this gradually leads to the ascendancy of intel-
lectual and rational imagination, tied to observation of the pheno-
menal world. Nevertheless, hieratic forms of verbal expression are
structurally displaced from conceiving the world as a reliable source
of evidence, as they look to transcendence with a pressing urgency.
Hieratic verbal structures produce the possibility of abstraction
through disciplined separation between feelings and imagination. The
ordering principle to define this distinction is one of valid and invalid
relationships between emotion and imagination:

What Homeric heroes revolve in their bosoms is an inseparable mixture
of thought and feeling; what Socrates demonstrates, more especially in
his death, is the superior penetration of thought when it is in command
of feeling. (Frye 1982, 7)

This separation is produced by awareness of a reality that lies above and
beyond mundane life and that dictates its ethical order; the emergence
of hieratic verbal structures is determined by symbolization of tran-
scendence. This symbolization depends on language that is mainly
metonymic to define distinction, in contrast to metaphor that defines
identity. Words must convey an order that cannot be described
through identity of a common energy between things and the inner
reality of human, but through a transcendent order that is above and
beyond. “Thus,” says Frye, “metonymic language is, or tends to
become, analogical language, a verbal imitation of a reality beyond
itself that can be conveyed most directly by words” (1982, 8).
Nevertheless, hieratic language benefits from the use of metaphoric
structures, already embedded in people’s emotion and imagination, in
order to perform relevant metonymic distinctions where the latter have
primary authority, as in the use of fables, parables, or allegory, or in
syncretic assimilation of local goddesses and gods into a transcendental
cosmology. Metonymy is analogous to Wilden’s portrayal of signs.

The contemporary phase of culturally ascendant demotic
language—Frye’s third phase—contains the whole development of
verbal structures up to our modern present: the paradigmatic and
syntactic need of both metaphor and metonymy to describe and
demonstrate factual “objective” knowledge. Mathematics, Frye tells
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us, has obvious metonymic features: When we draw a line, “which
necessarily has some breadth” (1982, 9), we are really only putting a
drawing in the place of the conceptual line, which cannot “exist” in
concrete physical reality because it represents the concept of length
without breadth.

One feels that some of the pre-Socratic and atomic philosophers, such as
Anaxagoras or Democritus, were moving more directly from metaphor
toward what we should think of as science, from gods to the operations
of nature, and that Plato turns away from this direction, toward a
transcendent world rather than an objective one. (Frye 1982, 9)

But objectivity is a mixture of both of these sources (metaphorical and
metonymic) that only needed the Aristotelian theory of multiple
causation to produce a technique “for arranging words to make a
conquering march across reality, subjects pursuing objects through all
the obstacles of predicates, as the Macedonian phalanxes of his pupil,
Alexander, marched across Asia” (Frye 1982, 9). Plato’s sense for a
superior transcendental order that could only be conveyed by words
was identified as logos in the later Classical period. In Christianity, logos
was seen as the means to unite humanity both “spiritually and tempo-
rally,” which gave shape to its institutional structure. A distinct sense
of history in biblical cultures is inherited from the importance of
historical interpretation in Judaism, which merged with the power of
sequential disquisition based on legitimate evidence of “compelling
assent.” This is the basis for the legitimacy of diachronic symbols in
the historical idea of reality.

In distinguishing symbols phenomenologically, we may say that
mystic and primitive symbols have an intrinsic sense of immediateness:
metaphor and metonymy work through similarity and contiguity,
respectively. The metaphorical function is analogous to that of a
signal, where what is done is what is meant. The degree of abstraction
that the metonymic function acquires is directly related to an ordering
of thoughts and emotions through categories of validity; it is
analogous to linguistic signs: the message itself is what is meant. There
are metonymic elements in Habermas’s love for perlocutions, where
all emotive tendencies to falseness and manipulation should be firmly
controlled by rationality (Habermas 1984, 1990), and also in the
Buddhist use of contradictory statements (koans) that should produce
a spontaneous dissolution of emotional attachment to concepts in the
pupil. Both metaphor and metonymy imply the involvement of phys-
ical, emotional, and imaginary human experience in the conveying
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meaning; in factual description, the word used has only an imaginary
relationship to the denoted thing. Frye tells us that it is important to
be careful of associative language in description: “You’ll find that
analogy, or likeness to something else, is very tricky to handle in
description, because the differences are as important as the resem-
blances” (Frye 1964, 32). Ideally, the degree of abstraction in the
descriptive function is complete: The signifier is an arbitrary symbol
that stands wholly for the signified (Wilden 1972; Merquior 1986).
Objectivity depends on the preeminence of this function of language
where the absence of emotional involvement is compensated by the
factuality rendered by concrete evidence and sequential argumenta-
tion. It is less evident, though, that objectivity also depends on
metaphoric and metonymic verbal structures to be grounded in
anything at all (see Lakoff and Johnson 1980).

Our current responsiveness to factual reality, however, is firmly
based on the belief that, in descriptive-demotic language, isolated
words are signifiers, or pure arbitrary abstractions that have no magic
power of their own or a shared substance with the signified. The
scientific factual and functional power, to us, lies in the internal coher-
ence of substantiated rational disquisition, where the substance is
concrete experience of effective functionality. One of the premises of
scientific disquisition is that the isolated word has no power to be any-
thing but a word, but the description that is built scientifically
through them must convey the order of nature. The inner coherence
in scientific explanation must map onto, or “mirror,” what we can
experience physically (see Rorty 1980). Its magic is the confirmation
of the proposed scientific mechanism through repetitive testing.
Poetry embraces the emotional role of magic in the modern tradition
of knowledge, but it is based on novelty, contrary to the repetitive
essence of the magic spell. “Poetry,” says Frye, “does not really lose its
magical power thereby [through novelty], but merely transfers it from
an action on nature to an action on the reader or the hearer” (1982,
25). Thus, science is based on systems of words of coherent explana-
tion that may be reproduced, and not on repetition of isolated magic
words. Frye gives the example that in biblical metonymic language,
where we assume that the Word is analogous to God or His power,
John’s statement “And the logos became flesh,” according to the inter-
nal structure of Christian assumptions, is “an intelligible statement of
the type ‘And the boy became a man,’ or ‘And the ice became water.’
But within a descriptive framework of language it can be only an unin-
telligible statement of the type ‘And the apple became an orange’ ”
(Frye 1982, 18–19).
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Nevertheless, as I have argued above, even if the descriptive type of
verbal structure is accorded preeminent objective validity because of
effective explanation of sequential diachronic causality, the inner
coherence of the scientific account itself depends on the analogical
functions of metaphor and metonymy, which are eminently syn-
chronic. In the hieroglyphic phase (primitive type), words and things
are entwined by a common powerful “substance” or energy inherent
in the natural order; miming that order in ritual produces relevant
synchronic enacted events according to which order is “mapped” and
produced at the same time. In the hieratic phase (mystic type), the
sense for a synchronic experienced awe for divinity becomes part of
the cosmological account of a higher reality as transcendence, and
how the inner coherence of a verbal structure can convey this reality.

Hence the medieval fascination with the syllogism and the great
medieval dream of deducing all knowledge from the premises of
revelation. Later we have the “I think therefore I am” of Descartes,
where the operative word is “therefore,” because before we can accept
the proposition we must accept the cogency and reality of therefores.
(Frye 1982, 11)

Nonverbal eastern mysticism and the Western mystic tradition empha-
size the inadequacies of any type of verbal account to convey the
experience of transcendence in hierophany (Sogyal 1992; Underhill
1995; Kulananda 1997). According to Frye, in the Dawning of
European culture, transcendental metonymy, or hieratic language,
remained culturally ascendant due to the cultural and political neces-
sity of preserving authority “down to the time of Kant and Hegel,
after which it became increasingly specialized and academic.11 One of
its culminating points is the metonymic universe of Kant, where the
phenomenal world is ‘put for’ the world of things in themselves”
(Frye 1982, 12). Our sense for descriptive factual reality is rooted in
the metaphoric and the metonymic functions of language, and is also
rooted in the physical and psychological involvement of the observer.

As described above, the cultural ascendancy of any of the three
types of verbal structures—metaphoric, metonymic, descriptive—are
shown to coincide not only with Vico’s and Frye’s three phases of
language in history, but also with their preeminence in my three types
of ideas of reality—primitive, mystic, historical—in contemporary
interaction in the world. Nevertheless, as in the ideas of reality, the
verbal structures are complementary with each other and do not exist
purely on their own—at least in current world interaction. To say that
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either of the functions emerged earlier than any other, I believe, is an
illusion of the idea of “progress” in its teleological story-myth mode.
But this myth is already relevant to our way of knowing and of doing
history and, in this factual way of knowing, even if we concede that
the other verbal structures were already functionally present in human
language from the beginning, their cultural ascendancy is liable to be
traced historically. This does not mean that there is necessarily a linear
progress, or a cyclical one like in Vico, but to use Vico’s figure of
ricorso as Frye does, shows that they achieve different degrees of
importance in different, distinctive time periods and cultures. It also
depends on what culture we are analyzing and what the verbal struc-
ture expresses in the particular social hierarchy of that culture. On
this point, Frye’s phases refer to the view of order that emanates from
the centers of legitimate authority that both discover and produce
knowledge about “reality” at the same time; from my synchronic
perspective, these verbal structures refer to the view of order that may
emanate from any group of people in the simultaneous process of
creating and being created by their culture (family, team, tribal, orga-
nizational, national, continental, global).

Legitimation, therefore, is linked to the culturally ascendant idea of
reality in that the latter determines the type of verbal structures that
produce the authoritative shape of concrete human organization.
Institutions (religion, spirituality, ritual, discipline, moral principles)
acquire an aura of distance from concrete organization in that institu-
tions dictate a substantive idea about behavior of the human self
(human identity). With respect to my three ideal types of reality,
the culturally ascendant institutions dictate an experience of self that is
ideally collective for the primitive and the mystic types, and one that is
ideally individual for the historical type. This is due to the feature
that both the primitive and mystic views are based on an idea of real-
ity that is whole: either the world or transcendence are the locus of
holistic reality, respectively, while in the historical view, both the world
and transcendence are real simultaneously and, therefore, reality is
conceived as essentially divided and in a quest for unification with a
beginning and an end in Christianity, but that becomes linear and
indefinite progress in secular Modernity.

The centripetal/synchronic organizational functions are expressed
in metaphor and metonymy—the paradigmatic and syntactic func-
tions of language (Jakobson 1956; Wilden 1972)—the centrifugal/
diachronic organizational functions are expressed in the descriptive
function of language. Frye illustrates the two functions in language
through two ways of half-reading or misunderstanding a subject,
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a technical treatise, or a cultural Gestalt. One is through incomplete
knowledge of referents, as when reading in a language that we know
imperfectly; the other is when the organized effort to unify the refer-
ents syntactically is poor: “Failure to grasp centrifugal meaning is
incomplete reading; failure to grasp centripetal meaning is incompe-
tent reading” (Frye 1982, 58). This is an example of pure types with
heuristic objectives, in experience, incomplete and incompetent
readings are obviously linked to each other. Nevertheless, it shows a
relevant relationship between linguistic functions that also applies to
the centripetal and centrifugal features of synchrony and diachrony in
human order, or in the organization of particular ideas of reality.

Institutionally, then, the locus of legitimacy lies on the synchronic
realm of time for the primitive and mystic views of reality, while the
locus of legitimacy for the historical view lies on the diachronic realm.
Nevertheless, organizationally, in concrete human experience, both
synchrony and diachrony are given sense and representation and are
mutually dependent features of concrete human life (even if either of
them is seen as irrelevant or illusory in the domain of institutional
legitimacy). Organizationally speaking then, I have said that in the
historical view of reality there are clear synchronic symbols of cen-
tripetal function, such as the life of Jesus or the figure of transfigura-
tion from darkness into light, or a distinctive sense for a human type
of consciousness. But it is also true that, in this organizational sense,
in the primitive and mystic views, there are also diachronic symbols of
centrifugal function, such as the sequence of events in mythical tales
and the spiritual progress of the mystic initiate. I will therefore argue
that, beyond the institutional legitimacy of either of these kinds of
symbols, it is necessary to consider the organizational factuality of
both of them in a scientific spirit of enquiry. It would seem like this is
an attempt that may be contradictory with the structure of our own
discipline, but it will not be so from a present perspective that
attempts to give legitimacy to the synchronic symbols that produce a
distinct sense of ethos in the ideas of reality that are not culturally
ascendant in global interaction today.

It is only through an imaginative effort that the above can be
achieved in language, and its significance to world interaction lies pre-
cisely in highlighting how this distinctive ethos may contribute to the
contemporary problematic and limitations of the modern sense of
morality in global interaction. I believe that this effort is also substan-
tiated by relatively recent scientific evidence (in this century’s physics,
mainly) that, after all, subject and object are not factually divided.
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According to Frye,

The thought suggests itself that we may have completed a gigantic cycle
of language from Homer’s time, where the word evokes the thing, to
our own day, where the thing evokes the word, and are now about to
go around the cycle again, as we seem now to be confronted once again
with an energy common to subject and object which can be expressed
verbally only through some form of metaphor. (1982, 15)

In the historical view of diachronic collective progress as cycles and
“leaps of being,” this image is very suggestive, but in the primitive and
mystic view of synchronic consciousness that legitimizes itself in an
ecstatic continuum of life/death or spiritual Enlightenment, the
thought suggests itself that collective progress might be a relevant
myth as an illusion of factuality.
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3

The Primitive Ideal Type 

of Reality

Primitive reality is fettered in the world, in the embodied aspect of
our humanity. In this type of reality, time is experienced as cyclical and
renovated in synchronic ritual and festivity, and the expression of its
cosmology or view of reality takes place in metaphorical language
structures. The primitive ideal type of reality contemplates human
beings as animals of a species that need to live in conversations and
tales, within a network of references and affections. The basic experi-
ence for the embodied human animal is her worldly and concrete
reality where human ontogeny takes place. I am speaking of interaction
within domestic spaces, where the human sense of self is originally
formed for every embodied member of the species as children grow-
ing up. The process of becoming an ethically competent member of a
human group rests on primitive practices of care, on nourishing, in
personal attachment, and an awareness of human frailty and needi-
ness. I argue that a substantive position that lacks an appraisal of
primitivity’s relevance to the complex experience of modern life is
incomplete. This is the reason why this chapter also engages in a
discussion of primitivity seen as the animal characteristics and needs
of humanity as a species. Modern life encompasses experiences of
valuable primitivity right now, even if they are not legitimate realms
of experience to the modern sense of self.

An emotional involvement with myth—to the extent to which it is
legitimized as actual reality—is an element of what I define here as the
primitive view of reality. This view involves not only belief, but also an
emotional involvement with the content of particular belief. This
content has to do with what is really important to specific social and
cultural settings (Warner 1994). Human groups within specific
cultural settings will act according to the content of their belief—even
with passionate urgency. The modern person’s realm of primitive
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experience is projected either unto Modernity’s own past, or unto a
realm of otherness whose voice is impossible to represent faithfully (as
the postcolonial studies debate illustrates). Therefore, in order to
conceptually elaborate this ideal type of reality, I resort to the modern
conception of primitivity as archaic. Nevertheless, primitivity is very
much a characteristic of human beings around the world right now.
According to Northrop Frye, people are unable to live nakedly in
nature like animals, and this does not refer only to the human physi-
cal need to dress; he speaks about a mythological universe: “a body of
assumptions and beliefs developed from his [human] existential con-
cerns” (Frye 1982, xviii). He believes that the conscious organizing of
a cultural tradition is the practical function of criticism, and this
should make us more aware of our mythical conditioning. In this ideal
type, I consider human emotional primary involvement that allows
for the ideal–typical primitive awareness of ecstatic wholeness. This
wholeness legitimizes the living authority of a particular cosmology or
belief, and in its collective manifestation, it is experienced most clearly
during the time of ritual festivity.

According to Paz (1993), the above type of time is congenial with
the one in which poetic creativity takes place, as it allows for a kind of
knowledge that cannot be articulated except in poetic expression, that
is, in metaphoric verbal structures. Emotions play an eminent role in
connecting (in a bootstrapped manner) bodily awareness of whatever
is going on in the world to whatever is really important there in its
absolute particularity, and so this is the realm that rules domestic life.1

Time lived in the festive ritual celebration of primitive life—human
domestic life—is synchronic and celebrates the emotional involve-
ment with myth or narrative. Paz believes that the worshipping festive
time is of a different quality from chronological time: it emulates all
endings and all beginnings; it conflates the borders of life and death.
Human beings can express this awareness linguistically in conversa-
tions and narratives, but they can also live it in their animal embodi-
ment as nonhuman animals do. This allows us to contemplate humans
as a specific animal species and highlights the importance of our doing
so in contemporary modern awareness. In the latter, human life is
construed as having an actual and material distance from nature (to
the extent to which human and nature may become estranged from
each other), while in primitive awareness, nature is enacted as a
“container” of human life.

In the first section of this chapter, I describe the elements of the
primitive ideal type of reality. This entails that historical consciousness
regards primitivity as its own past, and will be seen as such in some
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parts of the ideal–typical construction. This type of view of reality is
therefore a projection of Modernity on primitive otherness.
Nevertheless, it does not intend to be a faithful construction of the
primitive mind as it was experienced and lived in an archaic irretriev-
able past. On the contrary, what I propose is a construction of what
the modern mind regards as primitive, or as other than modern, and
I expand on how this type of reality is relevant for human life right
now. In the second section of this chapter, I develop the theoretical
basis on which to claim that there is in fact a primitive urge to rescue
the notion of nature as a “container” of human life. And one can
say that this is an ethical, substantive urge. From this perspective,
Modernity can be seen as a kind of abstract mythology that has
created artificial environments of interaction—abstract and material
systems—that process the cyclical aspect of time and produce a modern
linear-time progression. This is based on artificial reliance in descrip-
tive abstraction as the only source of legitimate knowledge, which
relegates the organic root of human existence (and the ambiguity of
metaphor) to a second-rate kind of reality. The primitive perspective
that regards nature as a “container” of human life will consider the
biological function of language for the sustenance of our species. This
is based in Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela’s idea of self-
creating life: autopoiesis, and their theory of cognition.2 Based on their
idea, I propose a model of human cognition that contemplates
the biological function of language in the production of culture. The
third section of this chapter concentrates on the biological need of
nurture and care for human beings as children growing up. This is
congenial with some feminist portrayals of the kind of ethics that this
realm of being human conveys. On the one hand, in this chapter,
I want to set the theoretical basis of what I mean by an ideal–typical
primitive view of reality. And I also want to point at why in contem-
porary modern life, one should recenter on the importance of seeing
humans—ourselves—as animals of a certain species. On the other
hand, I want to point out that the realm of our animality as human
beings is our domestic life. An inflated emotional involvement with
the narrative of “superior” Modernity has discredited this experiential
realm of being human, and has left it beyond our appraisal as an
important source of knowledge for our ethical life.

Primitive Reality

The primitive ideal-type view of reality does not merely refer to
archaic cultures and traditional peoples. Rather, it refers to an aspect
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of being human that emanates from being embodied and needing
other human beings to survive while in the world, as a characteristic of
the human species. The primitive aspect of human life is thus related
to regarding human beings as members of an animal species and the
particular way in which our species lives its animality. The primitive
view of reality is based on an extended pool of primary knowledge
that provides substance and the ability to deal with basic embodied
human needs, such as the urgency of everyday logistics to feed, carry
out domestic work, reproduce, raise children, and eventually die. This
realm of private life is generally sustained with work of female
members of the species, and children dwell in it until they reach adult-
hood; it is also the realm where comprehensive views of reality deter-
mine the order of everyday life. All of this happens in the most intimate
realm of human life, but in modern ethics, it is given a second-rate
kind of importance. However, primitive human reality is sustained by
emotional involvement with narratives that are particular in the sense
that belief systems (even transcendental ones) are brought to rele-
vance according to the personal involvement of specific people with
them and how they are spread into the group (family, community,
tribe). In this view of reality, the self is not primarily preoccupied with
the objectivity of the domestic tale in the same sense as science would
be, or with the illusory nature of the world in the tale in the sense
mysticism would be. In his The Educated Imagination (1964),
Northrop Frye refers to the need of literature in an age of “private
airplanes” in terms of what I have called the primitivity of human
beings:

The world of literature is human in shape, a world where the sun rises
in the east and sets in the west over the edge of a flat earth in three
dimensions, where the primary realities are not atoms or electrons but
bodies, and the primary forces not energy or gravitation, but love and
death, passion and joy. (1964, 28)

The primitive self has a deeper involvement with what she perceives as
real and pressing in the intimate world of human relationships, and in
that sense, is very close to the emotional world that surrounds this self
and her immediate experience. This is not a world where either the
values of precision, or those of spiritual Enlightenment rule; it is an
ambiguous and intuitive world, where life and death are intimately
bound to each other. My primitive ideal type of reality is framed in
metaphorical language and in the cycles of human–animal time, the
celebration of which is legitimized in the synchrony of ritual mimesis,
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even if only metaphorically, and this is found also in the midst of
modern life.

From my contemporary synchronic perspective, the human being
is seen as essentially primitive despite any level of civilization. “[I]t
apparently takes social scientists,” says Frye, “much longer than poets
or critics to realize that every mind is a primitive mind, whatever the
varieties of social conditioning” (1982, 37). I am using the concept of
primitivity here to point at a human characteristic that never left us
humans. Yet, part of the mythical conditioning of our historical mind
is to believe that primitivity is left behind in Modernity. Even if we
dress, trim, decorate, and perfume our bodies, or deny them, we are
still embodied. Sustaining our own embodied condition organizes
most of our activities throughout the day, and to abandon this mun-
dane preoccupation is regarded as ascetic practice that seeks some
kind of state where the body is not. Also, the modern-scientific tradi-
tion assumes a bodiless kind of consciousness—abstraction—that
takes the position of the objective vantage point, a necessary aspect of
our methodology, or ritual practice. But we must never overlook our
own embodied animal existence—although this is easy in artificial
environments. Our body is the source of our experience in this objec-
tive world of ours. Embodiment and the consciousness of self are
intricately entwined, as expressed by primitive cosmologies that do
not symbolize transcendental reality explicitly.

In the modern world, the quality of our daily life is quite dependent
on the functionality of our urban artificial environments. Modern
urban life may keep our attention from focusing on the extreme cir-
cumstances to which living in nature may produce, unless we observe
nature as spectators within an artificial environment on which the
modern person’s life has come to depend (our cities, offices, houses).
This urban lifestyle takes place within a view of reality of diachronic
time and material progress that modern people relate to as an imperative:
prosperity as a measure of success, wealth expansion, modernization,
and democratization. This is determined by the creation and mainte-
nance of extreme artificial environments, institutions, and descriptive
factuality—which can produce horror stories as well as naively opti-
mistic ones (the Weberian “dark polar night” of the totally adminis-
trated world or postmodern mass consumption as emancipation). In
contrast to this, in the primitive view of reality, human life is ideally
closer to the natural world and to embodiment. This closeness is
achieved through emotional involvement with particular narratives,
mythical tales, and cosmological beliefs whose expression is eminently
based on metaphoric verbal structures.
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The conception of time in the ideal primitive view of reality is
organized here around the notions of duration and renovation, fol-
lowing Mircea Eliade. He has argued that the primitive (he calls it
archaic) idea of reality is manifested “as force, effectiveness, and dura-
tion. Hence the outstanding reality is the sacred; for only the sacred is
in an absolute fashion, acts effectively, creates things, and makes them
endure” (1955, 11). This accounts for what has been regarded as the
pragmatic character of the primitive mind (see Radin 1953; Mumford
1967). Although the effect of sacred ritual is experienced as finite, its
reality is rooted in the constancy of the natural cycles that are symbol-
ized in an enacted renewal and repetition of cosmogony.3 The tempo-
ral duration of experienced effectiveness is made real by the lived and
enacted ritual of renovation. In a social context, this acquires the ritual
cyclical characteristics of constant renewal of life in the world, which
cannot make do without constant representation of death as a neces-
sary step for renovation of life.

The phenomenologists of religion (Eliade, van der Leeuw,
Leenhardt) believed that primitivity was an experience of indivisible
plenitude where nature and psyche have not yet been separated, where
their unity defined an ongoing experience of plenitude. Nevertheless,
as Ricoeur (1967a) argued, before symbolization of transcendence,
primitivity must also have already been physically conscious of embod-
ied separation. To Ricoeur, their myths signified a plenitude that was
only aimed at in symbolical intention; to him, unity is only an intu-
ition, “from which man is not separated” (1967a, 167). I agree with
Ricoeur because primitivity, as undifferentiated experience, is a kind of
“unconsciousness” that is given a romantic essence of continuous har-
mony and plenitude. However, moving away from Ricoeur’s line of
argumentation, while collective union in plenitude could not possibly
be constantly experienced, it can be experienced occasionally in prim-
itive mimetic ritual. In primitivity, it is transcendence that is only an
intuition, plenitude (embodied and enacted awareness of simultane-
ity) is cyclically lived in mimesis during sacred festivity, and in the
experience of magic.

The above aspect of human experience is expressed metaphorically
by means of symbols that do not search for precision, but for meaning
to the human sense of self. As Frye puts it:

As for metaphor, where you’re really saying “this is that,” you’re
turning your back on logic and reason completely, because logically
two things can never be the same thing and still remain two things.
The poet, however, uses these two crude, primitive, archaic forms of
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thought [simile and metaphor] in the most uninhibited way, because
his job is not to describe nature, but to show you a world completely
absorbed and possessed by the human mind. (1964, 32–33)

Frye considers that the poet’s magic is suggestive and that it includes
object and subject at the same time. Nevertheless, we could say that
archaic forms of magic also entail reciprocal involvement of what we
call objectivity and subjectivity in whomever undergoes its experience,
for her to be able to perceive an effect. Magic may be construed as real
only in myth or explained away by an observer as sham or as contin-
gent coincidence of ritual with expected events, but it is experienced
as real by the participants.

The ideal–typical primitive view of reality is legitimated during ren-
ovation and unity in the psychological and mimetic effect of natural
cycles in bodily rhythms (life, sex, death), magic, festivities, and sacred
ritual in the participant. According to Paz, the religious festivity is
much more than just a date or an anniversary: “It does not celebrate,
but reproduces an event: it opens up into two the chronometrical time
so that, during some incommensurable hours, the eternal present
reinstates itself. Festivity makes time creative. Repetition becomes
conception” (1993, 228; my translation). He compares this primitive
instant to that of poetic creativity and thus links it to the aesthetic
sphere. Legitimation for this view of reality is in the union of the
human group in meaningful synchronic pauses in the continuum of
time, which produces awareness of each individual’s dependence on
other human beings to survive. In primary accounts of reality, life and
death are not as clearly differentiated from each other as in the mod-
ern perspective; they are entwined: Life gives rise to death and death
to life. This is one of the most important pragmatic teachings that
modern people can obtain from their own primitive intuition.

In a primary awareness of reality, the individual entity is not
regarded as important as in Modernity. The abstract–ideal individual-
ity of a living human being on her own is not as relevant. Awareness
of the cycles of life and death of the whole group sustains awareness of
the relevance of an extended collective self. But this collective self
emerges from individual consciousness, which is an important side of
the constant creation of culture. According to Anthony Cohen,
individuality (as opposed to individualism) is a biological and psycho-
logical fact; it is a pragmatic feature of being alive and embodied.4 But
in primary awareness of self, individuality is endured: Survival of indi-
vidual entities depends on the survival of the group—and this is a
human fact that often escapes the awareness of the individualistic
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modern mind. In ideal primitive reality, a cyclical relationship is
established between individual self and collective self, the former
providing spontaneity and creativity and the latter providing experi-
ence of ecstatic wholeness. The collective life of the human group in
celebration of sacred reality compensates for the embodied separation
of the living entity. The primary experience of the cosmos is aware of
an intangible embracingness that signals the simultaneous organic union
of all things and is also practically aware that the integrity of individ-
ual embodiment depends on collective human life. This dependence
refers to human–animal characteristics of vulnerability, frailty, and
neediness.5 In this reality, the self that we relate to personally is thus
conceived as a collective self, what we are—whatever the size of we as
a group—and human practical consciousness relates to it emotionally.
The inner longing for wholeness of existence is not translated con-
sciously into transcendence, but into ritual worship that brings about
awareness of organic union between the members of the human
group and of the constant flow of the cycles of life and death.

In the primitive view of reality, there is a relationship between life
and death and the discipline of enduring embodiment through a kind
of work that crude natural circumstances impose.6 As Ortegay Gasset
expressed in his The Rebellion of the Masses (1937), as modern individ-
uals, we enjoy the advantages of artificial environments and can afford
to ignore existence in extreme natural circumstances. We can even
think that the fruits of Modernity are the natural circumstances and
forget that this kind of comfortable life is sustained by discipline. The
problem for Ortega, as well as for Alisdair MacIntyre, is that one may
sustain a functional type of discipline, but it will not be enough to sus-
tain the type of individual substantive self-awareness of Modernity. We
have created artificial environments (cities) that help us forget about
(or deny) our embodied condition. However, nature catches up with
us at the moment of individual death: It reminds us of our own
embodied individual existence, our futility in human history. The
burden that this creates for the individual consciousness of self is
related to her insignificance in universal history, which is related to the
unhappy consciousness of the modern person:

In the progressivist intoxication of the eighteenth century Kant raised
the sober question what interest a generation of man at any given time
could have in the progress of mankind toward a cosmopolitan realm of
reason. Even if a man should consider the labors of his life a step of
mankind toward perfection, the fruits of his labors would be enjoyed by
men of a distant future. Hence, the meaning of history is not the answer
to the question of meaning in the life of man. (Voegelin 1954, 4)
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The symbolism of personal efforts in Modernity is either framed
within the myth of personal success (Berman 1992; Maturana and
Verden-Zöler 1995) and diluted in human history, or denied a place
in any kind of cultural representation of togetherness beyond the
family circle. In these cultural circumstances, a late awareness of death
in the moment of personally facing it may be faced with horror after a
lifetime of individual assertion.

Death is an essential aspect of primitive human life that Modernity
displaces to oblivion. It is an element of this kind of “concrete human
world of immediate experience” (Frye 1964, 27). Although Modernity
has managed to tame raw nature—to an extent—in daily life, its
dependence on the distance of human beings from nature displaces
the immediate awareness of death from this way of living. Death
becomes a neglected aspect of human reality in everyday modern life,
a dreaded ghost standing in the dark that the modern individual’s
sense of self cannot come to terms with, at least not as a mere individ-
ual. Here, I want to emphasize the notion of death as an experience
that every embodied being can relate to as certain fate, which the
modern belief system ideally displaces from public life. In contrast to
this, primitive human awareness, based on the experience and
contemplation of raw nature and embodiment conceives of death as
the end of a life cycle of an individually embodied human being. It is
one of the clearest situations in which a person must unavoidably face
raw nature, and it is important to consider how this human experience
produces cultural creations or different kinds of knowledge.

Primitive experience of embodiment organizes social interaction
around perception of natural cycles. This applies not only to the cycles
of the earth and their relationship to creativity and production in an
agricultural system, but also to the cycles of life that organize what is
important in the domestic realm of the human self: birth, sex, death.
A ritualistic constant in all human cultures is celebration of a newborn
baby, marriage, and funerary rites. In this spirit, Frye reminds us that
these topics have always preoccupied the mind of humanity; “wed-
dings and deaths and initiation ceremonies have always been points at
which the creative imagination came into focus both now and thou-
sands of years ago” (Frye 1964, 42). These cycles are represented in
narratives, personal stories, metaphorical symbols, myths, and how the
human self is emotionally involved with all of them. These stories por-
tray human experience in an emotional involvement of archetypes that
both belong to a human group, and constitute myth legitimized as the
“actual state of affairs” (Geertz 1973). The power contained in both
greatness and lowliness of human mythical archetypes symbolizes
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cyclical movements of constant creation, destruction, and renewal,
which find their prototypical perfection in the imagined very first act
of creation in illo tempore (Eliade 1955, 4). Octavio Paz, evoking van
der Leeuw (1940), says that this prototypical beginning “contains all
beginnings and introduces us in the time that is alive, where every-
thing really begins at every instant. By virtue of the ritual that realizes
and reproduces the mythical tale, that of poetry and of fairy tales, man
enters a world where all the contraries merge into each other” (Paz
1993, 229). But this kind of power is also contained in human aware-
ness of creativity, of collective life that produces symbols as a means of
self-representation. In primitive awareness, this self is collective, and
therefore, its power of creation belongs to every embodied entity
alike. The link between the unborn, the living, and the dead is an
organic and spiritual continuum; therefore, so is the link between
mortals and gods. Diachronic (sequential) time is structurally inte-
grated in the duration of the cycles within the cosmology. These
cycles, though, are fettered to worldly experience (the weather, the
sowing, the harvest), and do not symbolize a “leap in being” toward
transcendence. In this view of reality, history—the realm of the
past and the future beyond the life–death cycle—is unimportant. As
Paz says:

Mythical time, contrary [to chronometric time], is not a homogeneous
succession of equal quantities, rather, it is impregnated with all the
particularities of our life: it is as long as eternity or as brief as a sigh,
inauspicious or propitious, fertile or barren. This notion admits the
existence of a plurality of times. Time and life merge and form a single
block, a unity, impossible to split. (1993, 228)

Ritual sacred celebrations—and the mysteries they bring to the fore
(sex, life, death)—make it possible in this ideal view to produce
human awareness organized around the celebration itself. Human
imagination constantly portrays this consciousness emotionally in
immensely diverse and particular tales and myths that stand for
somatic mundane human experience. The preeminent feature of the
tales is their metaphoric verbal structure, which expresses synchronic
similarities between emotion and imagination in ecstatic ritual and
somatic exploration of the mysteries of consciousness. Here, Frye’s
hieroglyphic language is culturally ascendant.7 “The intracosmic areas
of reality, one may say, provide one another with analogies of being
whose cosmological validity derives from the experience of an under-
lying intangible embracingness, from a something that can provide
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existence, consubstantiality, and order to all areas of reality eventhough
it does not itself belong as an existent thing to any one of these areas”
(Voegelin 1974, 72). These traditions of knowledge survive quite
comfortably within the ambiguous verbal structures of metaphor.
Primitive symbols, what Voegelin calls “analogies of being” are repre-
sented in metaphoric verbal structures, in compact symbolism, that
can be interpreted in various human settings across time and cultures.
Metaphor is ambiguous, but its compactness allows for human expe-
rience to converse in an aesthetic sphere.8 The absence of an explicit
representation of universe, and thus the absence of a universalizing
thrust, allows these representations to coexist, merge, and reinvent
themselves constantly in what we would call a cross-cultural manner.

Although the principle of universality is not articulated explicitly in
the primary experience of the cosmos, the experience of an underlying
intangible embracingness accounts for its presence as intuition, even if
it is not differentiated and given a unifying symbol to represent it.
Only when consciousness of transcendence has become a differenti-
ated experience, is “universe” represented in abstraction:

Obviously, the metaphysical concepts of the archaic world were not
always formulated in theoretical language; but the symbol, the myth, the
rite, express, on different planes and through means proper to them, a
complex system of coherent affirmations about the ultimate reality of
things, a system that can be regarded as constituting a meta-
physics. . . . It is useless to search archaic languages for the terms so
laboriously created by the great philosophical traditions. . . . But if the
word is lacking, the thing is present, only it is “said”—that is, revealed in
a coherent fashion—through symbols and myths. (Eliade 1955, 3)

In the absence of an explicit symbol for the human transcendental
identity, “universe” is not symbolized discursively but it is lived as an
enactment of the organic union of everything that is alive and dies in
ritual representations of the cosmos.

The best term that represents this kind of lived ritual symbolization
is mimesis. This has generally been translated as “imitation,” but this
notion does not wholly convey how emotional involvement, percep-
tion, and symbol are unified in experience in primitive ritual. “The
term mimesis is chosen by Plato as the one most adequate to describe
both re-enactment and also identification, and as one most applicable to
the common psychology shared both by artist and by audience”
(Havelock 1963, 60). In his book Preface to Plato (1963), Eric
Havelock explains why it is that Plato in his Republic directed such an
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aggressive attack on the Greek tradition of poetic representation.
Plato’s axial hierophanic experience made him point the way to
transcendent reality and, as discussed in chapter 2, opened the door to
what Frye describes as the hieratic phase of a culturally ascendant
language dominated by metonymic verbal structures. Their pagan
present was being rejected as a means of public education due to its
inherent inability to represent universality, its inability to teach the
discipline of separating emotion and imagination from lived experi-
ence to arrange them in an order that is congenial to the reality of
transcendence.

“Changes [in the cosmogony created by the primary experience of
the cosmos],” says Voegelin, “can come only through noetic advances
which let more compact symbols appear inadequate in the light of
more differentiated experiences of reality and their symbolization”
(1974, 71). From a contemporary perspective, the disciplined ability
to perceive reality through a sophisticated system of differentiated
symbols eventually brought about the observer of the scientific
tradition: the capacity to appreciate art and religion as subjective aes-
thetic experience and science as an objective search for truth. This
transformed Hesiod and the Homeric classical tales into “literature.”
Yet, they were produced by an oral and mimetic pagan cosmos of rit-
ual, in the practice of which, the relevant order of time was syn-
chronicity. “Homer,” says Auerbach, “. . . knows no background.
What he narrates is for the time being the only present, and fills both
the stage and the reader’s mind completely” (1953, 4–5). What
Havelock analytically separates into “artist and audience” who share a
“common psychology” in ritual and festive experience is mimetically
integrated in synchronic awareness of ecstatic wholeness. Mircea
Eliade has argued that this kind of mimetic fusion of symbolization
and experience of cosmos is an archaic defense against the irreversibil-
ity of historical time:

Insofar as he allows himself to be influenced by history, modern man
feels himself diminished by the possibility of this impersonal survival.
But interest in the “irreversible” and the “new” in history is a recent
discovery in the life of humanity. On the contrary archaic humanity . . .
defended itself to the utmost of its powers against all the novelty and
irreversibility which history entails. (Eliade 1955, 48)

Primitive awareness of the close relationship between life and death is
sustained in collective synchronicity in mimetic ritual and emotional
involvement with persons and myths within an organic and domestic
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background, and this produces an inarticulate trust in the union of all
things. According to Voegelin, in this view of reality, “the cosmos is
not a thing among others; it is the background of reality against which
all existent things exist; it has reality in the mode of non-existence”
(1974, 72). But this trust in cosmology is not articulated as faith, it is
an experienced reality that is lived in organic awareness, it is intuitively
known as a characteristic of embodied humanity. Voegelin calls this
knowledge the “primary experience of the cosmos,” which embodied
existence is unable to leave behind and which is often rediscovered in
the midst of unspoilt nature:

The cosmos of the primary experience is neither the external world of
objects given to a subject of cognition, nor is it the world that has been
created by a world-transcendent God. Rather, it is the whole, to pan, of
an earth below and a heaven above—of celestial bodies and their move-
ments; of seasonal changes; of fertility rhythms in plant and animal life;
of human life, birth and death; and above all, as Thales still knew, it is a
cosmos full of gods. . . . This togetherness and one-in-anotherness is
the primary experience that must be called cosmic in the pregnant
sense. (1974, 68–69)

It is quite significant that Voegelin uses the figure of pregnancy to
describe the primary experience of the world of conscious humanity.
The original human experience of wholeness, although inarticulate,
can be described as the life of the fetus in the womb in organic union
with the mother. Morris Berman says that “much of what we call
today could be no more than a kind of bodily memory [of the time
spent in the womb]” (1992, 9).

The primitive view of reality that I propose here conceives of this
cyclical wholeness as the sacred provider of existence, and worships it
accordingly. The primary experience of the cosmos brings awareness
of self as the human community, and the other as what lies outside it.
Berman says that the original source of the contrast between the self
and the other was animal otherness, and this awareness produced a
sacred celebration of this relationship in the form of worshipping of
totems (1992, 49–90). The Paleolithic representations that combine
hunter’s and artist’s knowledge united the primary consciousness of
those human groups with their whole body of ritual that brought the
participant “to an exaltation of the ideal species unattainable by
individual experience” (Levy 1948, 42). The relationship with totems
expanded and goddesses emerged in their human shape as sacred
symbols of the experienced source of birth and embodiment—the
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mysterious “container” of human life. As Benjamin illustrates in his
reflections on archaic primitive humanity,

We must assume in principle that in the remote past the processes
considered imitable included those in the sky. In dance, on other cultic
occasions, such imitation could be produced, such similarity manipu-
lated. But if the mimetic genius was really a life determining force for
ancients, it is not difficult to imagine that the new-born child was thought
to be in full possession of this gift, and in particular to be perfectly
molded on the structure of cosmic being. (Benjamin 1979, 161)

While this could be nothing more than imaginative musings,
Benjamin’s quotation illustrates that primitive imitation of nature could
not have been a mere kind of archaic science. Following Frye, myth is
constant in human life; its primary role is to function as a multilayered
border for the world where the human community lives and then “look
inward toward that community” (1982, 37). Embodiment can be seen
as endured in awareness of bodily separation from one another, but also
lived as organic–collective union with the world and such union experi-
enced in mimetic ritual and domestic order (however small to our
cosmopolitan awareness—the family, the group, the community, the
tribe—is still all important to a person’s life). A primitive type of social
order can be seen as a nexus between the unborn, the living, and the
dead. In primary awareness, social order and embodiment are inextrica-
bly entwined. In the collective consciousness of embodiment in the
primary experience of the cosmos, the creative powers of the world and
nature itself are acknowledged and lived as exalted characteristics of
human experience. In the following section of this chapter, I shall con-
centrate on why it is important that humanity regards itself as one more
animal species living on this planet; and also to appraise a primitive
awareness of nature as a “container” of human life.

Nature as a “Container” of 
Human Life

A kind of experience with various consequences for social order is the
experience of being embodied as a specimen of the human race, either
male or female, with a cultural personal story attached to embodi-
ment. We differentiate this experience from mere animal experience
through an articulate and reflexive consciousness of the self, although
there is no intellectual way of knowing the kind of consciousness that
other animal species have. It may seem to us that our degree of
consciousness about the self is more articulate than that of the rest of
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the animal kingdom; however, human beings are also animals. The
contemplation of the self must take this into account in order to build
a model of ethical life than can accommodate and value its own
primitivity. The primitive ideal type of reality conceives of nature as a
“container” of human life, and as has been outlined, this is legitimized
synchronically within the simultaneous rhythms of daily life, and
expressed in myth through metaphoric verbal structures as “part of
the imaginative insulation that separates us from that [natural] envi-
ronment” (Frye 1982, 37). As Frye puts it, the interest in myth is not
that it inquires about nature itself, but that it uses nature’s elements as
metaphors to demarcate the borders of the human community, and
then looks inward. Here, following Frye, I regard myth or narrative as
an artificial border built by human emotion and imagination in order
to live in the world in a meaningful manner. Myth expresses what is
really important for this world at a domestic as well as at a cultural
level. What this means is that myth may involve imaginative stories
(cosmologies) about how the world came to be, or how it keeps run-
ning, but it also involves imaginative personal stories about who one is
and how one is related to the world in a meaningful manner: the com-
plex network of references to other people, objects, animals, human
space. This is a characteristic of our species and we keep producing it
in imaginative language and emotional personal involvement with
such cultural creations. That is, language has a biological function to
sustain human life.

I argue that this network of references can only be sustained by a
very important emotional involvement with the stories that we imag-
ine about ourselves. According to Martha Nussbaum, “emotions
always involve thought of an object combined with thought of the
object’s salience or importance; in that sense, they always involve
appraisal or evaluation” (2001, 23). In her Upheavals of Thought
(2001), Nussbaum shows that to have emotions is a feature that we
share with nonhuman animals; their evaluative aspect has to do with
how embodied entities relate to the physical world within which they
find themselves. In this sense, she stresses that the evaluative aspect of
emotion is cognitive–evaluative, not merely motivational—as Jürgen
Habermas would have it (Habermas 1990b; see also Benhabib 1992,
178–202). According to Nussbaum, by cognition she does “not mean
to imply the presence of elaborate calculation, of computation, or even
of reflexive self-awareness” (2001, 23). I call this cognitive–evaluative
aspect of emotions “emotional cognition,” which will be the object of
analysis in the next section of this chapter. Here, I want to stress that
both human and nonhuman animals display emotional cognition and
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this type of cognition takes place as animals (human or nonhuman)
display what Tim Ingold refers to as practical intention. This type of
intention contrasts with discursive intention that only humans display
by means of complex symbolic systems. In animals though (human
and nonhuman), the cognitive essence of emotions is connected or
bootstrapped to the biology of living organisms and the knowledge
that this cognitive aspect brings to consciousness is the kind of knowl-
edge that nonhuman animals also produce to survive in the world: An
embodied awareness about the entwinement of life and death, the
need to sustain the former and beware of the latter—which need not be
articulated in symbols, yet is present in animal behavior.

Nature as a “container” of human life in the primitive type of reality
conceives of human beings as animals of a certain species with its par-
ticular biological characteristics. One of these characteristics is how
human beings create a meaningful order where they insert themselves
and which is sustained in language and emotional involvement. In order
to understand how these characteristics ultimately give shape to how
human beings live in society, I propose a phenomenological model of
cognition with what I call the present moment of meaningful experience,
at its center. I will keep going back to this model of cognition in later
chapters in order to propose a realm of human morality that could be
used as the basis for a global ethics. In the primitive type of reality,
though, the present moment of meaningful experience is related to how
children develop a sense of self as they grow up in an emotional and
imaginative involvement with the people who take care of them and
their culture—which they also relate to in an imaginative and emotional
manner. And so, child development is intimately related to caretakers in
the domestic life, who are generally mothers. I agree here with feminist
political theory that considers this realm of interaction as essential for
the creation of human beings who are able to live a moral life. I will
elaborate further on this in the next section of this chapter. My position
contrasts with abstract–liberal individualistic characterizations that
postulate ready-made adult rational entities engaging in contractual
behavior without considering their emotional ties while they do it.

When Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela say that “to live is
to know” (1987, 174), what they refer to is a kind of knowledge con-
genial with what Tim Ingold describes as practical intention, which
they call autopoiesis. For now I follow Maturana and Varela to define
autopoiesis as the embodied and biological self-production or pro-
duction of one self, but this concept will be explained in more detail
further below (see Maturana and Varela 1987). Bodily and embodied
primary knowledge or autopoiesis, comes simply from being alive,
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from living in a body carrying out the work needed to survive in the
world and interacting with other human and nonhuman animals.
While the primitive ideal type of reality must consider this organic
aspect of being human, it must also look at how human interaction is
different from other kinds of animal interaction by focusing on the
particular biological traits of our species, which include an evolution-
ary specialization on a rather large brain and a complex nervous
system. Human autopoiesis, involves language and very intricate
imaginative and emotional relations, whose initial manifestation is the
domestic world within a particular cultural setting of practices and
beliefs (expressed discursively). Nevertheless, every single living organ-
ism knows in a practical manner as it is engaged in its own autopoiesis.
In order to explain this primary organic source of human interaction,
I propose a theoretical construction of human cognition that is
related to the development of abilities necessary for human interac-
tion based on the present moment of meaningful experience as a
phenomenological center for human interaction. This is congenial
with the constructivist position of this work, according to which
human interaction is a social construction based on shared references.
However, here I go beyond this in arguing that the imaginative and
emotional construction of human space is also a biological trait of our
species, which starts at childhood for individuals, and is also deter-
mined prior to individual ontogeny by the human group where the
child grows up. Ontogeny is a concept that I borrow from biology
that means: “The course of growth and development of an individual
to maturity” (Lincoln et al. 1982, 174).

Maturana and Varela’s theory of life and cognition is based on two
complementary concepts as aspects of biological order (life):
Structure and organization. In their observation of life, the organiza-
tion of organisms is the “permanent” aspect of the system, and struc-
ture is its changing aspect—as opposed to traditional structuralism.
The “permanent” aspect of Maturana and Varela’s model of life is
within quotes because this is only an indicative permanence, which
helps us identify difference between entities, yet the changing
structure of the model necessarily produces a changing “permanent”
organization. For example, an individual human being will be “organ-
ized” as a human being all her life, which is a permanent aspect of this
entity, yet her structure is bound to change at the same time; she
won’t be the same human being all her life. And so organization
allows us to identify permanence while structure allows us to observe
change. To explain the conceptual difference between these two
notions (organization and structure), Maturana uses a nonliving (and
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therefore non-autopoietic) system—a chair—as a straightforward
example (1992, 68–69). The variability of chairs in the world depends
on the diversity in structures or designs that there can be, and yet the
particular form of organization of materials is the one recognized as a
chair by an observer. Even if you take the chair and paint it or drill
holes in it, the structure is changed, but if the chair is not destroyed—
operationally “killed”—its organization remains the same. We can
observe the dynamic structural aspect of the entities that we interact
with, which is constantly changing, accommodating itself to the envi-
ronment and to the needs of the moment, moving to satisfy its own
needs as well as those that it must satisfy for the other entities that it
is related to. But we can also observe the organizational permanent
side of this order: A number of qualities that we distinguish as the
identity of the organism that we interact with; the organization of a
living entity is only permanent during its lifetime. This type of primary
organization of human life is sustained at a domestic level, and here,
children are brought up to adulthood. This is a universal human
characteristic, every human group conceives of human order and
interaction, and is emotionally and imaginatively involved with that
order at the same time. And yet, all of those conceptions are culturally
particular, and even more so at the level of the domestic life.

I have referred to the concepts of structure and organization in
Maturana and Varela’s theory of autopoiesis. In this model, I propose
that interaction includes an animal or organic, embodied aspect, as
well as a solely human artificial aspect (nonhuman animal interaction
lacks the latter), and both are organized around the phenomenological
center that I call the present moment of meaningful experience. This
conscious center represents human awareness of its own embodied
condition and of its possibilities to expand consciousness beyond
embodiment by the creative and particular use of emotion and imagi-
nation, which are central to the model. Therefore, I consider the con-
cepts of imagination, emotion, consciousness of self, and embodiment
as structural organic aspects of the basis for the unity of the human
self to the fellow humans of her species. These elements constitute the
organic side of human interaction. On the other hand, to approach
artificial-human interaction, I use another four structural elements
whose interplay among them help us see what makes our species’ kind
of interaction clearly different from any other type of animal interac-
tion: discipline, spontaneity, past path dependencies, and potentiality
(see figure 3.1).

I have spoken of organic and artificial structural elements of the
model—the ones that interact in a constant dynamic interplay—but we
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can identify two organizational sides to the model, when we look at
how these structural elements are arranged within the whole system.
Human organization can be said to disclose its permanent or identifi-
able organic and artificial aspects, separated by its most subjective
pole, the central asymptote represented by the dichotomy emotion/
imagination. I will not linger much on the organizational aspect of this
model of human cognition, whose consequences cannot be dealt with
within the scope of this book on political theory. Suffice it to say now
that the organic and artificial types of human organization are comple-
mentary; they help us identify how the present and concrete social real-
ity is organized with respect to the past and constant spontaneity, as
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well as consider present disciplinary habits that will take this social
reality into a potential future, all of this arranged around the perspec-
tive of the present moment of meaningful interaction, and also taking
into account our conscious and embodied condition. The organic and
artificial types of organization disclose the fact that human beings are
always hybrids of nature and culture at the same time. For the purposes
of this book on political theory though, I resort to the structural
elements of the model that relate to each other in a dynamic interplay
of their characteristics. I do this in order to justify human awareness
and cognition as being animal at the same time as they are human.
For heuristic purposes, I arrange the structural elements of the
model as dichotomies or poles that lie in mutual tension and dynamic
interplay: Emotion–imagination; embodiment–consciousness of self;
discipline–spontaneity; path dependencies–potentiality. This is a syn-
chronic model of human self; it assumes that a human being is a complex
mixture of all these aspects at the same time.

Imagination and emotions are just as natural to us in our everyday
operational life as is our body and the consciousness of ourselves.
People live an operational daily life informed by various disciplines
that are culturally learnt as systematic actions. In the daily construc-
tion of ourselves, we perform these actions, in combination with
the constant irruption of spontaneous manifestations of error, creative
intelligence, or mere luck. We do this based on what we have become
throughout our lifetime, which determines the potential of what we
are yet to become while we remain alive and embodied. In this theo-
retical formulation, I consider the realms of imagination and emotion
as the distinctly human innate creative aspects of consciousness—the
depth of our subjectivity in Modernity—and it is through them, in an
organic interaction between consciousness and embodiment, that
humans naturally build an imaginary shelter, or “integument of cul-
ture,” that protects them from the environment, which in turn serves
as a self-referential environment for the human self to produce her
own identity. As Tim Ingold puts it, “human beings are not simply
instruments for the replication of culture; rather they use their culture
(including architecture, costume, and language) as a vehicle for living,
for the mutual creation of themselves” (1986, 319). As I have said, it
is important to recenter our attention to human beings as animals that
belong to a specific species.

The dichotomy emotion/imagination can be regarded as a metaphor
for human subjectivity, and organizes a perfectly particular perspective.
Only through this subjectivity does a person have access to experience
and perception of any kind of order. The axis imagination/emotion can
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be seen as the basic ingredients of human creativity: imaginative
visualization of possible outcomes and the driving emotional force
to bring them into existence. This highlights the need to include at
this point the other axis in the organic life of the human species:
embodiment/consciousness of self. The embodied human animal is
related in a very complex way to her consciousness of self. On the one
hand, we could say that consciousness of self is structured imagina-
tively as an emotional involvement with narrative or myth, yet this is
not necessarily the case during infancy and early childhood, when
there is only inarticulate practical consciousness. On the other hand,
we could say that embodiment is structured only in physical phenom-
ena, but we would fail to achieve understanding of how the latter
interacts with human emotion and imagination. And so, in order to
attempt a first approximation to how these two dichotomies interact
in the creation of human selves, it is useful to visualize the dichotomy
embodiment/consciousness of self as two moving concentric circles
that grow according to the rhythms of the biological development of
the body and the cultural production of the people where one grows
up. Of course, the body grows old in a different way as compared to
how consciousness of self grows old. In spite of this difference, they
are bootstrapped to each other and so codetermine each other. This
phenomenological perspective to visualize a person growing up con-
ceives of the development of a consciousness of self as moving
horizons that expand.

Consciousness of self, seen as how one orientates oneself within the
human group where one grows up, is also shaped by shared references
and the importance of comprehensive conceptions of the good in that
same group. I have spoken of emotional and imaginative cognition for
the co-ontogeny of embodiment and consciousness of self. Here, the
axis emotion/imagination supports such cognition in providing imag-
inative symbolic representation and an emotional attachment to such
representations. At birth, the circle of human consciousness is already
at work in a practical unreflective manner, but during her infancy and
early childhood, the child learns to differentiate her own embodied
self with respect to the realm of social collective human interaction
where she develops and becomes discursive and reflexive. To an
observer, it takes the child’s development into her own consciousness
of self and bodily functionality to become an adult—according to the
particular culture in which she grows up. In order for this to happen,
human consciousness constantly spills beyond the confines of the
physical body through imagination—while staying with it at the same
time. But this is not necessarily a purely random spilling, it is more
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generally experienced in everyday life as guided by our emotional
involvement with the objects that entertain our imagination (sponta-
neously induced and chosen by disciplined practice).

The difference between embodiment and consciousness of self can
only be construed in terms of language, the aspect of interaction that
is characteristic of the human species. As the model I have outlined
above conveys, when considering how human animal life is different
from nonhuman animal life, one refers to the artificial aspect of human
interaction. The four structural artificial concepts I have referred to—
discipline, spontaneity, path dependencies, and potentiality—create
the basis for the difference between the human self and the rest of the
living entities that we can objectively distinguish as such. Following
Tim Ingold (1986), in order to differentiate the pair spontaneity/
discipline, I suggest a phenomenological distinction between practical
and discursive intention. The concepts of path dependencies/potentiality
are differentiated as past and future interaction within a present
contemplation of the flow of time. In other words, from the present
phenomenological perspective, spontaneity and discipline (practice)
are manifested and observed in a synchronic plane of interaction while
path dependencies and potentiality are construed in a diachronic
plane (as myth or narrative), which nevertheless has the present
moment of meaningful experience at its phenomenological center.
While it is fairly straightforward to deal with past (path dependencies),
present (observation), and future (potentiality) diachronically, the
synchronic relationship between spontaneity and discipline is not so
clearly defined. This brings the need to discuss the relationship
between time and experience as it is conceived in this work. After
considering the synchronic relationship between spontaneity and
discipline, I go back to that between past path dependencies and
potentiality. The following discussion derives mainly from a perspectival
disagreement with Tim Ingold, whose analysis is framed in a strictly
diachronic view of time in his book Evolution and Social Life (1986).
I find his notions of practical and discursive intentionality very useful
in order to differentiate spontaneous from disciplined behavior syn-
chronically, and will therefore integrate them to my model: The
dichotomy spontaneity/discipline can be dealt with by the observa-
tion of Ingold’s practical (spontaneous) and discursive (disciplined)
intentionality.

Tim Ingold situates his analysis temporally in what he calls “real
time,” or Bergsonian duration, to escape the complications of struc-
turalist analysis.9 The problem of temporality in Ingold’s analysis is
linked to the perspective of a second-order observer. As he does not
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propose a phenomenological perspective, he situates himself outside
the phenomenon of the flow of consciousness, and so, in observing a
perpetual natural continuum, the difference between synchrony and
diachrony becomes irrelevant:

[R]eal time—Bergsonian duration—inheres in practical consciousness,
which is one reason why this form of consciousness cannot be compre-
hended within the structuralist paradigm, constructed as it is on the
abstract axes of synchrony and diachrony. Discursive consciousness, rev-
elatory of synchronic structure, is played out in a motionless, extended
present and has no essential time component. (Ingold 1986, 301–02)

However, in situating himself outside the flow of consciousness, in the
position of a second-order observer, Ingold ceases to contemplate him-
self within his own intellectual discursive awareness of his argumenta-
tion, one that is sequential and necessarily flows. From the perspective
of the present moment of meaningful experience, discursiveness is
inherently diachronic in that it needs the sequence of explanation or
narrative in order to be reified. But from Ingold’s outside perspective
and structuralist frame of mind, the synchronic aspect of experience in
discourse is comparable to a static vessel “a mapping of the regions of
the mind as though it were a container, private to each individual”
(1986, 301).

In contrast to this, inside the experience of consciousness, from a
phenomenological perspective of present observation, discursive (dis-
ciplined) consciousness becomes diachronic while practical (sponta-
neous) consciousness is synchronic. From this perspective, the realm
of synchronicity is given symbols of a permanent essence that mark
relevant simultaneity (spiritual unity, understanding, trust, empathy,
relevant borders in relationships or functional coordination, autopoiesis,
structural coupling . . .), but discursiveness is experienced the same
way as the flow of time is experienced, as movement and sequence—
it could even be said that it is our discursive consciousness that organ-
izes this flow as sequentiality. From Ingold’s perspective, one cannot
see that a human discursive (disciplined) aspect is already embedded
in the description of practical (spontaneous) consciousness, which
from his second-order observer—outside—perspective, is conceived
of essentially as a perpetually unfolding continuum (of diachronic
essence). But in the present instant of the consciousness of being
alive, there is a synchronic realm of simultaneity that was the one
Bergson was trying to point to, but to an extent failed due to the
diachronic nature of the conceptual and argumentative tools that
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he was using—necessarily coherent and sequential. The present
instant cannot be symbolized discursively because it loses its practical
(spontaneous) synchronic quality and becomes absorbed by the
sequence of narrative, tale, or description.

The problem of a second-order observer perspective is solved by
Ingold in synthesizing synchrony and diachrony in a Bergsonian
construction of time as a continuum of the flow of experience, and so
favoring indirectly a representation of time that is strictly diachronic.
However, Bergson himself is opposed to this kind of characterization
in his book Duration and Simultaneity (1965), where, according to
Moore, he celebrates Einstein’s theory of general relativity where the
abolition of absolute properties should be “complemented by the
kind of absolute awareness of simultaneity which could flow from
[Bergson’s] earlier work” (Moore 1996, 11). Bergson’s durée was a
reaction against abstract constructions of reality that were “not sensi-
tive enough to that vital substratum of concrete, lived reality available
only to the holistic understanding of the intuition” (Jay 1993, 194).
His main claim was that the discreteness of events—somehow
“threaded together like beads on a string of consciousness” (Moore
1996, 55)—is not real, that time is a continuing flow of experience.
However, even if one would feel inclined to agree with Bergson’s view
of time as a synthesis of synchronic perception, in observation of
complex simultaneity where everything is related to everything else,
we should have a look at just how this view is constructed.

As a reaction against abstract absolutism, Bergson opposes a per-
ceptual absolutism and condemns the relevant symbols of his tradition
to unreality because they deny embodied perception. Eventhough his
philosophy has been heavily criticized due to its lack of formal preci-
sion, Bergson contended that his notion of precision rooted philoso-
phy in the concrete experienced world, otherwise the formal trappings
of precision were vain (Moore 1996, 17). The philosophical trap for
Bergson was that intellectual knowledge relies on abstraction and so
does his own philosophical project; thus, through abstraction, an
absolutism of perception is not wholly apprehensible. In the represen-
tation of time as durée, Bergson opted for a representation of time
beyond human history, the bodily animal, the one that Darwin gave
to nature in general but not to human beings. In this construction of
time, he seems to regard the domain of relevant human events
(historical, cultural, mythical, or otherwise) as unreal. My contention
is that, in the realm of relevant social events, we are emotionally and
imaginatively linked to—created and creating—historical and cultural
domains, or the “beads” on the string of consciousness. However, one
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could argue that these realms are unreal in as much as they are
emotionally imagined, and that discrete events may disappear once
they become trivial for cosmology, but they are real to the social
sciences as they constitute relevant domains for concrete experience of
interaction among human beings. Events become symbolized in
different types of language in personal and collective imagination,
even if they are illusory, emotionally sustained, non-concrete ideolog-
ical, or abstract “things.” Nevertheless, for human beings as animals,
Bergson’s construction of time as durée is a legitimate aspect of expe-
rience that traditional philosophy until then had chosen to ignore.

It is posed by Ingold, and convincingly sustained by empirical
evidence (see Ingold 1986), that human and nonhuman animals share
this “animal” aspect of time in practical (spontaneous) consciousness
that, until Bergson, was not considered as a realm of legitimate expe-
rience for human beings. Ingold regards the spontaneity of practical
consciousness as “a process, a creative good, which works through a
whole series of fabrications and observations in the course of its
unfolding” (1986, 298). However, as I have argued, Ingold’s perspec-
tive stands outside the flow of time and consciousness. The perspective
I propose—the present moment of meaningful experience—lies
within the lived experience of practical consciousness. The notion of
simultaneity is always present and this amounts to Ingold’s own char-
acterization of practical consciousness as “the notion of mind as the
enfolding of an intersubjective process” (1986, 301). Beyond the
problem of perspective, however, Ingold is engaged in differentiating
discursive (disciplined) consciousness from a practical (spontaneous)
one that is nonreflective. In doing so, he surprisingly finds the locus of
creativity in the latter, which we share with nonhuman animals, thus
regarding them as co-creators with nature of their own business of
living and not just as mere Cartesian “automatons.”

In order to see this, Ingold deals with the intrusion of the
contrastive term “the unconscious” that, he notices, is rarely referred
to as “unconsciousness” (Ingold 1986, 298); it denotes passivity and
is therefore essentially noncreative. In order to clarify the ambiguity
that the unconscious introduces in any discussion about conscious-
ness, he contrasts Ricoeur’s notion of the unconscious to that of Levi-
Strauss’s: The former sees the unconscious as pulling us back to “the
order of the primordial”—the Christian inheritance of the tradition of
consciousness as a struggle for light—and the latter as “the task that
cultural human beings live to execute [which] is itself inscribed in the
unconscious” (Ingold 1986, 299). This is a very useful contrast in
order to illustrate how the unconscious can become a catchall principle
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of explanation when it comes to find a place for the spontaneous
manifestations of human life, seen as either negative or positive.
Francisco Varela criticizes a similar idea, according to which intelli-
gence resembles computation and the brain is seen as an information-
processing device not only as a metaphor but also in a literal sense,
with no direct access to its own mental or cognitive processes. Varela
calls this the “cognitivist paradigm”: “[I]n addition to the levels of
physics and neurobiology, cognitivism postulates a distinct, irreducible
symbolic level in the explanation of cognition” (Varela et al. 1991,
41). And this symbolic level is supposed to be both unconscious and
get its meaning from the syntactic logic within the system that can be
accessed from an outside mathematical formal modeling. This is the
reason why, following Ingold, I reject the notion of the unconscious as
a realm of explanation for cognition because it either gets the shape of
a deterministic “black box” or that of a structural model that holds
the keys to conscious life. As Nishitani says:

The realm of the unconscious, no matter how deeply it reaches into the
strata underlying consciousness, remains after all continuous with the
realm of consciousness and on a dimension where, together with con-
sciousness, it can become the subject matter of psychology. (1982, 153)

I find it more useful to consider the two notions of practical (sponta-
neous) and discursive (disciplined) consciousness as complementary
realms of the human conscious life.

Ingold poses the difference between practical and discursive
consciousness as the difference between “knowing how,” and “know-
ing that.” A practical kind of consciousness is clearly shared by human
and nonhuman animals, but even if nonhuman animals may know
that, they cannot reflect on their knowing that—and we might not
always do. “Knowing how” is the kind of knowing that Maturana and
Varela refer to when they say that “to live is to know” in organic
autopoietic interaction with the environment. The basis of the differ-
ence between the two kinds of consciousness is generally seen as as the
distinctively human capacity for symbolic thought. However, Ingold
reviews various studies of nonhuman animal communicative behavior
and arrives at the conclusion that symbolic thought is no absolute
difference between animals and humans and that whether intermediate
stages cannot be admitted “remains a legitimate subject of speculation”
(Ingold 1986, 303).

However, he goes on to describe how the identifiably distinc-
tive human symbolic ability is different from an animal kind of
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communicative behavior. Verbal symbols, Ingold argues, do not only
“announce” an object but also rather lead the subject to “conceive” it
(1986, 304). Animals continually emit and receive a dense amount
of signals that “correspond to bodily states and not to concepts”
(Ingold 1986, 309). In contrast to this, the human kind of symbolic
imagination enables us to speak and think about remote things in
space and time, and also about deception, fantasy, speculation, and
hypothetical thought. However, this ability does not guide our behav-
ior all the time; we also act spontaneously, in impulsive, systematic, or
unpremeditated manners—and this, according to Ingold, is the main
source of creativity. This is illustrated by Ingold’s examples that
portray practical consciousness as the one that interacts and has the
ability to disclose disciplined action without discursive deliberation:

Anyone who has learned to speak a foreign language or to ride a bicycle
knows that in the former case, complete fluency comes when the
application of syntactical rules becomes as automatic as for a native
speaker, and that in the latter case, a perfect balance is achieved only
when one ceases to deliberate on the correct way to go about it.
(Ingold 1986, 300)

These examples serve to illustrate how practical human consciousness
has already assimilated the discursive intention of discipline and has
become fluent practice. But there are also preeminently spontaneous
human behaviors that are disclosed without the need for prior articu-
lation of discursive intention and rules, like baby play, sex, or intimate
and emotional interaction, and learning to speak one’s native tongue,
or to walk.10

The above rationale leads Ingold to consider practical intention as
a legitimate aspect of human interaction, which traditionally has been
seen as located in the discursive realm of rational deliberation and only
present as articulated thought before action. Following Searle (1979),
Ingold distinguishes between prior intention and intention in action.
“A prior intention,” says Ingold, “is an imaginative representation of
a future state that it is desired to bring about, and differs from
memory only in that it precedes rather than succeeds the objective
realization of that state. . . . The intention in action, by contrast,
corresponds to the experience of actually doing; in that sense it is
presentational rather that representational” (1986, 312). According
to this, then, intention in action is not necessarily discursive, nor is it
necessarily only human; nonhuman animals have a spontaneous
presentational intention in the realization of the acts of living; even if
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they do not construct a stable representational notion of self that is
aware of realizing them, one that is taken to be only a human experi-
ence based on our discursive ability. The confusion of the categories
practical and discursive in consciousness may lead to denying both
consciousness and intention to animals, while at the same time, it
ascribes them a representational quality built inside the mechanics of
their brain about which they are supposed to be unaware of or
unconscious.

The axis discipline/spontaneity of the artificial structure of my
model represents the discussed duality of discursive intention and
practical intention in human interaction, which in the present
moment, is experienced at the same time—in synchrony. In phenom-
enological observation, this axis is divided into their synchronic and
diachronic consequences for human behavior and interaction. Speaking
from the point of view of discipline, intention is always construed
discursively either before or after the action, and it therefore has an
inbuilt diachronic quality. Yet, in practice, discipline is a manifest
aspect of the present moment of consciousness, which is also ruled by
spontaneity. In human experience, the present moment is neither
mere spontaneity nor only discipline; it is the immediate human life
world that needs both to be produced and to produce human identity
at the same time. This is an important consideration in order to
attempt an explanation of how the domestic life of children and care-
takers, their emotional and imaginative involvement with their
particular stories, eventually produces ethically functional adults
(or not).

Humberto Maturana and the psychologist Gerda Verden-Zöler in
their book Amor y juego (1995) locate the emotional construction of
the imaginary realm of culture in the spontaneous process of develop-
ment of the child, and in the importance of love and play while she
grows up. However, during her development, the child is also simul-
taneously disciplined by her interpersonal relationships and emotional
ties to move adequately in the social imaginary particular world in which
she develops. As she grows up, the child learns to master disciplined
behaviors as well as physiologically determined ones. The disciplinary
training involves bodily behavior as well as learning the language used
for communication in her particular cultural environment—and it
may involve training in many languages. This training takes place both
spontaneously and in a disciplined manner at the same time, and these
two kinds of behaviors are indistinguishable from each other in the
present moment of experience. But in phenomenological observation
and description, spontaneity can be seen as the familiarization of the
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child with its own organic structural sounds and bodily rhythms in
play, and discipline is observed as the learnt patterns of behavior
in language and culture. It is clear that knowledge is constantly
produced by discipline, but it is not always apparent to us that spon-
taneity plays an equally important role in the production of human
knowledge. It seems like discipline is easier to pin down because it is
set out sequentially in the formal descriptions of its methodology
and in the principles of its systematic application in practice. Yet, the
synchronic works of spontaneity are already as embedded in the
formal description of the discipline, as in the actual application of
the principles of order.

We are now in a position to go back to the diachronic structural
axis of the model (path dependencies/potentiality), which is disclosed
in the relationship that takes place between the present moment of
experience and the diachronic aspect of time that continually shapes
interaction. According to Maturana and Verden-Zöler, the organic
unity between consciousness and embodiment produces an imaginary
and enacted “social relational space” grounded in emotional ties
(1995, 94). In the development of the individual human being, her
relational space keeps growing and producing both a personal identity
and a story with respect to the relationships that she gets involved
with throughout her lifetime (personal, functional, and cultural).11

This relevant personal story includes the development of our own
embodiment, and is also embedded in a series of relationships with
concrete objects and embodied people (or disembodied personalities
who either have died or were never born but in human mythical imag-
ination) as well as distinctive collective practices in constant transfor-
mation that have a degree of permanence in their systematicity and in
collective belief in them.

Path dependencies are construed as the structure of past interac-
tions that has formed the present organization of embodiment.
Nonhuman and human animals’ perception of the world is structurally
determined by their actual embodiment, even as it engages in its own
conscious production through practical intention. But humans also
produce a notion of self attached both to embodiment (physical devel-
opment) and to the cultural groups where they belong to (families,
tribes, nations, governments, clans, empires, organizations). Human
path dependencies are built from a present perspective that has been
determined by past interactions. It looks on the past to organize its
relevant features according to present necessities, which for humans,
are both organic and artificial. Here is where the human identity
that is produced by our relational space is able to consider its own

The Primitive Ideal Type of Reality 99



potentiality as well as that of the relevant group that it belongs to.
Potentiality takes over to organize present discursive intention that
is projected into the future. The conceptual pair path dependencies/
potentiality is therefore essentially diachronic, but it is built on the
basis of present meaningful experience and their meaning is reified
symbolically and sequentially.

Human identity is discursively involved both in creating and in
being created by the “conversation” (Maturana 1997) or the mean-
ingful and legitimate present order, which can then be projected unto
past and future. Language is then a characteristic of the human species
that is essential in the production of persons, and this refers to its bio-
logical importance. I have said that human beings are able to sustain
their ontogeny in connection with other individual human ontogenies
by means of language, as the human world is construed in conversa-
tion and relevant shared references. We are left with the idea that
human beings or persons are both producers and products of our
environment in discursive consciousness, but it is also important to
consider that at the same time, in practical consciousness, we are
engaged in the process of producing ourselves and are already the
embodied organic product of this process simultaneously. In this type
of immediate synchronic practical intentionality, the diachronic
discursive one intervenes only through the conscious practice of a
meaningful discipline—a human trait. This is the business of sustain-
ing human life autopoietically. I have tried to illustrate how our prac-
tical intention is entwined with our discursive intention in the creation
of persons through language and the emotional and imaginative
production of the human spaces where persons live. The model of
cognition with the present moment of meaningful experience at its
center that I propose, basically puts this moment as the one that can
accommodate in synchronicity the four axes I have referred to as a
nexus that gives rise to cognition: embodiment–consciousness of self,
emotion–imagination, spontaneity–discipline, and path dependencies–
potentialities. This is the basis to see that human life produces a vast
diversity of conversations, imaginative representations of what is
important in domestic personal narratives, stories, and myths. They
are creative products of our species and also have the biological
function of keeping human groups together in order for the young to
grow into functional adults who can eventually perpetuate the
species and tell the relevant tales. In this sense, the human species is
biologically equipped to keep its own autopoiesis going through the
reproduction of persons, relationships, and conversations. One can
contemplate nature as a “container” of human life and the fine line
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that allows for such a differentiation and the definition of our identity
as humans is our cultural insulation that we produce and of which we
are products. I will concentrate in the next section on a closer descrip-
tion of autopoiesis in order to get a better look at the neglected aspect
of emotional cognition in the production of persons. This is based on
how Maturana and Verden-Zöler portray the essential role of love and
play while children grow up, which leads to the all-important role of
the caretaker in this process and her ethical standing as she sustains
and enables human autopoiesis. In this way, I hope to clarify how an
ethics of care cannot possibly be seen as marginal in moral philosophy,
it should be given a central place in the imaginative and emotional
production of persons.

Emotional Cognition and the 
Feminist “Ethics of Care”

For the purposes of defining the primitive type of reality, a fundamental
emotional bond between the child and her caretakers ought to be
considered as a realm of human (and moral) development into adult-
hood. We have said that an essential characteristic of this type of reality
is an emotional involvement with collective myths and personal narra-
tives at a domestic level, which we can separate analytically, but which
are inextricably entwined in human ontogeny. It is important to
contemplate how infants and children develop a distinct notion of self,
how this is simultaneously related to their emotional involvement
with this self, and also how the role of the caretaker is involved at that
level of intimacy in domestic interaction. All this is immersed in what
I call emotional cognition and has an essential connection with domes-
tic and particular “ethics of care.” The relation between these two
notions can be posed in terms of how it is that trust is built in the
midst of a human group. Trust can be said to be developed organically
within the most vulnerable situation of the human baby and can also
be said to expand the circle of consciousness in the human self as she
grows up. We can identify a trusting behavior in the present moment
of experience, even if displayed by an animal. Newborn babies trust
completely in a way in which only a human kind of environment
allows them to; they are born from the organic womb into the
“womb” of relationships and culture that allows the baby to produce
a notion of self. The process of creation of this notion of self is far
from safe in the same sense as a womb is to the fetus. The human baby
faces both the hardship and the comfort of dependence at the same
time: From the moment that it leaves the womb, it is immersed in a
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psychological relationship with its environment and the people in it; if
there are no people in its environment, the baby dies (as it is born as
an “embryo,” see Gould 1977).

Barbara Misztal refers to Giddens’s (1990) notion of “basic trust”
“which illustrates how the development of trust in infancy determines
the core of our ego identity” (Misztal 1996, 91). This brings about
the psychological need of security that is based on the formation of
trust in human relationships. In human interaction, from the present
perspective, the experience of successful social coordination is based
on trust, and even if we may refer to it in diachronic accounts of
human life, its experiential substance lies in synchrony. Misztal also
refers to a variation of trust in Giddens’s discussion that seems to sug-
gest that this variation, “elementary trust,” is more related to security
in the social environments. While one can see the difference between
basic and elementary trust analytically, it is not clear just how these
two realms of trust can separate in the ontogeny of living human
beings. This difficulty of separating in actual lived experience concepts
that can only be separated analytically lies at the center of the com-
munitarian objection to separate the good and the right, and give the
former to the private realm of interaction and the latter to the public
one. I will engage with these issues in chapter 4; here, I want to
emphasize that the production of either basic or elementary trust is
related to the extended practice of an ethics of care that, on the one
hand, is the biological environment necessary for the species to
survive and, on the other hand, is the initial approximation to human
relationships and a meaningful ethical life. The caretaker is the one
who embodies such ethics for the growing infant:

Developing habits of conversational reflection depends on ongoing
mutual trust. When training is a work of conscience, proper trust is
a virtue of which unquestioning obedience or blind trust are degen-
erative forms. Proper trust is a relation between mothers and children
for which, in the first instance, a mother is responsible. (Ruddick
1990, 118)

I resort to Maturana and Verden-Zöler’s account of the role of human
“conversations” as the basis to understand the biological relevance of
an emotional involvement with the child’s environment for her
development. At the same time, I will also resort to Sarah Ruddick’s
Maternal Thinking (1990), in order to consider the ethical perspec-
tive of those who take care of children, those in the business of
producing functional adults.12
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In spite of the analytical differences in types of trust that one can
concede, human trust depends on the production of what Frye calls
an “integument of culture,” carved in language and human action by
imaginative and emotional involvement. This cultural integument is
an emanation of the daily business of human beings preserving
their autopoiesis—the organic production of themselves. Maturana
and Varela call this emanation the domain of “language and self-
consciousness” (1987, 176) and they believe it takes place in the form
of “conversations.” Before engaging on how Maturana and Verden-
Zöler explain the complex relationship of consciousness and embodi-
ment in love and play while children grow up, it is necessary to give
an outline of Maturana and Varela’s theory of autopoiesis in living
organisms. From this theory, one can deduce that embodiment and
organization are both simultaneously passive creations and active pro-
ducers of actuality in an organic “dance.” This interplay of elements
that produces human order can only be spoken of by stopping it
provisionally by artificial discipline and its human marks on time.
I have said that autopoiesis is a term that contemplates all living enti-
ties as conscious and creative in experiential practical (spontaneous)
intention—the production of themselves in an intelligent manner. But
we would forget to look at ourselves if we did not consider that as we
speak of organic autopoiesis, we are also living in a discursive, very
human, integument or cultural protection that other animals cannot
perceive in the same way, even as they might be involved in the
disciplinary human order (like domestic animals).

I have said that the theory about life and cognition of Maturana
and Varela is couched in a synchronic perspective of time, and there-
fore, the observer identifies with her animal object of study: a living
entity like oneself. This refers to the organic organization of an ideal
human entity that is ideal because—following Tim Ingold’s discussion
about intentionality—we will only consider its practical intention.
This allows us to contemplate the human animal at the same level of
consciousness as the nonhuman animal, and realize that language has
a systematic everyday life coordinatory use that, even in a discursive
mode, displays practical (spontaneous) intention. For example, when
one learns to speak fluently as a child, the discursive intention of
speaking is not part of that learning. But, through conversation, one
may unwittingly either inflict emotional pain as a consequence of
careless speech, or provide emotional support without this being the
explicit subject of the conversation, which are all practical intentional-
ities that may become discursive only a posteriori. As observers, we
might distinguish practical from discursive elements in the living
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entity or in the environment, but they cannot be distinguished
presently from the perspective of the embodied human that lives
them. And so, the purely organic human ideal type does not represent
the world discursively to itself, it already knows it structurally (by the
embodied history of its past interactions, its present structure); it acts
its practical intention and lives.

This is a kind of embodied knowledge present in the synchronic
theory about life that Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela have
produced: It is a description of how living beings are constituted that
defies the traditional assumptions of the biological discipline. In this
theory, even if they themselves do not formulate it in these terms,
there is a symbological interplay of a dichotomy that describes the
essential need of life to constantly move and constantly rest. In
sequential diachronic time as movement, this is experienced as the
unavoidable need of sleeping and waking, breathing in and out, living
and dying; but in the perpetual present time—here and now—there is
a world-overall living mixture of individual particular events, which
can only be seen as being constituted by discrete events in description.
The simultaneity of life on earth is seen as sustained spontaneously
with astounding intelligence by an immense variety of living organ-
isms and a changing environment right now. Autopoiesis describes
how living beings are organized to engage in the process of the bio-
logical production of themselves.

The order of things that the authors of this theory want to describe
is framed in a basic conceptual dichotomy that I have already
explained above, which refers to two aspects of the same holistic phe-
nomenon. In living organisms, their organization is permanent, while
structure is in constant movement. The organization of a living being is
accompanied by its structure that engages in the constant dynamics of
the processes that produce its integrity as a living entity. In explaining
this kind of constitution in the cell, they speak of the relations that are
established through chemical transformations:

On the one hand, we see a network of dynamic transformations that
produces its own components and that is essential for a boundary; on
the other hand, we see a boundary that is essential for the operation
of the network of transformations which produced it as a unity. Note
that these are not sequential processes, but two different aspects of a
unitary phenomenon. (Maturana and Varela 1987, 46)

The integrity of these processes is sustained in living organisms as
operationally closed systems, that is, their organization is closed to the
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environment, but their structure is coupled to it. We could still see
them as “open” in that they do interact with the environment, but
their closure entails that they can only do it in their own particular
structural ways. The simplicity of the unitary cell allows us to identify
organization directly with a boundary that “contains” life. But in
multicellular living beings, organization is not simply a boundary, it is
the form of the structural relations in constant change that makes it
possible for observers to distinguish living entities and classify them as
diverse species.13 Living beings differ from each other in their struc-
ture (which is always individual, a unique event) and they are alike and
can be classified by their organization; their structure is characterized
by their constant dynamic processes.

The above incessant movement, what Maturana and Varela call
“the throbbing of all life” (1987, 100), is the constant autopoiesis of
living beings (without forgetting the equally constant presence of
death or disintegration). Autopoiesis can be imagined as happening
not only as sequential (discrete and ordered in time past and future),
but also as simultaneous in living beings at this present moment in
world synchrony. However, what Maturana and Varela want to empha-
size is that the production of life and autopoiesis is most importantly
situated in present synchrony, and that sequence is essential only to
the present description of that condition of life:

The fact remains that we are continuously immersed in this network of
interactions, the results of which depend on history. Effective action
leads to effective action: It is the cognitive circle that characterizes our
becoming, as an expression of our manner of being autonomous living
systems. Through this ongoing recursiveness, every world brought
forth necessarily hides its origins. We exist in the present; past and
future are manners of being now. Biologically there is no way we can
put in front of us what happened to us in obtaining the regularities we
have grown accustomed to: From values or preferences to color qualities
and smells. The biologic mechanism tells us that an operational stabi-
lization in the dynamics of the organism does not embody the manner
in which it originated. The business of living keeps no records concern-
ing origins. All we can do is generate explanations, through language,
that reveal the mechanism of bringing forth a world. (Maturana and
Varela 1987, 241–42)

History is “hidden” in the organism, yet present in our form of expla-
nation of the living phenomena. But the latter explanation is part of
the discursive human dimension as a dimension of interaction that
nonhuman animals do not display; what any living organism does
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display presently (including humans) is its actual structure acquired
throughout its development from being born, and this structure has
its own particular past path dependencies. The epistemological conse-
quence of this assertion is to say that the present moment of life is all
there is, past and future are structural characteristics of our way of
explaining phenomena, of our way of knowing now (and of living in
that explanation, using it as an imaginary shelter or an “integument”).
Explanations are only symbological human dimensions; they are not
actual characteristics of experience qua explanations, only qua acquired
structures through path dependencies. This predicament arises espe-
cially when the living being under inspection is the human being:

If everything is ultimately specified through its appearance to us, then
so is the knowing subject. Since the subject can represent itself to itself,
it becomes an object for representation but is different from all other
objects. Thus in the end the self becomes both an objectified subject
and a subjectified object. This predicament discloses the shiftiness, the
instability of the entire subjective/objective polarity. (Varela et al.
1991, 242)

In this perspective, the living entity is no longer considered just as a
passive object that “lives” and that the scientist describes as a structure
of sequential processes that “happen” and give its object of study the
quality of being alive. Rather, in autopoiesis, the living being is
described as the producer and the product of such processes at the
same time.

By differentiating the synchronic-present time logistics, as it were,
of all living entities from our human observer-like need to exist in
sequential explanation, Maturana and Varela point at what makes
human beings different from the rest of living organisms (the need for
explanations):

[O]ur experience is moored to our structure in a binding way. We
do not see the “space” of the world; we live our field of vision. We do
not see the “colors” of the world; we live our chromatic space.
Doubtless . . . we are experiencing a world. But when we examine
more closely how we get to know this world, we invariably find that we
cannot separate our history of actions—biological and social—from
how this world appears to us. It is so obvious and close that it is very
hard to see. (Maturana and Varela 1987, 23)

The living system is identified as an autopoietic embodied entity with
a history of past path dependencies that constitute its structural
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actuality, and this means that its consciousness will give this entity the
practical (spontaneous) intention to live its ontogeny.

This brings us back to the present moment of interaction and to the
ontogeny of organisms, including us. Maturana and Varela see the
relevance of speaking about phylogenetic evolution to explain the emer-
gence of different lineages of living beings and their history of structural
drift (evolution), their path dependencies. But this is an explanation
that is relevant to the observer, in living experience: phylogeny takes
place at the same time as ontogeny, and the latter is currently taken to
be as unimportant to biology as particular personal life-stories are unim-
portant to universal history. “The classical approach that is still alive in
most textbooks,” say Varela et al., “simply jumps from genes and gene
frequencies to phenotypes and reproductively able organisms” (1991,
189).14 According to Sober, the area of ontogeny or development poses
various problems that remain unsolved in biology (1993, 22). As has
been said before, Maturana and Varela’s theory addresses just this area
by highlighting ontogeny instead of phylogeny. Susan Oyama also
engages with the problem of the implied biological assumption
according to which some development follows genetic rules and some
does not, an assumption that, Oyama tells us “undergrids the opposi-
tion of biological to cultural processes, the mare’s nest of biological
determinism and the whole nature–nurture complex” (1985, 11).
According to Oyama, then, the form of the organism is not transmitted
through genes or contained in the environment; it is constructed in
developmental processes, in ontogeny.

There is an important commonality between ontogeny and
phylogeny: the primeval unicellular point of origin, for phylogenetic
evolution is also the point of origin for the ontogeny of all multicellu-
lar living entities. The individual ontogenetic history of an autopoietic
organism takes place as an epigenetic process:

In spite of their amazing and apparent diversity, they all [multicellulars]
conserve reproduction through a unicellular stage as a central feature of
their identity as biologic systems [epigenesis]. This common element
in their organization does not interfere with their great diversity, because
this takes place in structural variation. This situation does permit us, how-
ever, to see that all this variation is a variation around a fundamental type,
which results in different ways of being in the world, because it is the
structure of the unity that determines its interaction in the environment
and the world it lives in. (Maturana and Varela 1987, 83–86)

Eventhough multicellularity represents variation around one type, it is
a vast kind of variation. Multicellularity as a past path dependency
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opened the possibility of many different lineages, much more diverse
than the unicellular ones. In the animal kingdom, the one that
humanity belongs to, this variation is based on the organism’s natural
drift to acquiring motility (on which feeding and reproduction are
based) and a nervous system.15

Taking into account cognitive involvement in autopoiesis, new
sources of variation are discovered in the synchronic dimension that
Maturana and Varela want to emphasize:

[T]he behavior of living beings is not an invention of the nervous
system and it is not exclusively associated with it. . . . What the nervous
system does is expand the realm of possible behaviors by endowing
the organism with a tremendously versatile and plastic structure.
(Maturana and Varela 1987, 138)

This versatile structure is related to movement and to a notion of
behavior that, in the more general use of cognition, is “assumed to be
limited to organisms with a (fairly advanced) nervous system”
(Mingers 1991, 321; emphasis added).16 Here, “advanced” is used in
the sense of resembling the human nervous system in a closer manner.
What makes the nervous system so versatile is the physical nature of
the connections that it establishes. On the one hand, the latter
connect cells that are often distant from each other. According to
Maturana and Varela,

What distinguishes neurons is their cytoplasmatic ramifications in
specific forms which extend for enormous distances, reaching tens of
millimeters in the largest ones. This universal neuronal characteristic,
present in all organisms with a nervous system, determines the specific
way in which the nervous system participates in the second-order
unities that it integrates by placing in contact cellular elements located
in different parts of the body. (1987, 153)

On the other hand, neurons are seen as special cells that put in contact
sensory and motor surfaces and, therefore, the nervous system is
associated to movement and to behavior in an animal sense.17 The
neuronal system is embedded in the organism and it works as a net-
work of electric neuronal interactions with the cells of the surfaces of
perception and movement. “Neurons couple, in many different ways,
cellular groups which otherwise could be coupled only through the
general circulation of internal substances of the organism” (Maturana
and Varela 1987, 153). Eventhough neurons are still affected by
chemical changes, their universal means of interaction to establish
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connections with each other and with other cells is through electric
impulses (Mingers 1991, 322). Through this simple mechanism of
distant coupling between sensory cell surfaces and motile effects,
Maturana has found an extended source for possible diversity of
behaviors according to the varied patterns of the impulses generated
in relative neuronal states of activity that can be observed. However,
it is important to stress that nerve cells in constant change respond
with definite “transfer functions,” that arise synchronically and spon-
taneously within this continuous change, to classes of spatiotemporal
configurations of impulses that also keep arising.18 These impulses are
not recorded or engraved patterns in any part of the cell anatomy
(Maturana 1970, 23–24).

Another important characteristic of neurons must be outlined at
this point, which has to do with the autopoietic closure of the nervous
system and its plasticity. The nervous system itself is engaged in its
constant autopoiesis and this means that it is not a static highway of
connections, but an active producer of itself. The body in which it is
embedded is its environment and it responds to its “triggers” by mod-
ulating its internal structural dynamics. “[T]he nervous system does
not ‘pick up information’ from the environment as we often hear. On
the contrary, it brings forth a world by specifying what patterns of the
environment are perturbations and what changes trigger them in the
organism” (Maturana and Varela 1987, 169). As the neuronal system
is in constant autopoietic activity, its collector and effector surfaces are
coupled to its environment in interaction, this produces a structure
of behavior that we can observe, but the nervous system is not really
connected to the environment organizationally (only coupled to it
structurally and dynamically):

The plasticity of the nervous system lies in the fact that neurons are not
connected as though they were cables with their respective plugs. The
points of interaction between the cells are zones of delicate dynamic
balance modulated by a great number of elements that trigger local
structural changes, and that are produced as a result of the activity of
those cells and of other cells whose products are released into the blood
flow and wash the neurons. (Maturana and Varela 1987, 168)

These zones are the synapses, very small gaps “across which chemicals
called neurotransmitters can flow, triggering an electrical exchange”
(Mingers 1991, 322). This characterization of the nervous system
will lead us to language and self-consciousness as the domains of
interaction that are characteristic of human beings (Maturana 1997).
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This supports what I have pointed out before, that language has a
biological dimension for human beings as embodied animals and
autopoietic systems.

Mingers (1991) explains how, in the theory of Maturana and Varela,
our practical interaction and our human type of language is a product
of the continual structural change (plasticity) of the nervous system, its
autopoiesis, and its internal structure. The nervous system’s general-
ized response to electrical impulses leads to the development of inter-
nal neurons that connect only to other neurons. “These interneurons
are particularly important as they sever the direct relationship between
sensor and effector and vastly expand the realm of possible behaviors of
an organism” (Mingers 1991, 322). As the child grows up, the rela-
tions that take place in experience at the collector surface of its nervous
system, are transferred by classes of spatiotemporal configurations of
nervous activity that we can observe. However, inter-neurons grow
and so, eventually, these configurations do not have a direct effect on
the motor surface, but are already parts of the organism as perturba-
tions for the internal structure of the nervous system itself. It is impor-
tant to stress, though, that these configurations of nervous activity are
not “instructions” for the patterns of behavior themselves as this
would entail a “cognitivist” view of how we know the world, which
Maturana and Varela reject. Instead, they are configurations of electric
impulses that emerge as classes of behavior that arise at every moment
in a constantly changing environment. They describe the structural
characteristic of the nervous system as expanding the system’s domain
of its changes of state. In synchrony, these changes follow a course con-
tingent upon both its structure and the environmental triggers. As the
nervous system puts in touch cells that are physically separate in
the organism, the organism’s changing structure displays behaviors that
are coupled with the autopoietic nervous activity, one that is struc-
turally able to establish relations between events.19

When behavior symbolizes something other than itself, organisms
“orient” each other’s behavior in co-ontogeny, which is what Maturana
calls “languaging” that social animals (human and nonhuman) dis-
play. The success of orientating behavior depends on the common
cognitive domain of the organisms that can be either physiologically
specified, or sustained by common experience, or by a separate
domain of language. Nonhuman animals only “language” by means
of physiologically determined traits or through common cognitive
domains based on experience. Human beings not only use both the
latter domains of communication and coordination of behavior, but
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also a separate domain of complex language as a characteristic of the
species. In us, inter-neurons outnumber sensory/motor neurons by
a factor of 100,000 (Mingers 1991, 322). According to Mingers, “The
human brain is vastly more responsive to its own internal structures
than it is to its sensory/effect surfaces” (1991, 325). It is important
to realize that the expanded domains of possible behaviors for human
beings are seen as relative relations between configurations of
neuronal activity and not as the patterns themselves as if they were
static representations of the world, such as “pictures” or “engrams”
(Varela et al. 1991).

The human nervous system interacts synchronically with vast
different states of neuronal activity, and this in turn produces more
relative patterns of neuronal activity to be considered independently.
The recursiveness achieved by this eventually leaves us with vast
domains of possible co-relations within the plasticity of the human
nervous system. As Maturana puts it, “although language does not
take place within the bodyhood of the living system, the structure of
the living system must provide the diversity and plasticity of states
required for it to take place” (Maturana 1997, 100–01). But this
immense diversity of states take place simultaneously, and they are all
present at the same time as we produce language. The latter is not
“embedded in our brains” physically, as it has an autonomy that can
only be sustained collectively. And this is the essence of the organic
nature of language; its autonomy depends on the creative involvement
of a group of organisms bringing forth the world in which they interact:
one that they create and that creates their sense of self back. The
human species sustains its autopoiesis by means of three types of
common cognitive domain or “languaging”: a physiologically speci-
fied one (we are equipped to speak, point, mimic, signal), a common
ground of experience (the network of relationships, emotional
cognition), and an autonomous realm of complex communication
(language, culture, imaginative cognition). We share the first two
types with social animals and these first two types of communication
are essential in human ontogeny.

Thus, while children grow up, language is a product of human
co-ontogeny originally based on physiological communication and a
common domain of experience. In every individual, our commu-
nicative abilities eventually grow beyond our physiology and direct-
experience cognitive grounds, toward interaction through the
separate realm of language, which can be regarded as an autonomous
domain of interaction. We can then “language” about imaginary
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behaviors that are supposed to be enacted, that may never be enacted,
that were never enacted, or that cannot possibly be enacted, but we
also definitely “language” through physiological and experiential
common cognitive grounds as the basis for the autonomous domain
of language to emerge in our consciousness. Language is part of the
organic autopoiesis of human beings and is itself autopoietic in that
linguistic symbols are self-referential.20 Maturana says that we find
ourselves, as living systems, immersed in language:

In the explanation of language as a biological phenomenon, it becomes
apparent that languaging arises, when it arises, as a manner of coexis-
tence of living systems. As such, languaging takes place as a conse-
quence of co-ontogenic structural drift under recurrent consensual
interactions. For this reason language takes place as a system of recur-
rent interactions in a domain of structural coupling. Interactions in
language do not take place in a domain of abstractions; on the contrary,
they take place in the corporality of the participants. Interactions in
language are structural interactions. (Maturana 1997, 94)

When Maturana refers to corporality here, he is not referring to
abstract engrams embedded in our brains as pictures or representa-
tions of reality; he is speaking of our embodied involvement in the
action (or nonaction) of interaction:

The higher human functions do not take place in the brain: Language,
abstract thinking, love, devotion, reflection, rationality, altruism, etc.
are not features of the dynamics of states of the human being as a living
system, nor of its nervous system as a neuronal network, they are socio-
historical phenomena. At the same time, history is not part of the
dynamics of states of a living system because this takes place only in the
present, instant after instant, in the operation of its structure in changes
that occur out of time. History, time, future, past or space, exist in
language as forms of explaining the happening of living of the observer,
and thereby partake of the involvement of language in this. (Maturana
1997, 100)

According to Maturana, in the realm of simultaneity of embodied
interaction through language, cognition has no abstract content as a
biological phenomenon. The observer creates this content, as the
observer sees it embodied structurally by our physical involvement in
interaction, or what Varela calls “enaction” (1991).

However, to Maturana, this physical embodied involvement also
unavoidably involves a psychology: the emotional standing of the
human animal that interacts. The human animal is necessarily involved
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in an emotional manner with social behavior in order to enact it. In
Maturana and Varela’s account of human life, imagination and
emotions are not seen as a product of the brain itself, but of the
dynamic and plastic structural coupling of the brain and nervous
system with the social domain of interaction. Tim Ingold clarifies the
link between embodiment and consciousness in the human domain by
distinguishing between interactions and relationships: “To dissolve a
relationship into its constituent interactions is to drain it of the very
current of sociality that binds them as moments of a process, and that
is of its essence. The creative unfolding of relationships, however, is
also a becoming of the persons joined by it” (1989, 222). The human
co-ontogeny that Maturana sees in language is emotionally sustained
in what he calls “conversations” that are analogous to Ingold’s
relationships, and from an even wider perspective are analogous to
cultures or worldviews. “Conversations,” cultures, or worldviews are
analogous to comprehensive conceptions of the good, which are tied
to human practices that have specific standards, rules, and ethics. The
child relates to these through emotional cognition, and so this type of
cognition can be regarded as an essential aspect of the ethical training
of children.

During childhood, cognitive abilities are developed to grow into
adulthood. In the modern world, this includes the ability to behave in
a rational way, a behavior that must be functional at least. The devel-
opment of such abilities is founded on conventional ethics, which are
taught to children as they grow up. Conventional ethics might have
universal and transcendental aspirations, but they are always conven-
tional (and this also applies to the liberal tradition). In the discussion
of the primitive ideal type of reality, I argue that the development of
cognitive abilities to support conventional ethics in any human culture
is determined by emotional and imaginative involvement with the
prevalent narrative in the human group where one grows up. While in
our species doing this takes the form of narrative (imagination),
emotions determine the development of the cognitive abilities to
grasp conventional ethics and act according to them. That is, the
development of such abilities is related to emotions in a very basic and
human–animal way.

Humberto Maturana and the psychologist Gerda Verden-Zöler
explain the idea that worldviews, cultures, comprehensive concep-
tions, or what they call “conversations,” are sustained emotionally
within human co-ontogeny in their book on child development Amor
y juego (1995). Their ideas are congenial with Ingold’s (1986) view
that persons exist as embodiments of relationships. From the perspective
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of the observer, they say that,

[W]hat we see when we distinguish emotions in us and in other animals
are domains of actions, classes of behaviors, and in our living we flow
from one domain of action to another in a continual emotioning that is
entwined with our languaging. To this entwining of languaging and
emotioning we call conversing and we hold that all human life takes
place in networks of conversations. (Maturana and Verden-Zöler
1995, 9; my translation)

This representation of the biological function of human language
supports the feminist and communitarian view that only in abstrac-
tion can individuals be seen as ready made entities that interact
through the impulsion of their separate natures. I believe that their
critique has very strong grounds in the biological characteristics of the
human species, as described by Maturana and Varela. In the following
chapters, I also argue that the abstract individual of the liberal tradi-
tion is an important product of culture for the way the world is organ-
ized in contemporary globality. However, as will become clearer
throughout this book, I oppose the view of rational individuality as a
“natural” characteristic of all human beings. When I speak of rational
individuality, I refer to a much finer product of culture than mere
rational instrumentality. The latter can be observed to operate in all
cultural settings. Nevertheless, modern individuality is based on a
metaphysics that produces categorical force, Kantian practical reason,
and the substantive value of the individual self as an end in itself.
Nevertheless, on the basis of the discussion of autopoiesis, the abstract
liberal idea of “unencumbered” or “asocial” individual human beings
breaks down in considering human beings as animals that must
develop organically within networks of emotioning and languaging,
or within psychological relationships. As Ingold puts it, “[w]e rather
start with social life, as progressive ‘building up’ of relationships into
the structures of consciousness. This ‘building up’ . . . is equivalent to
the generation of persons” (1989, 222). Individuality may itself be
seen as the product of an emotional relationship with a culturally
produced idea of self; nevertheless, this product of culture cannot be
renounced in the midst of global interaction—itself a product of
culture (I will discuss this idea at length in chapter 4 of this book).

According to Maturana and Verden-Zöler, the first stage in human
development and ontogeny is dominated by spontaneity in play,
while the child grows up. In order to highlight the spontaneous side
of growing up, Maturana and Verden-Zöler heavily criticize the
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instrumentality of modern discipline and its detrimental consequences
for the self-respect of a growing child, and they argue for letting chil-
dren live the full spontaneity of play. While I can see the point of their
critique of instrumentality and the stress-related problems of modern
society’s extreme functionalism, a purely organic infancy and
childhood could hardly be regarded as human at all. The artificial side
of being human does not take place within our embodiment, as
Maturana has pointed out, but this embodiment must provide the
kind of structural plasticity required for it to interact by means of
its artifices. Therefore, while artificiality is not produced by organic
processes, the environment where it develops is necessarily organically
based human life. Infancy and childhood are elementary aspects of
human development that I consider here as only mostly spontaneous
during infancy because the disciplinary side of social interaction is
already present in the background from birth, and is already an aspect
of human ontogeny. The caretakers are the prime sources of such
disciplinary background, and their role is entwined with the ontogeny
of the growing child.

The relevance of discipline to the shaping of practical (spontaneous)
consciousness through practice grows as the child grows into
adulthood and this relevance is “visualized” and “fueled” by what I’ve
represented as concentric circles of imagination and emotion, respec-
tively. Further, one can differentiate emotion and imagination analyt-
ically, and for the purposes of ethical discipline, yet in experience, they
are connected to each other in very subtle ways:

Emotions are not just the fuel that powers the psychological mecha-
nism of a reasoning creature, they are parts, highly complex and messy
parts, of this creature’s reasoning itself. (Nussbaum 2001, 3)

In this view, discipline is as relevant to the nurturing of the child as
spontaneity is relevant during full adult operative disciplined interac-
tion. Awareness expands not only through disciplined practice, but
also through the spontaneity of discovery. And so, the process of
growing up is never really finished in the practice of any kind of disci-
pline. Our early ontogeny, as part of our history of interactions, shapes
spontaneously the initial practical production of ourselves with respect
to the world in which we live, but the relevant discipline(s) in the
culture where one grows up are also taught during ontogeny, and
what is learnt transcends the family circle—the rest of society also
contributes through the caretaker—and this is already an aspect of
living in society during infancy and childhood.
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In her Maternal Thinking (1990), Sarah Ruddick approaches the
world of the caretaker and her specific mindset as she provides an envi-
ronment where she raises and nurtures children. Ruddick insists in
using vocabulary that refers to this activity as maternal, because she
wants to recognize that throughout history and cultures, even now,
women take care of children: it has generally been a feminine practice
and occupied feminine imagination; gender has not been transcended
(and to act as if it has, is dangerous in her view); and the practice she
refers to should not be confused with tending to the sick or the elderly
(Ruddick 1990, 45–47). Nevertheless, in spite of her insistence on
referring to parenting or caretaking as “mothering,” I would rather
use words that are not gendered, as it is in fact irrelevant to the grow-
ing up of the child whether this work is done by men or women. It is
sufficient to say that it is an essential aspect in the production of ethical
adults. Ruddick refers, however, to three “demands” of mothering, or
taking care of children: “preservation,” “growth,” and “social accept-
ability.” I resort to them in order to highlight the requirements of the
specific kind of work that taking care of children implies, which is
imposed by the natural and social environment of the child and her
caretaker(s):

Conceptually and historically, the preeminent of these demands is that
of preservation. . . . This universal need of human children creates and
defines a category of human work. . . .

When you see children as demanding care, the reality of their vulner-
ability and the necessity of a caring response seem unshakable. . . .
Maternal responses are complicated acts that social beings make to
biological beings whose existence is inseparable from social interpreta-
tion. Maternal practice begins with a double vision—seeing the fact
of biological vulnerability as socially significant and as demanding
care. (1990, 18)

Ruddick tells us that nurturing the emotional and intellectual growth
of children supplements the basic one of preservation. “This demand
to foster children’s growth appears to be historically and culturally spe-
cific to a degree that the demand for preservation is not” (1990, 19).
This “fostering” is culture specific and related to the relevant myths or
histories in an intricate mix of personal and emotional involvement
with the comprehensive conception of reality, the realm of the sacred
and/or the transcendental. And this is also supplemented by the third
demand imposed on the caretaker, which is made not by the child or
her needs, but by the human group that the mother belongs to. The
demand of social acceptability makes it important for the caretaker to
train the child within the rules (formal, informal, and subtle) of the
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society where this growing child as a person will live:

A mother’s group is that set of people with whom she identifies to the
degree that she would count failure to meet their criteria of acceptability
as her failure. The criteria of acceptability consist of the group values
that a mother has internalized as well as the values of group members
whom she feels she must please. . . . Indeed, mothers themselves as part
of the larger social group formulate its ideals and are usually governed
by an especially stringent form of acceptability. (1990, 21)

The three demands of taking care of children are essentially connected
to the creation of persons and relationships, and of ethical education.
This is where the basic elements are taught of how it is appropriate
and ethical to behave in a specific social group.

According to Maturana and Verden-Zöler, in order for the child to
become socially competent, she must develop the capacity to relate to
the world emotionally. The spontaneity of growing up is linked to the
simultaneous structural coupling and autopoietic closure of the nerv-
ous system with respect to the rest of our embodiment. This brings us
back to the mechanisms through which human beings engage in the
business of “bringing forth” their world in ontogeny. While the child
gets to know the world, she must simultaneously create and expand
her own “psychic space” that enables her to relate emotionally to
people, to things, and to ideas or ideals. According to Maturana and
Verden-Zöler,

In this process the boy or girl learns the emotioning and the fundamen-
tal relational dynamics which will constitute the relational space that he
or she will generate in their living, that is, what he or she will do, hear,
smell, touch, see, think, fear, want, and reject, as obvious aspects of indi-
vidual and social living as a member of a family and a culture. (1995, 10)

Maturana and Verden-Zöler argue that the basic emotional referen-
tiality is built as a relational space in the intimate life of the baby’s
bodily contact with the caretaker. They believe that this intimacy is
related to the bodily rhythms that the fetus is used to during the time
of pregnancy. To them, intimacy is an innate side of being human that
springs in complete trust and acceptance of the natural relationship
between the child and its parents or caretakers: people who feed,
caress, rock, speak, lull, and put the baby to sleep (1995, 93).

As has been explained, according to Maturana and Varela’s theory
of life, human embodiment lives in a continuous transformation of its
structure, which is determined by past interactions of this present
structure, but which is contingent to its coupling with the environment.
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As observers, we can speak of its history of transformation that takes
place in ontogeny from its embodied point of origin: the
undifferentiated stage of unicellularity in the epigenesis of the fetus.
Verden-Zöler uses this notion to illustrate how the baby’s conscious-
ness is in a similar state of undifferentiated awareness at the moment
of being born, and how, in the spontaneity of play, she begins an
analogous process of differentiation that will enable her to develop her
full conscious human potentiality. And yet, this differentiation is com-
plemented by the balancing side of unification that brings the child
back to her own intimate relationships, to whoever takes care of her,
who will train this child in the particularities of an ethical life through
protective love. This kind of practice must be embodied in concrete
relationships and is displaced from being conceived in abstraction:

In protective love, the natural is, before any moral judgment of it, what
is given. The bodies of children are, in this sense, given. . . . In myriad
ways, they assert themselves: The physical being is here; whoever deals
with me deals with my body. . . .

To identify the natural with the given does not mean that protecting
mothers accept whatever is natural. . . . Yet cannot . . . deny what is
natural (e.g. the growing of their children). (Ruddick 1990, 76)

This practice is displaced from abstraction as it happens, it is enacted
through a “languaging” of the kind that we share with nonhuman
animals in spontaneous physiological and experienced common cog-
nitive grounds, in touch, gestures, and the fulfillment of primary
needs, not only physiological, but also—and most importantly to the
ulterior conservation of autopoiesis—emotional needs. According to
Maturana and Verden-Zöler,

What in daily life we recognize as emotions when we observe animal
behavior (human or non-human) are, as biological phenomena, bodily
dynamic configurations that by specifying every instant the possible
course of changes of states in an organism, they specify in it a domain
of possible actions. (1995, 91)

And so, they propose that human consciousness arises from bodily
rhythms and the flow of the sensory-motor configurations of coordi-
nations in the close bodily contact that the child must undergo
with whoever raises her not only during her infancy, but also during
childhood in spontaneous play with adults and other children:

Soon children’s bodily lives reveal elaborate, imaginative play. Genitals,
limbs, toes, and fingers may acquire distinctive personalities and
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names. . . . Mothers in turn, respond to these bodies, cleaning, feeding,
soothing, exciting, doting. Neither children nor their mothers could
distinguish in their bodily lives between rich elaborate mental play and
the “merely physical.” (Ruddick 1990, 206)

Play and a close emotional relationship with caretakers allows for the
development of such sensory-motor configurations. According to
Maturana and Verden-Zöler’s research, they are simple and basic
rhythmic abilities of balancing in order to produce symmetry and
movements of equilibrium about a central point. These movements
arise in the child “as a process of orientation and spontaneous bodily
handling in the freedom of play” (1995, 94).

Maturana and Verden-Zöler consider that before language, in
human ontogeny, the child must develop the cognitive configurations
of sensory-motor coordinations that will enable her to distinguish
practically her own embodiment from other similar embodiments that
surround her. The biological role of discursivity in this context would
be to help the child locate her own embodied presence within the
ongoing “conversation,” culture or comprehensive conception that
she is born into, and also to sustain her own sense of self, and this is a
social activity. Ruddick supports this idea:

As children try on shifting identities, their ability to create a self is
inextricably and often painfully mixed with others’ ability to recognize
the self they are creating. A “self,” however fixed and personal it may
seem, is always in the process of being socially constituted. (1990, 92)

And the parent or caretaker is involved in reassuring this construction
of self by means of attention, which can be excessive or poor, but
there, nonetheless, in the ethics of care that parenting entails.
“Attention,” Ruddick tells us, “is akin to the capacity for empathy, the
ability to suffer or celebrate with another as if in the other’s experience
you know and find yourself. However, the idea of empathy, as it is
popularly understood, underestimates the importance of knowing
another without finding yourself in her” (1990, 121). Or, in the
process of acknowledging another’s distinct presence in the social
setting where the child grows up. This kind of consciousness is devel-
oped practically at first; it provides the matter-of-factual certainties
on which practical human life and consciousness depends. It is not
unconscious but received and it is enacted in infancy, in the absence of
the discipline of self-awareness, which can only be practiced after
a sense of self is achieved by the growing child. This is why they
say that: “When the baby is born it is only an embryonic possibility of
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consciousness and of reflection about itself ” (Maturana and
Verden-Zöler 1995, 102). For this consciousness of self to unfold, the
infant must first detach her first notion of self from the embodiment
of the adult (or adults) who she uses as her initial points of reference
in life. This is an embodied as well as a psychological detachment,
when the child has “constructed” her surrounding world as coherent
and operative sensory-motor correlations:

The child at this point in the process of growing up has already lived the
sensory-motor experiences that are a pre-requisite of the constitution
of human consciousness: Free movement in a social domain as a realm
of spatio-temporal relations in the acceptance of herself and of others.
(Maturana and Verden-Zöler 1995, 103)

The result of this detachment is an imaginary world that the child uses
as her first approach to reality. But this is not a “picture-like” imagi-
nary world, it is a non-static approach made of structural dynamic
correlations that allow the child to interact at the simplest level of
social coordination, in constant structural transformation and expan-
sion. This transformation and expansion is never finished in the indi-
vidual ontogeny of the growing child, not even in adulthood. It is an
aspect of her human autopoiesis and it is contingent to her constant
interactions and her coupling with her environment. At a particular
point in ontogeny, this imaginary world achieves a degree of stability
that gives grounds for the child to orient herself and “live” in it as an
organic individual. This stable imaginary world is part of the child’s
“inner mind” or an initial sense of reality in ontogeny, which accord-
ing to Maturana and Verden-Zöler, is one where the social space is
essential and far more important than the physical space. In that inner
mind, the child manages her domain of relationships with entities that
appear to be permanent and separable from the child, who the
child imagines in emotional and experiential correlations. “In other
words,” say Maturana and Verden-Zöler, “the child has become able
to see in its mind the Gestalt (configuration) of human life as its own
life in the cyclical movement of advancement and regress that space
and time constitute” (1995, 103). But just as the age of the child
when this happens is particular to the person’s ontogeny, this config-
uration or Gestalt is also particular to the “conversation” or compre-
hensive conception of reality where the child is born and grows up,
always within the structural possibilities of human embodiment.

And it is here that the biological relevance of language acquires
a new level of complexity in the correlations that start detaching
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themselves from the individual ontogeny of particular human
autopoiesis. As we grow up, we realize that the conversations we hold
can be brought outside the domain of family life to wider realms of
interaction. In those realms, the group might be related by kin, but it
can also be related by the (relevant) stories of interactions and history
that produce collective identity and ideas of reality. These may be
expanded through empire to become vast imaginary realms of corre-
lations that human life sustains and creates and that end up creating
and sustaining human life back. Language is an important aspect of
not only them, but also religion and belief system. At the point in
human ontogeny when one becomes an adult, the wider realms of
interaction become relevant for the growing person who determines
and is determined by them. This is because this person, in every case,
had to be a child and grow up in a particular culture and discipline.
Living in society implies some form of learnt discipline that is not
organically produced and yet is based on the organic integrity of
people. In order to preserve this integrity, there are basic ethics of care
that are never detached from the cultural milieu of the caretaker, and
this is a constant practice all over the world as long as there are
children to be taken care of. This practice has to do with the personal
commitment to create a space of peace and safety, however this is
conceived, where children can grow up into adults. According to
Ruddick,

In maternal thinking, feelings are at best complex but sturdy
instruments of work quite unlike the simple and separate hates, fears
that are usually put aside in philosophical analysis. . . . In protective
love, . . . feelings demand reflection, which is in turn tested by action,
which is in turn tested by the feelings it provokes, [but] protective love
can never be reduced to the sum of its feelings. . . . Mothering is an
activity governed by a commitment that perseveres through feeling and
structures the activity. (1990, 70)

The ethical orientation of care though, can be seen to go beyond this
intimate domestic realm, as it accompanies human beings throughout
their ethical lives. I agree with Carol Gilligan, who has argued
convincingly in my opinion, that an ethics of care is a legitimate
orientation in the moral life of persons (1982). Her work critically
questions Lawrence Kohlberg’s (1981, 1984) claims of universality
for his model of human moral development, as it fails to account for
women’s ethical experience. Kohlberg’s highest point of moral
development basically enshrines the abstract ability to universalize
principles that rule human action. However, it is counterintuitive to
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conceive of such capacity for abstraction as the sole basis for moral
principles. When Ruddick refers to the type of thought that those who
take care of children display, one can get a hint of the complexity
that an ethics of care entails. When discussing about Kohlberg’s
moral dilemmas in his research, Ruddick refers to abstraction as a par-
tial source of knowledge in the forms of reasoning that parenting
entails:

To abstract is to simplify complexity, in particular to reduce the mani-
fold issues of moral life into dichotomous choices . . . Concreteness
requires inventing alternatives even when there seems to be none, . . .

To use familiar terms, women’s thinking has been called “holistic” . . .
they tend to reject the demands of abstraction and instead look closely,
invent options, refuse closure . . . This way of knowing requires a
patient, sympathetic listening to the complexities and uncertainties of
another’s experience quite unlike the acceptance of the given terms
required for abstraction. (1990, 95–96)

Much of the resistance to the paradigm that ultimately goes back to
Kant’s Critique of Practical Reason ([1781] 1929), has to do with the
sociological cum philosophical argument that persons have an embod-
ied and embedded existence in society and that individuality does not
necessarily have preeminence in comprehensive conceptions of reality
different from the liberal one. These are the critiques in which
communitarianism and feminism converge, who agree with seeing a
distinct moral orientation in Gilligan’s ethics of care. According to
Seyla Benhabib, Gilligan’s work created so much recognition and
controversy because it was posing Kohlberg the same kind of ques-
tions that a growing number of influential critics were making to
traditional neo-Kantian moral philosophy:

Just as Gilligan reported her female subjects’ sense of bewilderment in
view of a language of morals which would pose even the most personal
of all dilemmas like abortion in terms of formal rights, so too Michael
Sandel maintained that a polity based on the procedural and juridi-
cal model of human relationships alone would lack a certain solidar-
ity and depth of identity. And just as Gilligan doubted that the
Kohlbergian model of the development of moral judgment could claim
the universality it did in view of the difficulties this model encountered
in accounting for women’s judgment and sense of self, others like
Taylor and Walzer questioned whether the form of moral judgments
of justice could be so neatly isolated from the content of cultural
conceptions of the good life. (Benhabib 1992, 180)
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John Rawls, the most recent representative of the contractual Kantian
school of political thought, responded to these criticisms aimed at his
“original position” in his A Theory of Justice (1971) with a political
deontology in Political Liberalism (1996) that cannot be sustained by
the metaphysics from which it arises, as his debate with Jürgen
Habermas illustrates. I will engage with this debate in the last section
of chapter 4, but here I only want to advance that Rawls’s reply to his
communitarian critics and the way he accommodates to their objec-
tions, illustrate that liberalism itself cannot escape being seen as a
comprehensive conception of the good, once we produce adequate
qualifications.

In this work, I consider Kantian practical rationality as a learnt
ability, a product of culture in Weberian terms. I regard it as a com-
prehensive conception of the good, based on individual liberty, but
I sustain that the moral individual is one of the finest cultural products
of Modernity. Individual self-consciousness is then a disciplined prac-
tice, not an abstract “natural” trait of human beings. Modern interac-
tion is based on the constant and systematic practice of this discipline.
In the following chapter, I discuss how Modernity produced the indi-
vidual idea of self as the basis of humanity and how this is related to
the development of a distinct sense of morality, one that can univer-
salize principles. I do not believe that the development of the ability
to universalize abstract principles that guide our actions is the only
kind of morality that human beings are able to display, but it is an
important one in global, modern, impersonal interaction.21 Moral
judgment as impartiality has universal consequences, and yet, so does
any other transcendentalist comprehensive conception of the good;
the difference is that moral judgment is based on the individual as a
value in itself, and the comprehensive conceptions on what the partic-
ular human group considers as sacred. Having considered this impor-
tant difference, both moral judgment and comprehensive conceptions
entail particular and distinct representations of either sacred or
transcendental metaphysics. The realm of domestic life gives children
their initial emotional abilities to engage in such pressing manner to
their comprehensive conception(s) of good and self. Both moral
reason and comprehensive conceptions are taught to children through
conventional ethics, local and particular, which are always a bridge
between experience and ideal ethical authority in society.

An ethics of care then is an essential ethical orientation in the life of
human beings; we encounter it in the first environment in which we
learn to become distinct persons within a complex of human relation-
ships. Nevertheless, I have placed this element of our development as
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people in the primitive view of reality because it is conceptually
displaced from being universalizable. As Benhabib contends,

Gilligan has not explained what an “ethic of care” as opposed to an
ethical orientation to “care reasoning” would consist of, nor has she
provided the philosophical argumentation necessary to formulate a
different conception of the moral point of view or of impartiality than
the Kohlbergian one. (1992, 180)

In fact, Gilligan does not provide the principles that will clarify just
how an ethics of care can have the same moral standing as the moral
orientation to impartiality and justice. We are at a loss of directions as
to what could replace the role of Kantian practical rationality in a
moral orientation of care. This ethics of care must lose its local status
and be formulated beyond the confines of domestic and primitive
human life in order to get the categorical force of moral judgment.
How could this moral orientation obtain universal status? This will be
dealt with in the following chapters, where I intend to construct the
two ideal–typical views of reality that are intimately related to tran-
scendence. For now suffice it to say that the temporal order of events
in synchronicity opens up the possibility for a postconventional moral
orientation to care. But before tackling the central argument of this
book, I now turn to the view of reality where human beings are
historical beings as well as transcendental subjects.
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4

The H istorical Ideal Type 

of Reality

The historical ideal type of reality conceives of the beyond as
transcendence, in constant tension with the world within which a uni-
versal humanity progressively moves in time. This tension between
world and transcendence organizes the structure of the temporal
order of events as an indefinite progression. I argue that the shape of
this time structure is determined by the discovery (or invention) of
transcendence within the Judaic and Greek cosmology, the ulterior
Christian conception of unified human kind under one God, and its
related consequences for the conception of a universal human history.
Historical cosmology, according to Eric Voegelin (1974), emerges
through an imperial thrust that encompasses several cultures and is
forced to discover or create its own sacred roots to existence. Here,
I want to argue that historical reality is also conditioned by myth and
it shares this characteristic with primitive and mystic types of reality.
From a diachronic perspective, historical reality and mythical reality
do not converge as their preeminent verbal structures cannot establish
a dialogue: They are incommensurable with respect to each other in
their sequential coherence, as is illustrated by the contrast between
historical objective reality and fiction. Nevertheless, from a synchronic
perspective (the present moment of meaningful experience), history and
fiction can be observed to overlap and complement each other in the
course of interaction at a local level as well as a global one, even as
from a diachronic perspective we must differentiate between them.
Here, I want to emphasize that in secular history, myth remains the
shape of sequential facticity, while transcendence is transformed into
the eternal not yet of the project of Modernity. This idea of time as a
progression of events is related to the myth of the one God that would
bring His chosen people to historical success, and so, myth is an essen-
tial component of the transcendental Judeo-Christian cosmos of reality.

M.J.S. Flores, Political Philosophy for the Global Age
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As I have said, what differentiates the historical and the primitive types
of reality is not myth—historical reality is also told and enacted by
means of myth, plot, or narrative. The difference is that there is no
explicit symbol or structural role for transcendence in the primitive
type of time and reality.

As has already been discussed in this work, transcendence is
regarded as a spiritual discovery (or invention) that takes place when
a human being merges in consciousness with her divine root to
existence; an experience that Voegelin calls hierophany1. It is only from
the perspective of transcendence that the notion of universality can be
conceived at all, basically because only from this imagined position
can one extricate oneself completely from the mundane particularity
that influences our very own embodied and contextualized experience.
I argue that the concept of universality is genetically related to
the symbol of transcendence. Any claim of universal validity is linked to
the ability to represent a transcendental realm that gives categorical
relevance to human rules. This is the basis to say with Charles Taylor,
that liberalism is itself a comprehensive conception of the good life.
I would add that a refusal to see this veils a form of liberal fundamen-
talism—a danger that all religions and views of reality with origins in
the house of Abraham should learn to avoid. The liberal secular self-
identity—and an analytically useful differentiation between private and
public realms of interaction—displaces them from being aware that
this doctrine rests on fundamental certainties (i.e., the fact of individ-
uality), and this kind of truth could not but be providential in origin.

Liberalism is linked to the scientific view of reality as objectivity,
conceives of the self as a historical and accountable entity, and con-
templates this self as essentially based on individual freedom. As
Alisdair MacIntyre puts it,

The problems of modern moral theory emerge clearly as the product of
the failure of the Enlightenment project. On the one hand, the individ-
ual moral agent, freed from hierarchy and teleology, conceives of himself
and is conceived of by moral philosophers as sovereign in his moral
authority. On the other hand, the inherited, if partially transformed rules
of morality have to be found some new status, deprived as they have been
of their older teleological character and their even more ancient categor-
ical character as expressions of an ultimately divine law. (1984, 62;
emphasis added)

As will become clear in the discussion below, I do not follow
MacIntyre in what he conceives as the “failure” of the Enlightenment
project. I disagree in that he considers modern moral judgments as
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merely emotivist and invalid; he argues that they are “linguistic survivals
from the practices of classical theism which have lost the context
provided by these practices” (MacIntyre 1984, 60). They may be
linguistic survivals and their shape may very much be determined by
their sacred origins that have been forgotten, yet they could not have
possibly survived if they were not based in present practice. One may
argue—as I will—that modern individual morality is imaginary and
ideal, but this does not mean that it lacks a basis in the embodied life of
modern people for not having objective and spelt out rules of practice.

It is important to realize that the practice of individuality as a modern
identity has an astounding organizational power, with no precedent in
the known history of humankind, as Max Weber pointed out in his
Protestant Ethic ([1905] 1958). It is based on the individual responsible
agent and legal–rational domination. The organizational power of
individuality, specialization, and legal–rational legitimacy was viewed
by Weber with a mixture of awe and fear before the totalizing force of
a fully administrated society. This fear, I believe, is related to a Faustic
aspect of our moral modern identity.2 Nevertheless, this individually
based power of organization sustains the global arena of interaction and
is not without its noble and awe-inspiring moral roots. A legal–rational
type of order may disclose a systematic nature that threatens to swallow
the life-world of human interaction; Weber saw this and Jürgen
Habermas followed him from a critical Frankfurt School perspective.
Nevertheless, a type of legal–rational legitimacy requires the constant
practice of moral reasoning, even if the debate involves incommensu-
rable claims, which is MacIntyre’s point of departure to diagnose
modern morality as decadent. It is precisely because ongoing moral
public debate involves incommensurable claims that there ought to be
an ideal point of convergence between views of reality, as Rawls’s
Political Liberalism (1996) illustrates.

Modern interaction requires that actual people practice the discipline
of individuality; that they consider themselves accountable individuals
with rights and equality before the law—not only in principle, but also
in actual and lived experience and practice. The imperative that people
practice individuality is so close to our conscious selves that it is hard
to see. MacIntyre wants to establish objective principles for such
practice, yet fails to consider that this is already a global practice and is
reinvented on a daily basis around the world. His position is liable to
be criticized much in the same way as Habermas criticized Rawls’s
political liberalism: They prescribe the rules of validity for justice or
morality for individuals instead of allowing for freedom of choice in
the formation of modern preferences. In this chapter, I argue that the
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validity of the concept of moral reasoning resides in contemporary
practice of individuality and the present allegiance that it awakens as a
comprehensive conception of the good life and as an ongoing practice.
In her Narrating the Organization (1997), Barbara Czarniawska uses
drama as a useful metaphor to represent and understand modern
complex interaction and also, to understand “how preferences are
created, and such understanding can replace indignation, that most
common of modern emotions” (Czarniawska 1997, 34; see MacIntyre
1981). The lived practice and experience of considering oneself an
individual may not be the natural essence of human beings, but it is
desirable that in modern and global interaction, people behave like
competent individuals.

In this chapter, I argue that, although, in Modernity, human beings
and institutions must contribute to the production of such individual
dignity and importance by constant practice, liberalism requires that
the individual human being be the principle of universality. That is, in
Modernity, the individual human being is “sacred,” but in a human-
made moral fashion and not in a providential one. Yet, this secular
“sacredness” is inherited from the particular way in which Christianity
and the European culture evolved toward Modernity. This “evolution”
includes the emergence of individuality as a principle of order and
I argue with Paul Ricoeur (1967a) that this is related to the notion of
human fault. One can say that not all cultures around the world give
such importance to individuality. However, as the modern kind of
order is now global, moral theory cannot but be based on the embodied
(and so, particular) individual human self. And so, in spite of being
aware of the particularity that embodied and contextualized human
beings convey, and of stressing that reflexivity about this condition
should be constant in moral philosophy—as illustrated by my primitive
type—I also argue that it is essential to engage in a philosophical
debate about universality and universal humanity.

To be sure, any representation of universal humanity has its origins
in a particular cultural context, and the liberal tradition is no exception.
As has been mentioned above, the emergence of representations of
universal humanity take place in devotional and sacred contexts, and
this is also true of liberalism at root. Yet, liberal universality managed
to extricate itself from particular representations of sacred belief—
even as it preserves their structure. I argue that, in principle, only the
liberal tradition’s type of universality can claim to have broken
through the particular bounds of mundane representations of sacred-
ness.3 The ideal of individuality is a secular and universalistic principle
that effectively organizes interaction between various conceptions of

Political Philosophy for the Global Age128



the good life within as well as beyond political associations (states). The
ideal of individuality places value on diversity, pluralism, and toleration as
major sources of the human drive to sustain social modern global
interaction. In contrast to this, particular human groups and their
comprehensive conceptions have symbological boundaries that are not
necessarily closed and keep reinventing themselves culturally (imagina-
tively and emotionally), but this kind of particularity is displaced from
being able to organize the multicultural world. That is, no conception
of the good life other that liberalism could manage to function effec-
tively as a common substantive basis for interaction without canceling
diversity and plurality. Liberalism as a common substantive basis
requires to be complemented, as I will discuss in chapter 5, but it
cannot be dispensed with in contemporary globalized interaction.

In the first section of this chapter, I review the mythical basis of the
historical ideal type of view of reality. This is a discussion of how the
Christian inheritance of a sacred history structures the secular historical
view of reality. I resort to Eric Voegelin on this, whose work is con-
genial with the communitarian position according to which an idea of
self emerges from the relevant nexus of language, context, and the
way the past determines human references that shape this conception
of self. In the second section, I will be ready to develop further the
conceptual elements of the historical ideal type of reality. In this
section, I explain how it is that both the historical and the mystic
views converge in conceiving a transhistorical realm to which the self
relates emotionally and imaginatively. I explain how, in the historical
ideal type, this relationship legitimizes the diachronic conception of
time and produces a judgmental type of ethical approach to human
experience. I contrast this with the relationship that mystic traditions
of knowledge establish with their specific type of transhistorical reality
that considers only the eternal present moment as legitimate time,
where awareness of the union of all things arises. In the third section,
I engage in an interpretation of Paul Ricoeur’s Symbolism of Evil
(1967a), a phenomenology of fault in the Judeo-Christian tradition,
and adapt it to my theory by means of a conversation with Keiji
Nishitani’s idea of fault in Zen Buddhism, and other Eastern tradi-
tions of knowledge. With respect to the historical view of reality, this
will establish the relationship between sacred reality and the cultural
production of the individual self.

The fourth section of this chapter is a discussion of liberals (Rawls,
Habermas) and communitarians (Taylor, MacIntyre), and also of
constructivist organizational theory as a counterpoint (Czarniawska,
Meyer). It engages with how the individual self is both the basis for the
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abstract liberal tradition and, at the same time, a product of culture that
is always particular to the context that raises the individuals. From the
perspective of my own theoretical definition of the historical ideal
type of reality, I argue that the liberal–communitarian debate projects
into the inner self the outside tension between world and transcen-
dence. This tension is the one between the particular-embodied and
contextualized self and the transcendental subject, an end in itself.
I contemplate the individual as an institution, a very useful disciplined
practice that is the product of a specific culture. In spite of this, I argue
that it is a mistake to regard it as a mere Western imposition, it is
de facto now a global practice—even in the postcolonial narrative of
self—it is a diverse lived experience in a wide variety of human groups
all over the world. In contemplating the individual as a valuable practice,
and not a universal characteristic of human kind, it is possible to enact
individuality in a constant interpretation of the notion itself as a
cultural product. Liberal–democratic, well ordered, and just societies
presuppose that individuals practice their individuality that is seen as a
“universal” category. Following Kant, I propose that the metaphysics
of such universality might well be all imagined and illusory4—we
cannot know them—but even if we assume universal individuality as
imaginary, I argue that it is necessary for us to “think” them for moral
orientation. A universal principle or ideal is necessary as a guide to
establish points of reference that are common—or that we imagine to
be common—to all humanity.

Historical Reality

Both the historical and mystic views of reality articulate and represent
transcendence, while the primitive one is articulated only with respect
to the world; transcendence remains unexpressed explicitly. The sym-
bolization of transcendence conveys an organizational transformation,
where human order is to be aligned with the reality of the imagined
transcendental realm. In the creation of the historical type of reality,
this transformation took place alongside the need to justify imperial
rule that, according to Eric Voegelin (1974), was transformed from
cosmological kingdoms into the Christian ecumene. In Christianity,
the immediacy of Apocalypse was solved institutionally by the church
while its symbolization of humanity as one “body” in faith produced
the awareness and possible inclusion of other peoples through
conversion. Both the historical and mystic views of reality contemplate
a transhistorical perspective from which an awareness of the unique-
ness of every instant arises. But the primitive view of reality lacks such

Political Philosophy for the Global Age130



explicit realm, which is nevertheless lived as an intuition in its ritual
mimetic oneness with the cosmos. Historical reality is thus here
portrayed as a consequence of the symbolization of an experience of
transcendence, which secular reality transforms into relevant symbols
of individual consciousness and value.

The modern mind regards the primitive kind of tales as unreal
myths, and this is because lived experience of modern life does not
confirm them as real:

For us moderns, a myth is only a myth because we can no longer
connect that time with the time of history as we write it, employing the
critical method, nor can we connect mythical places with our geograph-
ical space. This is why the myth can no longer be an explanation; to
exclude its etiological intention is the theme of all necessary demytholo-
gization. But in losing its explanatory pretensions the myth reveals
exploratory significance and its contribution to understanding, which
we shall later call its symbolic function—that is to say, its power of
discovering and revealing the bond of man and what he considers
sacred. Paradoxical as it may seem, the myth when it is thus demytholo-
gized through contact with scientific history and elevated to the dignity
of a symbol, is a dimension of modern thought. (Ricoeur 1967a, 5)

In other words, there is a dimension of modern thought that is also
mythical, on which modern life is sustained. But the sequence of its
story does not converge diachronically with any other particular
myth—and yet, it is an assumption of this work that various particular
myths can only converge synchronically (in the present moment of
awareness). Myths encompass whole universes that can only converge at
present (in synchrony) because each tale follows the structural form
allowed by the sequence of the tale (in diachrony) or by the particular
cosmos that it shapes. Modern life, though, is sustained by taking an
artificial distance from nature that can never be complete due to embod-
iment. As a matter of fact, most of the modern ethos is built on giving
value to this distance that is also embedded in the secular scientific
view of reality and its accompanying rational myths, for example, that of
objectivity. We have said before that any view of reality has its own
cosmological myths and, therefore, a mythical basis is not really the
principle of differentiation between what I have called primitive real-
ity and historical reality, or between the former and what I call mystic
reality.

Therefore, what ideally differentiates the primitive view of reality
from the historical and mystic ones is that the former lacks a clear rep-
resentation of transcendence. The cultures that managed to represent
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transcendence also produced a new axis on which social life would be
organized. The explicit symbolization of transcendence brought about
organizational consequences in society. When the idea of transcendence
was discovered (or created), a religious frame of order was set up,
which would bring humanity closer to consciousness about this tran-
scendental reality. In axial age civilizations, “there was a concomitant
stress on the existence of a higher transcendental moral or metaphysi-
cal order which is beyond any given this- or other-worldly reality”
(Eisenstadt 1982, 296). The new awareness about universality and
transcendence posed the problem of bridging the gap between the
two levels of existence in human life, and therefore, also in the legiti-
mate idea of social order. In post-axial age societies, the emergence of
new elites took place: The carriers of the new models of social order
that institutionalized the perception of the basic tension between the
transcendental and the mundane levels of existence. “Examples would
include,” says Eisenstadt, “the Jewish prophets and priests, the Greek
philosophers and sophists, the Chinese Literati, the Hindu Brahmins,
the Buddhist Sangha . . . It was the initial small nuclei of such groups
of intellectuals that developed these new transcendental conceptions”
(1982, 298).

Cosmological kingdoms became empires in their drive to conquer.
Their cosmology and emperor lay at their center and organized them
in a hierarchical imperial form, like the Chinese, Egyptian, Babylonian,
and Assyrian empires. “A cosmological empire,” says Voegelin, “is
more than one type of political organization among others. In its self-
interpretation, imperial rule is the mediation of divine-cosmic order to
the existence of man in society and history” (1974, 93). This awareness
of imperial order brought about the need to stabilize and legitimate
its creation in “historiogenesis,” or historical speculation based on
current pragmatic knowledge as well as in myths, symbols, beliefs, and
values that contemplate an “extrapolation of pragmatic history toward
its cosmic-divine point of origin” (Voegelin 1974, 101). However,
Voegelin also speaks about the role of imperial catastrophe, which
produced the need to create order out of political chaos. According to
him, the newer empires like the Persian, Macedonian, and Roman
“originated, not in a ferocious will to conquer, but in the fatality of a
power vacuum that attracted, and even sucked into itself, unused
organizational force from the outside; it originated in circumstances
beyond control rather than deliberate planning” (1974, 117–18).
The resulting society under empire held a mixture of values and beliefs
that “historiogenetic” speculation had to take into account in order
to base “ecumenic” history on a cosmic-divine origin.5 This brought
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about what Voegelin calls “historiomachy” (see 1974, 109–13), the
phenomenon of cultural competition for the historical tale that was
most relevant for the human extended group now forming the ecumene:

When the older cosmological empires were conquered by the ascending
ecumenic empires, a new constellation of problems formed, for the
older symbolisms, though they continued to be cultivated, were now
forced into competition with one another for ecumenically representative
rank. (Voegelin 1974, 109)

These movements in social organization transform the general under-
standing of human nature: The qualitative jumps from tribal society,
to city-state, to empire produced a differentiated consciousness of the
human self and the symbols of the sacred origin of a kind of order that
is shared by all human beings. “Through the hard reality of empire,
there begins to shine forth, as the subject of history, a universal
mankind under God” (Voegelin 1974, 95). The Greek philosophers
had developed a new style of universal truth, on the one hand,
through their differentiation of noetic symbols that made intellectual
speculation and knowledge possible beyond the compact symbols of
mythical tradition, and on the other, through a unique Hellenic inter-
est in making the whole of humankind the subject of history. Israel’s
own history is based on the exodus of Yahweh’s chosen people from a
historical setting that enslaved them, into freedom reified in a sacred
covenant with God. This produced the possibility of seeing cosmic-
divine order as a direct relationship between God and the believer, not
mediated by a cosmological emperor, but by universal law. Christianity,
in its institutional drive to world conversion, appropriated both the
Jewish and the Greek sources into its dogma and gave shape to an
extended concept of ecumene that encompassed all peoples and all
epochs in progress to an eternal Heaven through history and
Apocalypse:

Setting aside the fact that Christian faith is by far not the only root of
Western philosophy of history—Israel and Hellas also have something
to do with it—there still remains the hard fact that philosophy of his-
tory has indeed arisen in the West and nowhere but in the West. There
is no such thing as a non-western philosophy of history. For a philoso-
phy of history can arise only where mankind has become historical
through existence in the present under God. Leaps in being, to be sure,
have occurred elsewhere; but a Chinese personal existence under the
cosmic tao, or an Indian personal existence in acosmistic illumination,
is not an Israelite or Christian existence under God. While the Chinese
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and Indian societies have certainly gained the consciousness of universal
humanity, only the Judeo-Christian response to revelation has achieved
historical consciousness. (Voegelin 1954, 23)

What Voegelin calls a “leap in being” is what I have referred to as the
discovery and symbolization of transcendental reality. While in mysti-
cism this discovery is the sole basis of reality, and thus, mysticism
regards the world as an illusory effect of consciousness, a dream from
which one awakens in spiritual Enlightenment, the philosophy of his-
tory took both the world and transcendence to be real, and arranged
them in a progressive order with a beginning and an end for the whole
of humanity in Genesis and Apocalypse. Beyond Christianity though,
the secular view of history has generally been the recipient of a mixture
of symbolisms that have mixed synchretically and have expanded
the conception of time within frontiers of a beginning and a beyond
incommensurably by an embodied mind. The embodied secular
mind that thinks objectively, the one that lives the relevance of the
subject–object divide, conceives of its vastness abstractly and imagines
it through infinite space. But this is the kind of infinite finiteness that
Nishitani calls “bad infinity”; an artifice achieved by separating space
and time in abstraction to produce awareness about the factual level of
reality in a mechanistic cosmos that does not end and that displaces
awareness of transcendental infinity to oblivion.

The effect of the discovery of transcendence within the historical type
of reality—and its relationship with the world—produced a symbolism
of time that made possible a projection of human existential concerns
into the future. “The typological structure and shape of the Bible,” says
Frye, “make its mythology diachronic in contrast to the synchronic
mythology characteristic of most of the religions outside it” (1982, 83).
Following Frye, the idea of causality was transformed from having
effects horizontally, on the same temporal level of duration with respect
to the past and renovation in the synchronic moment of the cyclical
ritual; to a movement that was both horizontal and vertical in a diachronic
“leap” that brought about the perspective of progress in the develop-
ment of collective embodied humanity as a universal humanity. But this
mechanism could only come about in a cosmology that considered both
the world and transcendence to be real in the present before God, while
assuming that there was an imminent end of the world. This imminence
in primitive Christianity produced an everyday life expectation of death
as an event that would be organized within a wider frame of the personal
place in the sacred history of human progress toward spiritual perfection.
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The idea of imminent collective death through the horrors of
Apocalypse was eventually “solved” or postponed by the Augustinian
institutionalization of the sacraments and their absorption and admin-
istration by the church as the “body” of Christ. Modernity transformed
this Christian belief into progress toward ideal rational understanding
and peaceful interaction between all human beings, and it framed this
progress in universal human history with civilized rational interaction
at the apex of the historical tale that it was creating. But the modern
version of progress is in line with the Augustinian tale of collective
spiritual progress:

In Augustine, intellectual child of the Greeks as well as of the Jews, to
this day preeminent theologian in Christian history, there are all the
essential ingredients of the modern idea of progress: The vision of an
unfolding cumulative advancement of the human race in time—a unified,
single human race, be it emphasized—a single time frame for all the
peoples and epochs of the past and present, the conception of time as
linear, single flow, the use of evolving stages and epochs in the history
of humanity, belief in the necessary, as well as sacred character of
mankind’s history as set forth in the Old Testament, and, finally the
envisagement of a future, distinctly utopian end of history when the
saved would go to eternal heaven. (Nisbet 1994, xiii)

However, the secularized version of this tale got rid of the spiritual
element and found its own sense of reality in factual historicity.
History situates its past and future in a purely mundane setting, ignoring
that the qualitative jump into a conception of universal human history
was brought about by contrast to the discovery (or invention) of tran-
scendence. In Modernity, the Christian idea of the progress of humanity,
as one body toward spiritual perfection in history with Apocalypse at
its end, was transformed into an experienced unfolding of time as nat-
ural evolution and indefinite linear factual history, as well as deformed
into material capitalist and political progress of the nations with
respect to the enlightened ideals of Modernity.

The Gnosis of progress toward the reason of the eighteenth-century
bourgeoisie, which Voltaire tried to substitute for the Augustinian
historia sacra, could be applied to the interpretation of phenomena
only under the condition that nobody would raise the fundamental
question where and how the symbolism of an historical mankind had
originated. (Voegelin 1954, 16)
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Modern universal human history kept the basic Christian cosmological
divide between world and transcendence that fetters the latter in supe-
rior imminence and relegates the world to an inferior kind of reality,
as chaos that must be controlled. And so, in historical reality, both
world and transcendence are real, and this arranges all human time—
universal history—as a constant enfolding, diachronic “movement”
that nevertheless requires a universal point d’appui. I now turn to this
linchpin that is essentially related to the achievement of symbolizing
transcendence as a conception that lies beyond time as it is experi-
enced in the world. This idea can be best symbolized by metonymic
language, which is a verbal structure that is put for what is meant:
transcendence can only be expressed indirectly by worldly references.

The Transhistorical Realm 
of Historicity

As has been discussed, the Christian tale of universal history is the root
of the modern prehension of history, but its secular essence requires
that a new modern tale of human-made linear progress be produced:
the possibility to dominate the material world technically, scientifically,
and morally. In its rejection of Christian dogma, the modern enlight-
ened rational discipline downplays the fact that its intellectual notion
of infinity is rooted in the Christian notion of an omnipotent and tran-
shistorical God. “Although the views of history found in Christianity
and in the Enlightenment represent diametrically opposed points of
view,” says Nishitani, “they both concur in recognizing a meaning
in history” (1982, 211). A universal historical consciousness cannot
escape the element of infinity opened up at the very root of being in
the world. As has been mentioned, this is illustrated by how the
predicament of nihilism haunts the modern contemporary mind.

Nishitani calls the infinity of historical consciousness the “transhis-
torical view” needed for a history that can be truly universal, and he
says that it is unavoidably linked to a “religious prehension of history”
(1982, 213). In this prehension, the transcendental realm of existence
(eternity, infinity) comes about as a certainty and may be said to be
analogous with hierophany, or interaction with the divine root of
existence. Religious faith can be conceived as a kind of certainty, and
it comes about in the life of human as what Nishitani calls the Great
Reality:

To be sure, this reality is not something merely objective and separate
from ourselves; if it were, we should still be on the field of consciousness.6
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When we ourselves are thrown into the reality of evil or faith in such a
way as to become ourselves the realization of their realness, a conversion
takes place within reality itself with us at the hinge: we have a real
change of heart. (Nishitani 1982, 30)

The transhistorical view is analogous to the synchronic sacred moment
of renovation of the natural cycle celebrated in archaic ritual, but here
it is of a higher order that moves symbologically (and not only intu-
itively and experientially) in the direction of transcendence; it is the
awareness and explicit representation of the new and the irreversible
that contemplates infinity and therefore the uniqueness of the present
moment:

The idea of a stratified formation of simultaneous time systems necessi-
tates the idea of an infinite openness at the bottom of time, like a great
expanse of vast, sky like emptiness that cannot be confined to any
systematic enclosure. Having such an openness at its bottom, each and
every now, even as it belongs to each of the various layers accumulated
through the total system, is itself something new and admits of no
repetition in any sense. The sequence of “nows” is really irreversible.
Accordingly, in the true sense, each now passes away and comes into
being at each fleeting instant. (Nishitani 1982, 219)

Nishitani observes that this transhistorical realm lies at the center of
the mystic Zen notion of time and, while it produces an immediate
kind of historical consciousness—the present view that history has no
beginning and no end—it does not unfold into the mature science of
factual and descriptive history. Nishitani’s discussion shows that the
transhistorical is itself radicalized in Zen mystic practice as Absolute
emptiness as the root to reality that discloses the factual realm as ulti-
mately illusory. In Christianity, it is radicalized as the human transcen-
dental identity in a personal relationship with God conceived as a
willful being in a transhistorical dimension. In Modernity, this is trans-
formed into a secular relationship between the universal human self
and human personality, her freedom, and her will. When scientific
objectivity becomes the prominent way of conceiving reality in
Modernity, history finds its legitimacy in describing stories based on
facts, expressed preeminently in demotic verbal structures.

Nevertheless, before Modernity, it is important to pay attention
to the culturally ascendant verbal structures that refer to time and
transcendence: While the mystic realm of transhistorical time defines
a domain of synchrony that legitimizes the notion of a collective
non-anthropocentric mind, the historical realm defines a domain of
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diachrony that legitimizes the notion of universal humanity as a
collectivity advancing in progress and constant betterment. In
Modernity, this was transformed into the uniqueness of the individual
mind that is seen as a feature of infinity, an end in itself. In both cases,
and in awareness of a religious prehension of history, the dominant
verbal structures are metonymic as either synchronic or diachronic
legitimate symbols of time that are put for a transcendence that is both
immanent and imminent. In the historical view of reality though, after
the Modern mind and the humanities were well established in Europe,
and time had become an indefinite progression, its expression of reality
changed to become descriptive, demotic verbal structures, in line with
the legitimate type of objective reality.

Nishitani argues that in the Western philosophical tradition, the
legitimate realm of transhistorical reality is placed at the “far side” of
ordinary consciousness:

[W]hen Plato conceives of a world of Ideas as the far side of this sensible
world, the beyond he has in mind is only such to the extent that it is
something like a celestial world. It is a far side viewed perpendicularly
from the earth upward. . . . Similarly a personal God who is thought to
reveal himself vertically from heaven down to earth, as commonly
represented in Christianity, is considered to be seated beyond, on the far
side. Since in this case we speak of a revelation from beyond, the far side
is more to the far side than it was with Plato. (Nishitani 1982, 104)

The distance placed between God and human is meaningfully repre-
sented in diachrony and, as we will see, also in the notion of sin as an
anthropological root to individual human existence. But this absolute
breach between God and human can be represented as a metonymic
“unrelatedness” in a rational philosophical plane of dialectical thought:
“[A]n unrelatedness can be represented as a sort of relationship of
‘unrelatedness,’ that is, as a ‘dialectical’ relationship” (Nishitani 1982,
105). In secular facticity, this unrelatedness is translated into a cog-
nizing subject and its object of analysis, but here, the prevalent verbal
structures are descriptive. In the historical view of reality, the object/
subject relationship enfolds both the occularcentric tradition of science
and the moral mission of knowing the self who does the cognizing,
always keeping the diachronic division that allows for cause and effect
to be clearly seen and for sequential explanation to be performed by
the discipline. It could be said that secular history attempts to shift the
“far side” of the transhistorical realm to the “near side” of the cognizing
subject—and as Nishitani argues, this was best achieved by the
nihilists in Modernity—but we will see that it fails to accomplish the
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absolute near side because it is still couched in, and determined by, the
duality of a divided reality. In contrast to this, in the mystic view, the
legitimate realm of transhistorical reality is placed at an absolute “near
side,” one of Absolute emptiness from which being emerges, where
“both the abyss of nihility and the personal relationship of God and
man can come about . . . and be represented” (Nishitani 1982, 105).

To be sure, the absolute near side of mystic traditions is also
metonymic and is put for immanent transcendence, but one that
enfolds salvation and nihility, heaven and hell, and that is displaced
from judgmental reason and distinction between absolute good and
absolute evil. What Nishitani calls religious love (agape) or compassion
(karuna) illustrates this notion of the near side where love is absolute
and impersonal as in the Buddhist “Great Compassionate Heart
[maha-karuna], the essential equivalent of the biblical analogy that
tells us there is no such thing as a selfish or selective sunshine”
(Nishitani 1982, 60). Similarly with Jesus’ injunction to love one’s
enemies as one’s friends, and the Buddhist virtue of “non-differentiating
love beyond enmity and friendship” (Nishitani 1982, 58), this is the
prevalent absolute near side of transhistorical reality in the mystic view
of reality. Discursively, its compact metonymic symbolism of experience
allows for factual ambiguity, and fails to organize a descriptive sense
for universal history; but in disciplined practice, a factual historical
awareness is organizationally necessary in an immediate sense with
respect to one’s own present life and situation, one’s own particular
emotional attachments and lived predicaments. This is a near side that
becomes personally pressing and, according to Nishitani, must break
through the field of nihility that lies beyond the horizon of the field of
consciousness; or that of self as cognizing subject, ego, or personality.

Nishitani’s considerations on a philosophy of being “take their
stand at the point that traditional philosophies of religion have been
broken down or been broken through. In that sense they may be said
to go along with contemporary existential philosophies, all of which
include a standpoint of ‘transcendence’ in one sort or another”
(1982, xlix). Nishitani considers the nihilistic philosophies of Sartre,
Heiddeger, and Nietzsche, as well as the religious existentialism of
Kierkegaard, in order to find a Western common ground with Eastern
concerns about nothingness. But he also considers how, even these
Western existentialist dilemmas are still very much couched within the
assumptions of the traditional philosophy of Christianity. A radical
change of heart in these cultural conditions, in the sense of conversion to
a “Great Reality” (discussed above), has produced either the negation of
the existence of God as a willful personality (an atheistic humanism), or
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in the case of Kierkegaard, a philosophical–spiritual vocation. After all,
the kind of certainty on a Presence in the believer has much in
common with the certainty of such absence in an atheist.

Modern philosophical thought is based on the reality of the personal
self, and therefore, on the reality of its division from the world outside
itself. The Cartesian “cogito, ergo sum expressed the mode of being of
that ego as a self-centered assertion of its own realness” (Nishitani
1982, 11). But according to Nishitani, it is an ego that seeks its own
realness and mirrors itself in what it finds at every turn. This kind of
self-centeredness is displaced from looking at itself beyond the actual
fact that it considers itself as real. As I have argued in chapter 3, this
has to do with the multiple emotional interactions in which the ego is
engaged, which give shape and consubstantiality, objective reality, to
the “integument of culture” where it lives. But according to Nishitani,
this field of consciousness must go through an existential doubt
in order to contemplate its own nonreality as impermanence, and
experience the grounds on which it stands as emptiness:

Only when the self breaks through the field of consciousness, the field
of beings, and stands on the ground of nihility is it able to achieve a sub-
jectivity that can in no way be objectivized. (Nishitani 1982, 16)

This “standing” though is existential as well as intellectual knowing.
According to Nishitani, this is the only comprehensive standpoint for
modern human because, in every other standpoint, contemporary
human is shattered into little abstract pieces that separate consciousness
from mortality, the unavoidable return to nihility (death).

According to Nishitani, the problem for this existential modern
position is that it does not radicalize the experience of emptiness, but
remains couched in its intellectually cognizing discipline that depends
on the reality of the subject itself. This is why the Great Reality of the
existential nihilism that Nishitani criticizes does not perform a complete
conversion into a religious quest, even if it seems closely related to it
in its certainty about the absence of a Presence—atheism. Nishitani
argues that in nihilism, nothingness may be posed as the ground of
existence; the problem is it still sees the self as poised on some kind of
objective grounds:

[T]he nothingness that means “there is no ground” positions itself like
a wall to block one’s path and turns itself into a kind of ground so
we can still say that “there is a ground.” Only absolute emptiness is
the true no-ground (Ungrund). Here all things—from a flower to a
stone to stellar nebulae and galactic systems, and even life and death
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themselves—become present as bottomless realities. They disclose their
bottomless suchness. True freedom lies in this no-ground. Sartre’s
freedom is still a bondage, a kind of hole that has the ego projected
into it like a stake driven into the ground for the self to be tied to.
(Nishitani 1982, 34)

In atheistic nihilism, individual human selfhood is defended with
religious zeal as the source of freedom and autonomous will. In the
Western forms of existential nihilism, the “far side” transhistorical
realm is attempted to be brought to the “near side” by the transcen-
dental identity of human, but it fails to do so because this identity is
couched in the personality of the cognizing self who is displaced from
prehending infinity existentially.

To say it with Nishitani, an excessive identification of the self (col-
lective or individual) with the particular personal selfhood or ego is
precisely the predicament in which modern culture finds itself: “If we
grant that Cartesian philosophy is the prime illustration of the mode
of being of modern man, we may also say that it represents the funda-
mental problem lurking within that mode” (Nishitani 1982, 19). The
abyss of nihility that opens up at the bottom of self brings out infinite
nothingness that human personality on its own is unable to deal with
because of its own inherent finiteness. A tension between a transcen-
dental identity (infinity) and the individual personality (finiteness) of
human arises in the symbolism of the historical view of reality, and this
tension organizes the legitimate factuality of universal history. In con-
trast to this, in the mystic traditions, infinity itself produces awareness
of universality, not only with respect to other human beings, but
also with respect to any type of consciousness. This fails to produce
universal symbolism of factual human historicity because the infinite
vastness of time for all forms of consciousness (animals, plants, even
objects!) cannot possibly be represented factually, but it can be under-
stood (and represented in metonymy) in the search for the present
mystical moment of Absolute emptiness, where it is apprehended.
Nihilistic nothingness still shows the bias of objectification in which the
self, cognized as an ego, regards nothingness as a kind of objective thing.

In contrast to this, the mystic standpoint of Absolute emptiness is
the immanent “near side” of the transhistorical realm needed for
consciousness of infinity with no beginning and no end. But this is not
simply a cyclical predicament because in cyclical time, recurrence sig-
nals finiteness, and the beginning and end can be organizationally
arranged according to that finiteness. Nevertheless, the “once and for
all” essence of factual reality, that which cannot be repeated and is
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therefore unique, can only be expressed in realization that the beginning
and end are contained in the present moment of existence:

Kierkegaard speaks of a “transcendence” in the “moment” and along
with that of a “simultaneity” coming to be in the “moment.” In fact,
past and present can be simultaneous without “destroying” the temporal
sequence of before and after. Without such a field of simultaneity not
even culture, let alone religion, could come into being. We can encounter
Sakyamuni and Jesus, Basho and Beethoven in the present. That
religion and culture can arise within and be handed down historically
through time points to the very essence of time. (Nishitani 1982, 161)

We will say for now that the Eastern “near side” transhistorical realm
of Absolute emptiness, conceives of an immediate kind of factual
historicity based on the simultaneity of newness and impermanence
experienced in time. From that point of experience, self is simultaneously
nonself; it is one with emptiness and therefore free of all horizons of
objective cognition, where emptiness is identical with being. I will
attempt a clarification of these notions further below when I define
the ideal-type mystic view of reality.

We are now in a position to say that the development of a historical
consciousness depends on the symbolization of the notion of univer-
sality. Historicity, therefore, depends on a symbological dimension
that is transcendental or transhistorical either on a “far side” or on a
“near side” with respect to the human self. But while the legitimacy of
the mystic “near side” as Absolute emptiness remains synchronic and
a present spiritual dimension, as it seeks personal morality to point
metonymically toward the experiential reality of what Nishitani calls
“religious love” (agape) or “great compassion” (Maha-karuna), the
legitimacy of the historical “far side” embodies the metonymic dialec-
tical symbol of a divided reality between world and transcendence
arranged diachronically with respect to each other. This was origi-
nally expressed in our Western tradition as the tale of Genesis and
Apocalypse, and later in secular historicity, as the division between
subject and object where the former is an end in itself and seeks factual
knowledge and causal explanation about the latter. As we have said,
the transhistorical or transcendental realm in the historical type of reality
is positioned in the “far side” or the not yet, and through this, diachronic
factual historicity acquires its institutional importance. To be sure, this
experience of movement in time is also represented organizationally in
an ideal mystic view of reality, but it does not acquire institutional
legitimacy as reality. In the mystic disciplines of the East, immediate
facticity (samsara) is contemplated as an illusion and as a burden that
is given up in spiritual Enlightenment (Nirvana).
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As we shall see, in Christianity, legitimacy of diachronic time comes
from the institutionalization of both a group relationship and a personal
relationship with God, which in secular reality becomes a universal
kind of morality that should be internalized through history by all
rationally enlightened individual selves. The ancestry of this kind
of legitimacy goes from religious exegesis, to a personal conscience, to
academic factual analysis. In mysticism, the organizational role of
diachrony is to regard the phenomenal world as mere illusion of forms
and is therefore not engaged with its factual analysis as if it were legit-
imate reality. But it does produce interrogative thought about the
factual relationship between past intentions, the present personal
situation, and future expectations. Therefore, historicity as a relevant
category for the realm of human order is better disclosed for our
purposes in the notion of human fault. In their diachronic and syn-
chronic considerations of a transhistorical (transcendental) realm, the
historical and mystic symbolizations of fault can illustrate the tension
between, on the one hand, sinful humanity and a personal relationship
with God, and on the other, worldly suffering and the transcendental
realm of Nirvana.

Human Fault and the Responsible Agent

It is in the formation of distinctive types of ethos that the notion of
fault becomes a relevant object of analysis. Following Paul Ricoeur’s
study of the Judeo-Christian symbolism of evil and Nishitani’s con-
siderations of the Eastern-mystic notion of fault, I have distinguished
three types of fault to which the human self can relate according to
each view of reality: the primitive view conceives of fault as defilement;
the historical view as sin and guilt; and the mystic view as “worldly
suffering” or karma in Eastern disciplines. Nevertheless, in the Judeo-
Christian tradition, worldly suffering is seen as a condition of sinful
humanity. The notion of fault is constant in any cosmology and it
clarifies how each view of reality tends toward an ideal individual self
or to a collective self. I argue that defilement and worldly suffering or
karma highlight the importance of a collective self, either embodied
in community or conceived as a sacred collective mind, while the
historical, legal–rational notion of fault (especially in guilt) tends toward
individuality as the locus of self conceived as the responsible agent either
in the religious imputation of fault or in the secular one. Symbols of
fault can only be overlapped and compared from a phenomenological
perspective, in present awareness, because their prevalent verbal
structures produce imaginary paths that do not converge symbolically
through time conceived as past and future; they unfold into the shape
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of the relevant mythical tale: The transmigration of souls beyond the
individual lifetime (the wheel of birth and rebirth), eternal damnation
and salvation, or universal history. From this perspective, guilt and sin
are observed to open up an unavoidable abyss between the self and
the “far side” realm of transhistorical reality, while the mystic notion
of emptiness reconciles the self with the transhistorical realm in an
absolute “near side” of spiritual love.

In his Symbolism of Evil (1967a), Paul Ricoeur carries out a
phenomenological analysis of the experience of fault. His three stages—
defilement, sin, guilt—represent the symbolic evolution of the Judeo-
Christian tradition toward deeper awareness about the responsible
individual self in Modernity. I will take his first stage, that of defile-
ment, to be an ideal type of symbolism of fault for my primitive ideal-
type view of reality, one that is lived and cognized right now as a mixture
of emotion and imagination and expressed in metaphoric-poetic
language. From defilement, the phenomenological path toward sin
and guilt defines the symbological development of the historical view
of reality, while the notion of fault as karma defines that of the mystic
apprehension of a “leap in being” toward transcendence. Ricoeur
identifies the symbolic evolution of the experience of defilement, to
sin, to guilt:

“Guilt,” in the precise sense of a feeling of the unworthiness at the core
of one’s personal being, is only the advanced point of a radically individ-
ualized and interiorized experience. This feeling of guilt points to a more
fundamental experience, the experience of “sin,” which includes all men
and indicates the real situation of man before God, whether man knows
it or not. It is this sin of which the myth of the fall recounts the entry into
the world and which speculation on original sin attempts to erect into a
doctrine. But sin, in its turn, is a correction and even a revolution with
respect to a more archaic concept of fault—the notion of “defilement”
conceived in the guise of a stain or a blemish that infects from without.
Guilt, sin, and defilement thus constitute a primitive diversity in
experience. Hence the feeling involved is not only blind in virtue of being
emotional; it is also equivocal, laden with a multiplicity of meanings. This
is why language is needed a second time to elucidate the subterranean
crises of the consciousness of fault. (Ricoeur 1967a, 7–8)

In this symbolism of fault, Ricoeur also identifies a movement in
language, from an elementary language of confession (metaphorical)
to the elaborated language of gnosis and counter-gnosis (metonymic).
He also says that there is a heavy emotional involvement every time
there is explicit description of the personal or collective experience of
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fault. This is congenial with the idea that fault, and ultimately the idea
of self, is emotionally cognized. Ricoeur’s three categories are thus a
typology that is determined by emotional response to the relationship
with God’s interdictions, and to his divine Will.

The most archaic or basic type of fault, that of defilement, is
generally expressed in metaphorical verbal structures of disease and
pestilence in order to point toward exclusion from the human group,
originally constituting the human self. In synchronic legitimation of
time and reality, the locus of the self is the known human group and
its verbal structures are arranged as artistic representations of reality
cognized physically and emotionally. Defilement is seen as offense
against the human group, the collective self, human personality repre-
sented as gods and goddesses who engage in cosmic dance and play
and produce the experienced reality of newness and impermanence,
and is expressed in compact symbolism of mixed emotion and
imagination. This dance and play is the most archaic form of divine
human identity as lying beyond the world in the shape of absolute joy,
but in a similar manner, this other-worldliness is also lived emotionally
in an absolute manner in the despair and experienced physical pain
reified in the symbols of defilement. Our embodied experience
constantly conveys the nuances between extreme joy and extreme
pain, going through boredom and indifference, which are emotional
and thus physical and which most strongly express the relationship
between what is allowed and what is forbidden, what is expected and
what is a necessity for individual embodiment to be and to produce.
Human emotional development through ontogeny carries the most
basic and archaic relationship to self as goddesses and gods, even if these
symbols become emotionally and intellectually differentiated and trans-
formed into legitimate self as personality couched in a transcendental
identity or into self as Absolute emptiness.7

Defilement is related to the boundaries of permissiveness; “we have
to transport ourselves,” says Ricoeur, “into a consciousness for which
impurity is measured not by imputation to a responsible agent but by
the objective violation of an interdict” (1967a, 27). Under this regime,
the list of faults is vast while it is poor when it comes to considering the
intentions of the agent. Here, evil and misfortune are still associated;
“the ethical order of doing ill has not been distinguished from the cos-
mobiological order of faring ill” (Ricoeur 1967a, 27). To us, this lack
of differentiation on the side of intentionality is irrational because
it connects physical contingency with fault. Defilement is typically
symbolized as a form of impurity by contagion that infects from without,
“but this infectious contact is experienced subjectively in a specific
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feeling which is of the order of Dread” (Ricoeur 1967a, 28). Taboos,
which define primitive boundaries of permissiveness, are basically
punishments emotionally anticipated in transgress of cosmological
interdicts. There is an archaic relationship between defilement and
vengeance that, according to Ricoeur, is the oldest and most primi-
tive form of representation of fault. From a primitive need for vengeance
emerged the first human modes of expression of order in the language
of retribution.

When this expression discovers the symbolic direction of transcen-
dence, verbal structures become preeminently metonymic to point
toward transcendental infinite joy and freedom, but at the same time, to
the infinite abyss of despair and nihility, also generally used to point to
divine punishment or cosmic debt that is also eternal, and so, absolutely
terrifying. This is the reason why the symbolism of defilement is actually
never left behind because it is the most explicit one in physical analogies
and metaphors, and it is resorted to in every type of symbolism of fault.

It is because the symbolism of defilement still clings by its manifold root
hairs to the cosmic sacralizations, because defilement adheres to every-
thing unusual, everything terrifying in the world, attractive and repellent
at the same time, that this symbolism is ultimately inexhaustible and
inerradicable. As we shall see, the more historical and less cosmic sym-
bolism of sin and guilt makes up for the poverty and abstractness of its
imagery only by a series of revivals and transpositions of the more
archaic, but more highly surcharged symbolism of defilement. The rich-
ness of the symbolism of defilement even when this symbolism is fully
interiorized, is the corollary of its cosmic roots. (Ricoeur 1967a, 12)

The kind of language used to represent fault appears in mixed sym-
bolism, so the difference between the categories of fault is phenome-
nological rather than linguistic or historical, and it is progressive only
in the sense that it points to the discovery and representation of
transcendence in human social order.

The notion of karma in Eastern spiritual discipline keeps the
connection to the primitive language of vengeance and retribution,
but transforms it into a cosmic burden of infinite embodied debt in
pain and attachment that can only be absolutely paid through spiritual
Enlightenment. It keeps the archaic relationship between doing ill
and faring ill, but gives it an ethical arrangement that trusts in fate as
a learning device that arises as the product of our own actions:

This force of destiny is not a destiny in the ordinary sense of something
that simply rules over us and controls us from without. Nor is it merely
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something like blind will. It is a destiny that appears only in the shape
of the acts we ourselves perform, only as one with our own actions.
(Nishitani 1982, 104)

This is why the realm of historicity that this notion of fault discloses is
immediately related to factual consciousness of individual self ontoge-
netically, and not to any legitimate realm of universal human history.
The notion of karma transforms the archaic trust in cosmology
toward the direction of transcendence as a trust in contingency as fate.
This Eastern trust in contingency as fate is displaced from the critical
discipline of factual historical analysis; it defines an intuitive attitude of
submission to experience and contemplation of the cosmobiological
links between all things in the particularity of the present situation.

The notion of karma is emotionally grounded in a view of reality
that situates itself wholly in transcendence, which does not lie in a “far
side” but which becomes radicalized, especially in Buddhism, as an
absolute “near side” of emptiness. Karma is existentially cognized as
the worldly field of causality that ties human action to human fate
indissolubly and that is identified as taking place in an “endless sea of
suffering,” samsara, which is ultimately illusory, but which is “grasped
in a keenly existential fashion” (Nishitani 1982, 169). This experienced
suffering is described as ontologically illusory for the practitioner who
seeks absolute redemption or liberation exemplified by the enlightened
masters; diachrony is aspirationally illusory for the seeker.

[W]hen we speak of illusory appearance, we do not mean that there are
real beings in addition that merely happen to adopt illusory guises to
appear in. Precisely because it is appearance and not something that
appears, this appearance is illusory at an elemental level in its very
reality, and real in its very illusoriness. (Nishitani 1982, 129)

Here, the realm of history is unimportant as an institutional (legiti-
mate as real) program that would embrace the whole of humanity in a
universal tale of a beginning and an end.

Nevertheless, the notion of factual historicity is an important organi-
zational principle in Eastern mystic discipline; each particular embod-
ied individual contemplates it as a personal story of causality. As has
been said before, mystic apprehension of the universal realm of being
concentrates on the universe within, and therefore, every practitioner
who strives for redemption from the sea of suffering does so, not only
for her own benefit, but also primarily for every other “sentient
being.” To seek redemption for one-private-self is still regarded as
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a form of slavery to the illusory nature of embodiment in samsara,
when the universe within in identity with every conscious being, has
not yet been apprehended. In order to grasp the ontological priority
of universal wholeness, an apprehension of Absolute emptiness is
required through experience, where any notion of individual human
identity of self is dissolved into the infinite ocean of nonbeing (more
on this in chapter 5). This transhistorical realm of being–nonbeing
is the absolute “near side” that discloses a universality that goes
beyond the boundaries of Self as human self, it apprehends existence
as nonexistence and merges in consciousness with the universe itself.
It is the Absolute emptiness that in Mahayana Buddhism, Nagarjuna
calls sunyata that must be experienced to be known.

In contrast to this, the Judeo-Christian opposition to trust in fate
may be said to lie in personal responsibility about acts and the cosmo-
logical impossibility of the notion of samsaric “transmigration” (eternal
birth and death), which is secularized as a “once and for all” unique
individual life. However, it can be argued that the root of this attitude
originally lies in the personal relationship with a God who dwells in a
transhistorical “far side” and that relates to His chosen people through
prophetic indignation and historical exegesis as the expression of His
Will. This is illustrated in the anthropological myth of the fall and the
figure of the serpent, which is told as an event that took place “springing
up from an unknown source, it furnishes anthropology with a key
concept: The contingency of that radical evil which the penitent is
always on the point of calling his evil nature. Thereby the myth pro-
claims the purely ‘historical’ character of that radical evil” (Ricoeur
1967a, 252). In the Christian view, radical evil is contingent in
history, in the world, even in the flesh but it is not the sole nature of
human, and humanity’s only mission is to overcome evil through its
transcendental identity. Under this circumstances of reality, it would
be irrational to trust in contingency, as radical evil may at any time
spring out of nowhere in the course of historical time. This defines an
attitude that must be intentionally active, dominating evil, controlling
circumstances, and finding proof of success in the world.

The Hebrew representation of an avenging God is rooted in an
archaic representation of order. The emergence of Yahweh as the only
God of the universe with a chosen people was originally symbolized as
a collective relationship with a local sacred entity who would lead
them to historical success. “What there is in the first place,” says
Ricoeur, “is not essence but presence; and the commandment is a
modality of the presence, namely, the expression of a holy will. Thus
sin is a religious dimension before being ethical; it is not the
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transgression of an abstract rule—of a value—but the violation of a
personal bond” (1967a, 53). Revelation transformed this local rela-
tionship into the figure of the Covenant, and gave it its transcenden-
tal possibilities. It is with respect to the Covenant that the notion of
sin is defined: Sin is an unavoidable human characteristic according to
the myth of the fall, the awareness of which unites the chosen people
before God’s judgment. But this judgment is expressed as an infinite
distance between God and man, between His transcendental power
and the deeply rooted human evil. This distance is expressed in the
form of prophetic accusation, indignation, and the wrath of God:

The initial situation of man as God’s prey can enter into the universe of
discourse because it is itself analyzable into an utterance of God and an
utterance of man, into the reciprocity of a vocation and an invocation.
Thus this initial situation, which plunges into the darkness of the power
and violence of the Spirit, also emerges into the light of the Word. It is
in this exchange between vocation and invocation that the whole expe-
rience of sin is found. (Ricoeur 1967a, 51–52)

The figure of the Covenant, of unlimited demand and finite com-
mandment, defines a dialogue between God and each individual from
which an unavoidable collective experience of sin emerges. The law
teaches people how they are already sinners and this accusation
deepens the experience of being oneself, but alienated from oneself:
“Sin, as alienation from oneself, is an experience even more astonishing,
disconcerting, scandalous, perhaps, than the spectacle of nature, and
for this reason it is the richest source of interrogative thought”
(Ricoeur 1967a, 8). While alienation from oneself in defilement—the
primary experience of the cosmos—is alienation from the community,
in sin, this kind of alienation is related to exile from the transcendental
realm symbolized in Paradise: It defines the worldly human condition
that must struggle to defeat evil till the end of time. Sin is thus
universalized as a condition that, as it were, unifies humankind. This
condition is symbolized in the terror that the prophets experience
when they must face God:

[T]he religion of Israel is imbued with this conviction that man cannot
see God without dying. Moses at Horeb, Isaiah in the temple, Ezekiel
face to face with the glory of God, are terror-stricken; they experience
in the name of the whole people the incompatibility of God and
man. This terror expresses the situation of sinful man. (Ricoeur
1967a, 63)
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The infinite demand of God and the finite command of the ritual
codes create a tension with which the sinner is never finished. When
there is pardon as deliverance, it is symbolized in a theology of history
for the whole of the people of Israel; otherwise, pardon is never
reached in actual personal deliverance. It is, however, lived in the
punishment that the ritual codes prescribe because, in it, sin loses its
aspect of irrevocable condemnation: “[P]ardon does not abolish
suffering but grants a respite which is interpreted as a horizon deter-
mined by divine patience” (Ricoeur 1967a, 79). In the language of
the confession of sins, this symbolism of fault provides the grounds for
interrogative thought in the personal relationship with God, which is
symbolized as a whole in the Covenant:

[I]n addition to mitigation of the punishment, pardon appears as the
transformation of an obstacle into a test; punishment becomes the
instrument of awareness, the path of confession. Pardon is already fully
evident in this restore capacity of knowing oneself in one’s true situation
in the bosom of the Covenant. (Ricoeur 1967a, 79)

Sin is therefore individual and communal at the same time, and it is
entwined with the “Day of Yahweh,” the historical events, and their
penal interpretation by the prophets. Prophecy joins the promise of
salvation to the threat of calamity; there is a double imminence of
catastrophe and deliverance. “This double oracle,” says Ricoeur, “keeps
up the temporal tension characteristic of the Covenant” (1967a, 68).

Ricoeur speaks of a crisis that came about due to the deepening of
the feeling of sin. The experience of evil in the self as a deeply rooted
human characteristic, symbolized in the fall, produced constant con-
templation of the individual self in obeisance to the Law of God. But
this relationship to ritual finite law is always experienced as emotionally
attached to the infinite demand of God himself. This is the symbolism
of historical time of man before God, or the root to the experience of
being seen by God:

[T]he primordial significance of this seeing [being-seen-by-God] is to
constitute the truth of my situation, the justness and the justice of
the ethical judgment that can be passed on my existence. That is why this
seeing, far from preventing the birth of the Self, gives rise to self-awareness;
it enters into the field of subjectivity as the task of knowing oneself better;
this seeing, which is, lays the foundation for the ought-to-be of
self-awareness. (Ricoeur 1967a, 85)

The emergence of personal guilt occurs when sinful man internalizes
and personalizes the experience of fault, not only as responsibility in
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being the cause of a violation of interdiction, but also now as being
the author of ethically wrong deeds in the eyes of the divine gaze.
“That is why,” says Ricoeur, “the consciousness of guilt constitutes a
veritable revolution in the experience of evil: That which is primary is
no longer the reality of defilement, the objective violation of the
Interdict, or the Vengeance let loose by that violation, but the evil use
of liberty, felt as an internal diminution of the value of the self”
(1967a, 102).

When interdiction is not only ritual but also becomes ethical,
human beings are radically called to a perfection that goes beyond
their objective obligations; it becomes a subjective assumption of
responsibility. It is in this internalization of fault and in this awareness
of being seen by God that individuals face the alternative “God or
Nothing” (Ricoeur 1967a, 103). When all possibilities are reduced to
this simple alternative, human beings must look at themselves as the
authors of their acts together with the motives of their acts; this “raises
up, over against itself, a subjective pole, a respondent, no longer in the
sense of a bearer of punishment, but in the sense of an existent capable
of embracing his whole life and consider it as one undivided destiny,
hanging upon a simple alternative” (Ricoeur 1967a, 103).

According to Ricoeur, at the time of the Jewish prophets of the Exile,
when Jerusalem had fallen to Babylon, a historical situation took place
that corresponds to the change from communal sin to individual guilt:

The preaching of sin had represented a mode of prophetic summons in
which the whole people was exhorted to remember a collective deliver-
ance, that of the Exodus, and to fear a collective threat, that of the Day
of Yahweh. But now that the evil hour has arrived, now that the
national state is destroyed and the people deported, the same preaching
which had been able to appeal for a collective reform has become a
cause for despair; it has lost all the force of a summons and become
nihilistic in its import. (Ricoeur 1967a, 105)

Ezekiel, who had been brought captive into Babylon before Jerusalem
was taken, preached for the individual responsibility of fault. No com-
munal choice was open, collective sin had become a symbol of failure
according to which the wrath of God had already condemned a whole
people. Hope could, therefore, only be found on the individual side of
sin; this took place in the same kind of preaching as accusation, which
produced a solitary experience in the form of individual guilt.
Nevertheless, if sin was now individual, so would salvation be: “Even
if the Exodus from Egypt could not be repeated in an exodus from
Babylon, even if the Return was to be indefinitely postponed, there
would still be hope for each man” (Ricoeur 1967a, 105).
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It is in the subjective emergence of the experience and symbolization
of fault that the notion of conscience as individual and solitary conscience
emerges. As a religious experience, and in an intimate relationship to
sin, it is lived in the presence of a higher spiritual order on the “far
side” of transhistorical reality from which the human being is dis-
placed, and which observes her. However, it is in the assumption of a
transcendental identity that human makes the ethical choice to take
the side of this divine presence and judge her own deeds. The experience
of a complete cleavage between sin and guilt can be, then, formulated
in the emergence of an individual conscience that judges the doings of
the mundane self from a transcendental standpoint of either the Law
or the personal “law” or moral principles, one’s own judgment and
critical mind, which in secular reality may no longer be transcendental
qua God, but is still transcendental qua part of the human identity.

Let the “I” be emphasized more than the “before thee,” let the “before
thee” be even forgotten, and the consciousness of fault becomes guilt
and no longer sin at all; it is “conscience” that now becomes the measure
of evil in a completely solitary experience. It is not by accident that
in many languages the same word designates moral consciousness (con-
science morale), and psychological and reflective consciousness; guilt
expresses above all the promotion of “conscience” as supreme. (Ricoeur
1967a, 104)

In the historical type of reality, the basis for this “conscience” is indi-
vidual due to the fragmentation of symbolism of the human self. Self is
conceived as preeminently collective in primitive fault as defilement; in
the Judeo-Christian tradition, it is alternatively collective and individ-
ual in consciousness of fault through original sin and the personal rela-
tionship with God, and ends up being constructed as preeminently
individual in the hope for salvation and the reality of mundane evil as
guilt. In secular modern reality and moral behavior, it is conscience as
guilt—either projected or assumed—that shapes morality, which
becomes a supreme entity liable to be worshipped in the temple of per-
sonal individuality and the private realm: The transcendental identity
of a subject who is cosmologically divided from its object of cognition
and holds an emotional relationship and attachment to that division.

In the divided universe of historical reality—between world and
transcendence—boundaries are defined with respect to typical Judeo-
Christian categorizations of good and evil. This structure of belief is
based on the Christian collective spiritual practice as one body in the
church (ekklesia).8 The political organization of the church was very
powerful in a universal world order because, as opposed to all other

Political Philosophy for the Global Age152



empires based on cosmological kingdoms, it empowered an impersonal
organization to act for God through the people in its ranks.

The central royal metaphor—that we are all members of one body—
was expressed in terms of unity and integration, as the unity of a social
body into which the individual is absorbed. The Church claimed to be
the continuing Body of Christ in history, and as early as the letters of
Ignatius we are completely in the atmosphere of the Church Militant,
with its emphasis on military analogies and its disciplined organization,
where no authority is to be followed except what comes through the
bishop. (Frye 1982, 99)

When this organizational principle became secularized and put into
the hands of liberal democracy, an aura of distance, congenial with the
idea of a gaze from the “far side,” was given to the institution of
the state or the law, in the Anglo-Saxon one. The way in which the
globalized order of today conceives of institutions is tied up with
the Augustinian institutional arrangement. The Augustinian tale,
however, in its transcendentalist implications foresaw a city of God of
perfect justice; this tale was transformed into a secular one in which the
spiritual quest is out of sight. In its place, there remains the discipline of
a modern ethos that poses the individual human self as an end in itself
and organizes morality as a private quest for the prehension of the self.

I have argued that conscience is an essential aspect for the
construction of the moral individual self in Modernity, and that con-
science emerges from the Judeo-Christian sacred cosmology, which
in Modernity becomes the responsible agent. This section explored
phenomenologically the sacred source of our moral identity in order
to find where ideal individuality comes from. My argument is that
Ricoeur’s portrayal allows for such exploration of our modern con-
scious selves in a phenomenological depiction of the transformations
of conscience, individually borne in practice. In what follows, I argue
that ideal individuality is a socially constructed identity required to
sustain modern organizations—however imperfectly it is reproduced
in daily interaction. Individual human identity is the practical as well as
the ideal basis for legitimating the primacy of individuality in liberalism.

The Communitarian–Liberal Debate:
The Individual as an Institution and 

Universal Humanity

Individual liberty is the substantive basis of the liberal tradition.
However, in contemporary political philosophy, there is a fundamental
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rift around the conception of the human self qua individual. Liberals
promote an idea of the human self as unrestrained and not determined
by anyone or anything but herself, free to make her own choices and
live her life according to her own conception of the good, as long as
this chosen lifestyle will not interfere with other people’s rights. Along
the history of political theory, this principle of individual liberty as a
universal conception of self has unleashed objections grounded on
historical–sociological arguments. In the eighteenth century, Edmund
Burke’s ([1790] 1999) dismissal of an excessive use of abstraction in
order to define an individuality that had not been earned historically,
illustrates a well-known reaction of the type I am now referring to. In
the twentieth century, though, one cannot as easily and aristocratically
invoke the providential role of history and whatever human groups
can learn from it. Communitarians conceive of the individual self—
as well as a sense for individual morality—as a product of history
and culture, and criticize liberals for regarding individuality as an
abstract–universal characteristic of human beings, disregarding its
social constitutive characteristics. I discuss what in contemporary polit-
ical theory debate has been regarded as “communitarian positions”
that stress and aspire to the constructive creation of the self by means
of disciplined practice, tradition, and the sociological datum of an
ethical life that produces meaning. With this I want to argue that indi-
vidualism may well be a product of European religion, values, and
culture; a disciplined practice that is sustained by human enaction, but
is now the basis for modern global interaction. Even as we can see its
ideal roots as imaginary, the universalizing principles that emanate
from individual experience of morality are essential to interaction in
globalized Modernity qua ideals. This is no longer an imposition of
the colonial West, but a lived experience at various levels of interaction
around the world.

I argue, within my own theoretical framework, that both sides of
the liberal–communitarian debate arise from the tension between
world and transcendence in the historical ideal type of reality and that
this opposition has no logical solution. Here I want to situate the tension
between liberals and communitarians structurally within my ideal type
historical view of reality and propose that, if we adopt the present
moment of meaningful experience as a phenomenological perspective,
this historical time framework and view of reality deems it unsolvable.9

In the previous sections of this chapter, I have referred to how the
reality of world and transcendence produces a mature philosophy of
history. Their tension is “outside” the individual consciousness of self;
it organizes historical reality and is the virtue by which the order of
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events in diachrony is seen as taking place irrevocably. I have postu-
lated the diachronic representation of time as characterizing the
historical ideal type, which is framed in the tension between world and
transcendence, both conceived of as real at the same time and with a
moral calling for the world to chase after transcendence. In Modernity,
this structural arrangement of time produces historical reality as a
sequential story of facts interpreted in the light of relevant historic-
political-economic values, according to the ideographic methodology.
However, within the individual subject, the inner reality of world and
transcendence as a product of such history, displays the “inside” per-
spective of another tension: An internalized world as the worldly identity
of the embodied individual entity, attached to a particular embodied
personality and a specific cultural context, versus an internalized
transcendence that places intrinsic value on human life and its unique-
ness in every individuality, a reflection on the self as a transcendental
subject. The individual self is seen as either determined by the particu-
larity of her context, or as the individual bearer of the right to freedom
(even from her context)—the individual condition being a general
characteristic of embodied humanity, and so a very practical principle
for organization. On the one hand, when seen as determined by context,
the historical aspect of Modernity and the formation of the individual
self as a product of culture is stressed. On the other, when seen as
a universal feature of selfhood, the stress lies on the transcendental
subject, or in humanism; it is expressed in universal and abstract all-
encompassing terms (even by Rawls), and as I have argued above, it is
ultimately based on a sacred prehension of the self.

The value of this “inside” perspective has to do with how
Modernity interprets the uniqueness of its own cultural tradition in
terms of, on the one hand, the historical particular self who is part of the
social whole, and on the other hand, the moral self who considers herself
as ideally pertaining to a well-ordered and just society. The tension
between human embodied and context-specific ethos and the metaphys-
ical basis for universalizability of maxims—the modern transcendental
identity—characterizes the liberal–communitarian debate. The latter
has produced a very rich enquiry into how it is that the human indi-
vidual self is conceived of and interacts in the modern world, yet it has
arrived to a stalemate. Either individualism or communitarianism on
its own is conceptually displaced from being able to represent a
convincing characterization of the human ability to be ethical and/or
moral. Individualism dispenses with particular context and social
conditioning as an essential part of what it is to be an individual;
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communitarianism is structurally displaced from providing a valid
basis for ethical/moral interaction beyond local cultural references.

I find that both abstract-individual liberalism and communitarianism
have limitations of their own and, in a way, complement each other.
However, I find that when we speak of global interaction, that is,
interaction across the very diverse views of reality in the world, it is
essential to find a secular common ethical basis. Only the liberal tradi-
tion managed to culturally produce such basis for a universal humanity.
I have revised how the abstract–universal language of liberalism is ulti-
mately rooted in a religious prehension of the self. Yet, this idea of self
is the structural basis for modern organization, which is now a public
and global good. We find ourselves with it and, eventhough our own
tradition of knowledge has produced the theoretical basis to be critical
of the systemic order it produces, the practice of being and behaving
like an individual shapes the way we moderns conceive of ourselves.
The construction of human ethos is essentially a human endeavor.
When it is regarded as a private endeavor, this reflects an essential liberal
value with universal moral pretensions. I am comfortable with holding
this essential value to be true, much like a Christian, a Muslim, or
a Jew would hold and even defend with their lives the essential con-
viction of the One God of the universe to be true, much like a
Buddhist or a Hindu would hold the existence of Nirvana to be true.

As much as these systems of beliefs might at times find themselves
in stark contradiction with each other, modern people hold a handful
of them at various stages of their ontogeny at the same time.
Disciplined practices overlap, confront, and assimilate each other in
whatever creative ways the conscious embodied individual manages to
bring forth as the mental and emotional space she was born to and
lives in. This is the reason why practices have a cross-cultural essence
and are never closed systems of rules—not even the most rigid ones.
They might produce an illusion of constancy, as Luhmann has pointed
out in his Social Systems (1995), but they are also constantly inter-
preted and reinterpreted, built and rebuilt. I believe that MacIntyre’s
hope for objectivity by means of such rules discloses his own modern
sense of self and feelings of moral indignation before what he
contemplates as the contemporary absence of a sense for virtue. This
modern feeling, I believe, is very much related to an old style of call-
ing upon people (preaching) and scolding them for not having it clear
that they should aspire toward a higher order of life, excellence, whose
root is transcendental, sacred, providential. Different cultures have
different worldly manifestations of various orientations to the good,
but I argue that these ideals do not really have closed borders—especially
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not in modern individual awareness. This is an illusion of analytical
thought that allows for an identification of diverse phenomenal
domains. The common basis for all these orientations to the good to
converge, as I will argue in chapter 5 of this book, lies beyond
language and symbols. And so I regard liberalism as a comprehensive
conception of the good with universal pretensions that are analogous
to other religious-philosophical-spiritual comprehensive conceptions
of the good that people practice on earth right now.

In spite of holding the above liberal conviction as essentially true,
my hermeneutical–critical mind entices me to consider that other
views of reality might hold essential values other than individual
autonomy to be right and true—at times, I myself might, depending
on the ethical decision to be made. This does not lessen the fact that
in a global arena of interaction, individuality is an ideal value that
ought to be enacted. In practice, in the embodied human world, this
will result in diverse forms of individuality enacted through a variety
of cultural environments around the world. Individuality can be seen
as an institution or a set of habits that are learnt and sustained by
meaningful and constant enactment of interaction according to
social–cultural rules. This is congenial with Meyer’s definition of an
institution as “cultural rules giving collective meaning and value to
particular entities and activities” (Meyer et al. 1987, 13). Following
March and Olsen (1989), Czarniawska interprets the concept of
“cultural rules” as “the ‘rules of narration’ that are typical for a given
time and place” (1997, 42). The individual self can be regarded as
a legitimate institution that acquires an aura of “sacredness” in
Modernity; the individual is a product of culture that is only sustained
in meaningful and ongoing disciplined practice:

Society is rationalized as rooted in the behavior and choices of individuals
and as functioning for their benefit; it is, as it were, not quite sacred
itself but rather the product of its sacred individual members. It is jus-
tified, not by its history, but by the extent to which it benefits the indi-
viduals who are both its ultimate producers and its ultimate consumers.
(Meyer 1986, 209)

Meyer tells us that modern organizations need properly trained
individuals to function in a systematic and efficient manner as such,
and so individuality is not merely the product of people who are
understanding and organizing in this way their own experience for
themselves. Rather, it is a large-scale endeavor, that is the product
of “various bodies of professional officials—religious ideologues,
their secular counterparts (e.g., psychologists, teachers, lawyers,

The H istorical Ideal Type of Reality 157



administrators)—and by other institutions of the modern state”
(1986, 208). While the critical discipline entices us to be alert about
such influences, we can be so only from an individual rational per-
spective, which such “bodies of professional officials” help construct.
It is a principle of the critical mind to doubt that these formal influ-
ences are solely devoted to my own good. In liberal democracies, ideally,
the relationship of people with the figure of authority ought to be a
critical one, constantly demanding accountability. In practice, while
the person builds her individuality, either in a critical manner or not,
the product of her construction builds her own sense of self back. The
individual ideal may be enticing, but the complex self does not behave
in a critical manner with respect to all aspects of her life—nor is it
desirable that she does.

Modern society is individualistic in the broad sense that it allocates
the value of human life in the coordinated social action of individual
persons with a private life. Meyer tells us that individualism has
expanded historically as the market and state have expanded, as both
institutions require individually based interaction: The market requires
that everyone pursues their own benefit and the state is rooted in the
doctrine of individual citizenship. Modern National States make it
part of their job to legitimize the constant production of competent
individuals and so education is regarded as a right in many national-
state constitutions of the world: “[education] is seen as directly linked
to progress and justice” (Meyer 1986, 216). Further, individuality is
expanding even more as global interaction expands; it has become a
constitutive doctrine of modern society. The structural environment
of modern and complex organizations, such as the government, and
institutions, such as the state and the market, need such ideal to be
held to carry out their reification and enactment. And so, there is a
continual reinforcement of its importance and a constant production
and re-production of an idea of autonomous individual selves around
the world.

Meyer locates the actual enactment of the most extreme form
of individualism geographically in southern California, but his por-
trayal is more accurately posed as an ideal type of individuality. The
definition that I borrow from Meyer to designate this ideal–typical
individuality portrays it as facing the natural world and the moral
world directly, without any mediation, nor social or cultural (1986,
210). This is, of course, an ideal type, if we consider that people are
biologically born to a nexus of references and language, and can never
live completely disembedded from a human conversation, view of
reality, or cosmos, as my primitive ideal type of reality illustrates. This
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is also Charles Taylor’s position in his Sources of the Self (1989), where
he refuses validity to naturalist conceptions of the self (abstract–
individual–liberalism and utilitarianism), and insists that this conception
is unacceptable in moral philosophy. To him, it is unacceptable
because a naturalist conception of the self contemplates individuality
as unmediated by social conditioning and essentially as independent
and self-sufficient.

To Alisdair MacIntyre, the portrayal of the modern identity as
essentially autonomous leads to disastrous consequences in the ethical
life of actual people. MacIntyre argues that this is because everything
is understood in abstract and universal terms and this does not link the
moral self to any valid practice or tradition that would give rationality
and consubstantiality to ethical action. And so, to MacIntyre, in
Modernity, we are ruled by emotivism, according to which our moral
decisions are no more than arbitrary personal preferences and are
impossible to justify objectively:

The specifically modern self, the self that I have called emotivist, finds
no limits set to that on which it may pass judgment for such limits could
only derive from rational criteria for evaluation and, as we have seen,
the emotivist self lacks any such criteria. (MacIntyre 1984, 31)

Modern culture assumes that anyone is already a moral and rational
agent, but this ignores the importance of the social roles or practices
for the self to learn how to behave as such. This is the reason why
MacIntyre sees failure in the Enlightenment project: It uses universal
language to speak about personal and particular preferences that are
chosen arbitrarily in the absence of dense social references and objec-
tive rules. The individual self is such only within the framework of
social references that defines this self.

Taylor attempts a portrayal of the modern identity as a starting point
of the self-understanding of Modernity proper. He speaks of “our” iden-
tity and explains that the “self” in the title of his book designates an
“ensemble of (largely unarticulated) understandings of what is to be
a human agent: The sense of inwardness, freedom, individuality, and
being embedded in nature which are at home in modern West” (1989, ix).
Taylor’s work describes the genesis of the modern identity, and this
history is justified by an ethical theory of “frameworks,” constructivist
shared references, and language. To Taylor, frameworks or “socially
mediated interaction” between the self, her moral existence, and the
world, necessarily have an orientation to some idea or conception of
the good. He interprets such mediation as an essential aspect of what
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I have portrayed as the imaginative and emotional construction of the
self. My understanding of Taylor’s views on language and shared refer-
ences (frameworks) is that they are the materials in which the self iden-
tity is carved. Taylor’s theoretical position is that the modern identity or
self—who understands herself as an individual—is inextricably entwined
with ideas of the good or ethical orientations. Frameworks are important
because they let us differentiate experiences and see how these are
entwined with our existence as agents, as individual selves. This is why,
according to Taylor, the self and an orientation to the good have quali-
tative differences between themselves, but they are not isolated phe-
nomena. Rather, they are like two different perspectives of the same
phenomenon: “Selfhood and good . . . turn out to be inextricably inter-
twined themes” (Taylor 1989, 3). In order to know who one is, one has
to resort to shared references according to the “map” of our “moral
space.” For this orientation to occur, Taylor uses spatial metaphors to
stress that without the map and without knowing where one stands
on such map—which is socially provided—the individual self would be
lost. Such orientation is necessarily related to how we conceive of the
good or goods that we pursue within our frameworks. Taylor tells us that
people can be ethically oriented by various goods and this is why they
find themselves in the need to rank them. There will be a good of high-
est importance that will determine my identity, for it is an orientation to
this good that comes closest to defining it:

[W]e acknowledge second-order qualitative distinctions which define
higher goods, on the basis of which we discriminate among other
goods, attribute differential worth or importance to them, or deter-
mine when and if to follow them. Let me call higher-order goods of this
kind “hypergoods,” i.e., goods which not only are incomparably more
important than others but provide the stand point from which these
must be weighed, judged, decided about. (1989, 63)

According to Taylor, then the modern moral self stands before alter-
native goods that are ordered according to qualitatively higher goods
in this manner.

Taylor argues that liberalism is a comprehensive conception of the
good and that our modern–liberal framework of references makes our
individuality a supreme value. Autonomy and independence constitute
frameworks of shared references about the self in Modernity. I believe
with Taylor that this produces social enaction of such individual
selves. That is, this understanding conveys the competent enactment
of individuality in the modern arena of interaction. Individuality may
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be a utopia and an ideal, but it is also already the basis for disciplined
practice of such individuality all over the world. Alisdair MacIntyre
resorts to the concept of “practice,” and the bigger one of “tradi-
tion,” to explain that frameworks, common standards, or evaluative
allegiances are of the essence for the imaginative production of sense
and meaning in human lives.10 As I have explained above, I consider
individuality a disciplined practice in MacIntyre’s sense. Individuality
is already a legitimate way of experiencing reality for modern selves,
perceived as the value of the inner individual self, a product of culture
as well as a way of bringing forth the world in an embodied and a sub-
stantive manner.

The concept of “practices,” in the plural, illustrates that one person’s
allegiance and devotion to various practices may well survive even as
they contradict each other. A typically hybrid person will find herself
taking into account her own autonomy and individuality as well as
communal and particular rules of interaction in her specific culture (or
mixture of them) and particular set of relationships and emotional
attachments in order to make a moral decision. Historical reality was
born in a teleological movement of the kind “from the city of man to
the city God.” But both Taylor and MacIntyre project this movement
into individual consciousness and how one lives one’s life in unitary
coherence in time, in order to organize intelligibly the story of one’s
personal ontogeny. I find this quite illustrative of how the historical
type of view of reality privileges the idea of self as an individual morally
moving through historical, factual, and diachronic time. To MacIntyre,
the unity lies within the coherence of the narrative of every personality,
internally seeking her telos and enacting virtues that give substance to
practices and traditions. This is such a dense and complex nexus of
elements that he cannot give credence to analytical philosophy, which
breaks down human actions to analyze them separately, nor to exis-
tentialism, which separates artificially the self from her roles.

MacIntyre’s portrayal of the virtuous self, I argue, is actually the
portrayal of how one practices at being and becoming an individual
accountable self, within the modern–liberal tradition. This self strives
for constant betterment in the realm of historicity, the constant search
for an Aristotelian telos. MacIntyre regards this telos as the basis for the
unity of human life, one that strives to fulfill the criteria of excellence
within given practices. This is the root of the romantic notion of indi-
viduality, one that exists within the freedom of an imaginative creation
of the self, an aristocratic sign of humanity, which Ortega y Gasset also
speaks about in his Rebellion of the Masses (1937). But this search is
supported by an awareness of historical context and the particularity
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of each “tradition” in MacIntyre’s language. I agree with a central
thesis of MacIntyre’s work: “[M]an is in his actions and practice, as
well as in his fictions, essentially a story-telling animal” (1984, 216).
People tell stories with their actions, but such actions are enacted and
disappear, and soon they are not embodied in anything but the story
itself. Narratives are all there is left to approach selectively the volatility
of human action. I believe that in such circumstances, the line
between fact and fiction is not absolutely clear. Yet stories, plots, or
narratives, as I have argued above, are of the essence in portraying and
perpetuating what is important to human groups.

The “tale” of the individual self is told over and over again all over
the world, its criteria of excellence are enacted in the products of
human creativity and originality . . . and this tale is constantly enacted
and re-enacted—however imperfectly. I do not agree with MacIntyre’s
portrayal of decadence for the whole liberal–moral tradition; his three
archetypes of modern selves may illustrate the kind of vices that mod-
ern life also entails, but I believe he sees decadence where there is only
human fallibility. In his After Virtue (1981), MacIntyre wants to
describe how the Enlightenment project failed and how Modernity
may be prevented from falling further into a fateful moral decadence.
But I believe that what he succeeds in doing—and therein lies the
power of his theory—is in describing the practice of imaginatively
building one’s individuality through a quest for excellence within the
narrative unity of one’s life. This practice allows us to be responsible
individuals, and so “what is crucial to human beings as characters in
enacted narratives is that, possessing only the resources of psycholog-
ical continuity, we have to be able to respond to the imputation of a
strict identity” (MacIntyre 1984, 217). Such identity is imaginatively
constructed with the cultural materials that shape the individual sense
of self as a moral and rational agent.

Meyer poses four principles of modern identity as individuality, and
locates the first two as far as St. Augustine, and the last two already devel-
oped in Modernity: self-respect, competence, autonomy, and flexibility,
or the ability to detach oneself from a specific perspective, the basis of a
continual reconstruction of individuality according to the changing
cultural structures of Modernity. Following Meyer, self-respect may
be seen as descending from the City of God and medieval ideas of the
virtuous self. However, I also propose to contemplate the phenome-
nological experience of the value of the self in modern moral-individual
life as conscience. According to Wolfe, it is not that we are social enti-
ties because we are moral entities; rather, we are moral entities because
we live with other people and should be accountable for what we do
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(1989). The second principle that Meyer postulates is competence,
which he regards as also coming from the Augustinian value of the self
in a celebration of orderly nature and the efficient involvement of the
self in such order. However, I relate both the origin of self-respect and
competence to the Judeo-Christian internalization of fault that allows
for a phenomenological experience of the value of the self with respect
to a personal appreciation of one’s own behavior morally, historically,
and functionally.

Individual morality and competence are so dependent on the sanc-
tion of institutional public arenas, that there is the constant Frankfurt
School-type of critical fear about manipulation of the life-world by
means of such institutions, with a corresponding loss of autonomy.
About this Meyer says,

So reconstructing individualism—finding and legitimating the true,
hidden individual behind the masks of social rationalization—has been a
continuing and active process. . . . This process goes on, as always, under
the guidance of the professional elites of individualism—intellectuals,
theologians, psychologists—but the lawyers are also at work constantly
giving the individual new rights, such as privacy, personal space, envi-
ronmental purity, and welfare. (1986, 219)

Individualism is itself the aspiration that allows us to contemplate our-
selves as moral selves—deciding by ourselves the maxims that will rule
our moral life. I will contemplate individuality as an institution that sus-
tains modern organization. This ideal relies in much abstraction to pro-
duce an individual personality who is always embedded in a particular
culture and lived as an actual experience of human consciousness. The
ideal of the individual self is also the structural basis for interaction in
modern societies and can be regarded as a meaningful practice that sus-
tains organization in a world scale. Individuality is an ideal that we even
project unto functional groups of people—organizations—because it
gives such enterprises shape and the possibility to portray respectability:

Seeing individuality as an institution and identity as a narrative provides us
with a possible answer to why the image of organization as a super-person
persists. In the first place, it is because the notion of the individual is an
institutional myth developed within rational theories of choice, and thus
close to the core of organizational analysis. Second, and as a result, organ-
izations are anthropomorphized to reproduce the notion of accountability,
which is central to modern culture. (Czarniawska 1997, 46)

The third principle postulated by Meyer, autonomy, has historical
legitimacy in the religious transformation and political development
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of England and the rest of Europe. It stemmed from autonomy to
choose one’s religious belief and expanded to the intimate realm of
conscience, thought, and of course, a personal and private life. This is
the principle that lies at the foundation of any liberal theory—even the
communitarian reaction. The fourth and last principle is that the practice
of individuality is continually under re-construction and this is related to
the recent twentieth century “definitions of the legitimate self as beyond
sex and gender” (Meyer 1986, 220) and, we could also add, beyond cul-
ture. Czarniawska interprets this last principle as the modern ability to
detach the self from a specific point of view, as flexibility in the creative
construction of the modern self who is aware of global organization,
complexity, and plurality of identities (1997, 47–48). What Czarniawska
calls flexibility is what I consider the basis for the modern self to not only
practice and experience tolerance, but also to reinvent itself, in principle.
That is, the individual is ideally competent to take a cool distance from
context and contemplate it from an outside perspective.

In order to clarify the notion of individuality as an institution,
Czarniawska quotes Vytautas Kavolis (1993) to say that there are
three elements required for perception of identity, that have been
identified as such by anthropological research: (1) coherence in
perception and expression about the perceived world, (2) continuity
of such perceptions in human ontogeny and within the human group,
(3) a conscious commitment to the way one understands, perceives,
and deals with one’s self—even as we may not always be faithful to
such commitment. To Czarniawska, the modern self identity is essen-
tially understood and practiced as the individual self that is continuously
acted out. What is being represented is the individual ideal, and she
finds in autobiography the literary genre that may be used metaphor-
ically to understand how it is that the modern individual identity is
built. To her, modern individual identity is reified in interactions, but
it creates the impression that the self can remain independent of people’s
reactions and involvement with the imaginary and emotionally
cognized world that backs up such interactions. That is, the modern
self identity tries to reify itself as autonomous from people’s emotional
involvement with each other. Also, when compared to heroic societies,
as described by MacIntyre (1984), modern identity’s character is indi-
vidual and oriented toward a future that is yet to be experienced,
rather than the past. Czarniawska believes that autobiography is the
best genre analogy to modern individual identity:

The analogy obviously lies in the fact that autobiography is a self-
narrative of identity but also, less obviously but just as important, in
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autobiography’s claim to factuality. Autobiography belongs to litera-
ture, but not to fiction. (1997, 49)

MacIntyre’s narrative unity of a human life is analogous to
Czarniawska’s use of autobiography as a metaphor that illustrates the
imaginative construction of individuality in modern interaction. But
here one has to differentiate their attitudes toward modern identity
that can be found in the way they express themselves about individuality:
Czarniawska speaks of autobiography as an illustrative metaphor of
this modern institution and practice, while MacIntyre has not aban-
doned demotic language; human tales expressed in actions should
coincide with the narrative unity of a human life.

I find his portrayal of a coherent narrative unity for each person
somewhat forced, because, on the one hand, such linear thinking
ignores the complex nature of human relationships within the intri-
cate narratives and conversations that we build, and on the other, we
cannot know whether the public tale that is lived in such unity has
actually been acted out as it is told a posteriori or if it is comprised of
imaginary actions that have been inserted into the tale. Thus, narra-
tive unity is not only an ideal but also an aspiration of a disciplined
practice at the same time. My contention is that individual autonomy
might not always be the supreme good that validates all our ethical
decisions, as in deciding whether to donate one’s kidney to a sibling.
However, individuality as the hypergood of the liberal tradition is
always there as a point of reference that gives order and precision to
specific modern interactions when we might find it essential to vali-
date ourselves as such, for example, in our life as citizens or in legal
imputations of fault. In a similar manner, MacIntyre’s idea of the
“narrative unity of a human life” portrays individuality as the coherent
story of embodiment and its actions, whose life story is told in such
unity. Again, the ethical decisions might well be shaped by the cultural
context of such embodied entity, but the final decision to behave eth-
ically comes from individual consciousness. MacIntyre does not refer
to a convincing source for such decision, besides speaking of a quest
for the fulfillment of a (personal? individual?) telos. Here I resort to
my own theoretical framework to situate his account: MacIntyre’s
idea of a narrative unity in the life of people is determined by the his-
torical idea of reality projected into the ontogeny of each person in
order to be able to regard them as moral entities within such narrative.

Nevertheless, MacIntyre, and also Taylor, succeed in pointing at
the most important source of criteria for the practice of modern
individuality: the nexus of social and cultural references that give
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consubstantiality to this identity at all. They regard individuality as a
product of culture and history. I agree with their views, congenial
with Meyer’s and Czarniawska’s, about individuality as a social con-
struction, or institution. Nevertheless, I drop their apocalyptic views
on the moral “decadence” of modern humanity—quite congenial
with the style of preaching of Israelite prophets. I have discussed that
the formation of the modern self is an ongoing practice that is based
on concrete and particular expressions of culture and conceptions of
reality that change according to the constant changes of cultural
imaginary and universal ideals of individuality. As I have mentioned, I
regard these communitarian critiques as representing one side of the
historical ideal-type tension between world and transcendence.
Communitarians tie their conviction about the modern self firmly in
worldly and culturally embedded historical existence, and in that way,
deny that their own representation of self benefits from the use of very
powerful symbols, such as the inherent transhistorical realm of his-
toricity. This position allows them to slip into the perspective of the
hermeneutic observer, and contemplate the relative validity of cul-
tures and conceptions of the good life, which feed a creatively alive
plural society. The problem with communitarian relativism is that it
leaves us with no convincing common standards for morality beyond
the social structures of meaning where the self is formed and lives, as
if the individual self did not have any basis (however imaginary) to
transcend them—or reinvent them.

An essential source of reflection in political theory is the need for
common substantive principles on the basis of which a human group
may flourish. A contemporary ingredient to this is that one should
assume that there is no homogeneity within such groups, and so, a
plural array of views of reality must coexist in the same political associa-
tion. Further, I want to concentrate on how global interaction produces
the need to expand the substantive basis for agreement beyond
national borders. The liberal answer to this is that human conscious-
ness itself—individual conscience, with its moral undertones—ought
to be the source of such basis. Contemporary human interaction
around the world benefits from the expansion of the ideal of individ-
uality, which influences the experience of belonging to comprehensive
doctrines, or of using their symbols. The modern self (ideally) has no
use for providential or sacred sources of common substantive principles,
and yet, embodied and practicing individuals do. The modern type of
reflection on the self, as somebody who conceives of herself as part of
a specific national political association, is also rooted in her strong
sense of self qua embodied individual. But this does not preclude this
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self from having a spiritual identity at the same time as she sees herself
as an individual as well as experiences the primitivity of her embodiment.
The theory of human agents as rational beings leaves to one side that
they are also primitive beings and may conceive of themselves as spiritual
beings. The need for common substantive principles for interaction in
a globalized world ought to take into account all aspects of our
human existence, yet it also requires the notion of ideal individuality
at its center. The theoretical construction of a “moral space” that is
appropriate for global interaction cannot make do without ideal indi-
viduality, but it should allow for our sense of morality to transcend
this ideal individuality as well as the hypergoods of nonliberal com-
prehensive doctrines that might inform human interaction. Chapter 6
of this book will concentrate on the inner process by which overcoming
comprehensive doctrines may be achieved.

Here though, I argue that by conceiving both world and transcen-
dence as real at the same time, the historical view of reality determines
a structural differentiation between comprehensive doctrines in a way
in which they seem to be absolutely closed off from each other.
Monotheistic religions from the house of Abraham have absolute
requirements for the believer that pose the alternative “God or nothing”
(see Ricoeur 1967a). The enlightened reaction against theistic reality
in Europe in the eighteenth century produced practical rationality
that would extricate itself completely from such type of alternatives in
the ethical life of man. From this enlightened attitude and a close rela-
tionship to such type of doctrines, there remains the idea that all
religions hold an absolute command for believers. This produces a
“theoretical hygiene” in which it is assumed that comprehensive doc-
trines are lived in essential closure from each other, with no possibility
for them to be lived as imaginative mixtures of their symbols and cross-
cultural values that are cognized emotionally. Human creativity has it
that such diversity of traditions as there are in the world will have dif-
ferent rules of practice to achieve what is considered to be good in a
human life. Likewise, their cosmological tales present themselves in
such a rich variety of forms that it might seem natural that they remain
closed up within themselves.

However, I believe that the borders of comprehensive doctrines are
generally more porous than many political philosophers concede.
Granted, some traditions (mostly those that come from the house of
Abraham) require for their borders to be firmly established and mem-
bership sanctioned by specific requirements (sometimes by birth within
the group). Nevertheless, this conception does not necessarily hold in
many comprehensive spiritual and philosophical traditions in the
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world, specifically the ones that are legitimized in transcendental mysti-
cism. In the case of historical or Judeo-Christian–Islamic traditions,
when the modern individual sense of self has acquired a degree of
validity for the human group—and global interaction makes this
happen—people can see worth and validity in comprehensive doc-
trines other than their own. As has been said, the liberal-individual
sense of self finds itself entangled with conceptions of the good that
may come from different symbological sources and traditions. What
gives them their unity—not necessarily their coherence in practice—is
the individual consciousness that tells her own tale and adapts and
adjusts the values she takes from different traditions. Ideal individual-
ity is a product of culture that is the substantive basis for well-ordered
modern political associations, but people within such associations will
use in practice the symbols that bring substance to their lives in spite
of their own cultural inheritance—especially in modern environments
where the individual sense of self thrives.

As has been argued above, the way we interact in global Modernity
and in modern institutions (the state, the market) requires that we see
ourselves as rational individuals within such interactions and institu-
tions. We should bear in mind though that in spite of this seeming
natural to us, as Charles Taylor objects, modern individuality is a
product of a particular cultural context and history. It is so close to
ourselves that it is very hard to see. Nevertheless, this cultural product
holds the substantive principles that managed to overcome religious
or sacred representations of substantive reality and rooted such repre-
sentations in the transcendental, albeit embodied, individual self. The
Kantian representation of the rational and moral subject is rooted in a
sacred prehension of the self that cannot be genetically extricated
from its transcendental roots. The historical type of reality contem-
plates its own universal identity as an extension of the eternal
diachronic, linear progression of time in universal history—there are
moral undertones in the name of this curricular subject taught in uni-
versities to young minds. Telos, the concept that MacIntyre borrows
from Aristotle, is experienced or reified as a life-quest that does not
end. In Kant’s noumena, “immortality,” one of the concepts that cannot
be known but must be thought, signals the moral aspirations of the
individual self that must act in history. Such aspirations to universality
show us that liberalism is a comprehensive conception of the good life
in which the construction and experience of human individuality
ought to be enacted as a constant moral and even spiritual disciplined
practice. The scrupulous maxim of knowing oneself is related to the
reflexive consciousness and conscience of the moral individual. This
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scrupulousness may result in Kafkian pathological guilt, or even vio-
lent exclusion of the nonmodern other, but no discipline or source of
order is situated beyond the constant danger of exerting too strong a
force on people that it may actually crush them or urge them to crush
each other. However, escaping the dangers in comprehensive doc-
trines of the good life (including liberalism) is the constant moral–
ethical predicament of human beings.

A common substantive basis for contemporary humanity is essential
for interaction in global environments, yet we should bear in mind
that world diversity demands that people build and sustain borders
between themselves, and between them and the world to be able to
approach reality in any way. Humans use symbols and conceptual
tools to interact with each other and with the world. I believe that the
most essential moral predicament of humanity lies on the appropriate-
ness of the relevant borders that we build between each other, and
between us and the world in order to interact. We need those borders,
for they also give us the ability to grasp the difference between things
and mental substances, and their similarity, in order for languages and
systems of symbols to produce sense and meaning. Borders between
people, and between people and the world may be very useful, they
help us grasp aspects of the world that would otherwise remain undif-
ferentiated and blended into the whole; they put us close to factual
knowledge and help us categorize and understand it in ways that can
be very helpful practically and technologically. This is the reason why,
in this book, I have postulated language as one of the essential mate-
rials of which views of reality are made. And yet, borders may become
terrible and insensitive things that may help us evade ourselves, not
see, be careless, be blind to aspects of reality that lay beyond the
secure borders that contain objective sets of rules. This is the reason
why the human systematic need to build borders carries in itself a con-
stant moral predicament, one that is present at every instant of embod-
ied interaction and cannot be solved in a once and for all manner. And
so, a common substantive basis for interaction in global times is rooted
in individual awareness of this constant predicament and also on the
fragile essence of the ideal of individuality. Human consciousness of
a scope wider than our embodied individuality could also be seen as
a source of universal validity, but this type of validity lies beyond
language, which my mystic ideal type of reality will clarify in chapter 5.
Here, I want to concentrate on how the concept of individual worth,
which has a providential ancestry, occupies a central place in the liberal
tradition of thought, and why this ought not to be ignored, or ele-
gantly sidelined, in order to be able to produce substantive basis that
will be appealing to all individuals and comprehensive doctrines alike.
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In his book, Political Liberalism (1996), John Rawls wants to outline
substantive principles of justice that legitimate the idea of public
reason as the common basis for the liberal type of public order.
According to Rawls, his political principles of justice are based on the
conception of persons as free and equal and so “with a duty of civility
to appeal to public reason” (Rawls 1996, 226). In other words, in
human interaction, resorting to public reason is legitimate because it
guarantees that people recognize that all are free and are of equal
worth qua individuals. He argues that this is the common assumption
for all types of political liberalism, which he insists in conceiving as
merely political, not metaphysical (see Rawls 1985). Rawls gives his
version of political liberalism a type of neutrality—justice as fairness—
that he postulates as appropriate for ruling substantively the public
sphere of interaction—and leaving the private realm to be ruled by
whatever comprehensive doctrine individuals may find appealing or
real. This, to Rawls, constitutes the common substantive basis for
liberal political associations that dispense with metaphysics, and yet, it
is not merely a pragmatic arrangement. I will discuss, following
Habermas, the problem of this merely political conception. Rawls
conceives of political liberalism as a moral position that can organize
the public life of individuals whose comprehensive conceptions of the
good life are diverse (and reasonable). He insists that this view “offers
no specific metaphysical or epistemological doctrine” (1996, 10), and
in doing so, he seems to be answering to communitarian objections
about the essence of self in his “original position” and “veil of igno-
rance” in his A Theory of Justice (1971) (asocial, unencumbered,
artificially disembedded). These objections lead toward the theoretical
problem of justifying a common substantive basis for interaction in
modern societies. Rawls summarizes the two elemental question of his
enquiry in this book as “how is it possible for there to exist over time
a just and stable society of free [and equal] citizens, who remain
profoundly divided by reasonable religious, philosophical and moral
doctrines?” (1996, 3–4). He regards such pluralism as the unavoid-
able consequence of interacting in a society based on the principles of
freedom and equality. I would add that it is an unavoidable conse-
quence of the way people are constituted as imaginative and emotional
beings.

Jürgen Habermas criticizes Rawls’s need to extricate his theory from
metaphysical considerations on the basis of philosophical arguments.
I criticize Rawls for the same reasons, although I admire his attempt at
looking for common substantive grounds for human–political interac-
tion without enshrining one comprehensive doctrine (liberalism) over
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the rest of them. His theory illustrates a serious attempt at approach-
ing the fact of pluralism as a problem that cannot be solved by merely
speaking of “philosophical neutrality” that postulates universal maxims,
without caring to look at the arguments of philosophical traditions
other than the one with its roots in Europe. Nevertheless, Rawls fails
in his attempt because he tries to justify his liberal merely political
position, by stripping the liberal tradition of its metaphysical, univer-
sal roots, thus, bringing it to a political neutrality that does not hold
because it still relies on individual autonomy and worth—the original
source of liberal values. According to Rawls, the terms for the possi-
bility of a well-ordered society where individuals see themselves as free
and equal exist within the qualifications that he uses for the society as
well as for the elements that interact within it. Society, citizens or indi-
viduals, and doctrines or comprehensive conceptions of the good might
seem like pretty neutral sociological categories. However, if we have a
look at the adjectives he uses for them—“just and stable society,”
“free and equal citizens,” and “reasonable doctrines”—we are left
with most of the major ingredients for Rawls’s idea of what he con-
ceives as an essentially neutral political establishment. My contention
is that the above qualifications cannot be neutral, and indeed ought
not to be seen as such, in order to prevent the modern view of reality
from colliding rather than having a conversation with other compre-
hensive conceptions of the good life.

A “just” and impartial society, as modeled by Rawls’s “original
position” and “veil of ignorance,” obviates the worth of individuality
in such circumstances. Communitarian objections to such portrayal of
people are based on sociological arguments that question whether peo-
ple’s sense of individuality can be represented at all in such terms in
order to make moral decisions. Rawls’s answer to this has generally
been to remind them that he is solely presenting a hypothetical mind
experiment, and not a realistic portrayal of the experience of self as an
individual. Nevertheless, individuality’s axiomatic worth remains intact
within this experiment. As communitarians have argued, there is much
historical and traditional baggage in the assumption that individuals
should be seen as free and equal. This assumption has led to the lib-
eral idea that the public arena of interaction should function with
principles that differ from those of the private realm. Public principles
of justice should be based on the worth of the individual citizen and
her rights, and they ought to have a primacy over diverse and often
clashing ideas of the good, based on comprehensive religious and
philosophical doctrines. Private and diverse manifestations of values,
the ethical value of human life, and substantive principles that define
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ideas of the good should remain in the intimate realm of human inter-
action. In other words, we should separate the right from the good
and allow for the former to rule the political association where we live.
However, there is not much clarity in the mechanisms to separate arti-
ficially the private and the public realm in the ethical life of people,
and neither are those for the separation of the individual self from its
constitutive elements that come from the human group. Rawls pro-
poses such separation by means of what he calls the “public use of
reason,” which leads to the reasonable elements in every comprehen-
sive doctrine in order for them to legitimize the substantive basis he
proposes for political liberalism.

The impossibility of separating the good from the right in actual
human interaction contrasts with the way it is done analytically and
theoretically. Of course, to a liberal mind, it is obvious that this is
the way one ought to think about human liberty and individual self-
determination in principle. Yet, these two realms constantly touch
each other in the practice of being an ethical entity. Rawls’s limits
between the private and the public realms are thus artificial and
arranged conveniently when dealing with comprehensive doctrines.
When Rawls says that the doctrines or comprehensive views of the
good are reasonable when they limit the exercise of their beliefs to
the private realm of interaction, he is basically saying that they must
value the worth of individuality as much as the democratic–liberal
tradition does when it comes to interacting in the public sphere . . .
otherwise, they are not reasonable. He resorts again to a cultural
imposition of values when he explains his idea of the “burdens of
judgment” and how a reasonable conception is able to see those within
its own tradition and those within other traditions in order to refrain
from imposing its own. He ascribes far too much reflexivity to such
doctrines, which is a characteristic of our individual sense of self and
our modern intellectual tradition. Further, it relies on the modern
individual identity of the people who choose to have faith in the prin-
ciples of such doctrines. I have referred above to this characteristic as
the individual’s ability to be flexible, to take distance and contemplate
her own beliefs with a critical mind. However, Rawls assumes that this
can be done from within any “reasonable” comprehensive doctrine.
Sociologically it can, but this will come from the modern identity of
those who belong to comprehensive doctrines, for individuality and
comprehensive conceptions of the good life are not mutually exclu-
sive. But he is thus relying on the modern identity of those who
belong to comprehensive conceptions and not in those conceptions
themselves.
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What Rawls does in his Political Liberalism (1996) is to illustrate
that political associations need a common substantive basis and princi-
ples in order to be able to organize public life at all. This has to do with
the American experience of having to deal with various self-contained
comprehensive conceptions of the good life within the same political
association. His solution to the problem of common principles was to
imagine that his “freestanding” political basis ought to be legitimized
from within the comprehensive doctrines themselves. This effectively
trusts that political liberalism can be appealing to every single compre-
hensive doctrine for he assumes that—if they are reasonable—there
will be what he calls an “overlapping consensus” among comprehen-
sive doctrines that will legitimate the principles of justice chosen by a
society modeled as a cooperative scheme of free and equal citizens:

In such a consensus, the reasonable doctrines endorse the political
conception, each from its own point of view. Social unity is based on a
consensus on the political conception; and stability is possible when the
doctrines making up the consensus are affirmed by society’s politically
active citizens and the requirements of justice are not too much in con-
flict with citizens’ essential interests as formed and encouraged by their
social arrangements. (Rawls 1996, 134)

I regard Rawls’s idea of how the public sphere ought to be legitimized
by values that come from within “reasonable” comprehensive concep-
tions of the good as a failed attempt to rid the liberal–political tradition
of its universalistic pretensions. To say it with Mulhall and Swift:

Rawls’s latest defence of the limits of the political itself fails to respect
those limits; the purely political Rawlsian state must inevitably base
itself upon elements of a comprehensive doctrine, and so fails to live up
to its own claims to neutrality. (Mulhall and Swift 1996, 245)

The elements that Rawls relies on, and does not make explicit, are the
ideal qualities of the individual self that the European Enlightenment
produced in the eighteenth century.

Habermas criticizes Rawls for exchanging the Kantian categorical
imperative for a new intersubjective category—the overlapping
consensus—whose strength emanates from the comprehensive doctrines
themselves (1995, 1996, 1998). He contemplates this as a suspicious
move, for he regards it as a tuned down portrayal of the political need
for legitimation within what Rawls characterizes as “reasonable” doc-
trines or worldviews. To Rawls, individual people are rational and they
are made reasonable by virtue of their belonging to a wider political
association that might comprise a variety of closed off doctrines or
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comprehensive views of reality. The latter are reasonable because they
know this plurality and do not impose their own values, as they would
not want for other doctrines to impose of their own. This is fair
enough, and he attempts to solve the problem of needing a common
substantive basis by proposing what he calls political liberalism as such
basis, and then strip it from its comprehensive essence, thus escaping
the problem of he himself imposing this worldview on the others.
That is, he solves the predicament by leaving on the side liberalism’s
own roots of its claims to universality. Habermas explains that when
Rawls speaks of the “reasonable” character of comprehensive concep-
tions, he is really referring to the true character of liberal values for
them to have preeminence in public life (1996). To Habermas, this
discloses a paternalistic attitude of the philosopher, for Rawls provides
the basis for people to agree upon from the outset (his original position)
without allowing citizens to enlarge their interpretive perspective by
themselves by means of public argumentation:

If we wish to preserve the principle underlying the Kantian universal-
ization principle, we can respond to this fact of pluralism in different
ways. Rawls imposes a common perspective on the parties in the original
position through informational constraints and thereby neutralizes the
multiplicity of particular interpretive perspectives from the outset.
(Habermas 1995, 117)

Habermas has a much wide-ranging proposal that he develops fully in
his Between Facts and Norms (1998), an explanation of which lies
beyond the scope of the present work. Suffice it to say that he believes
that he can reconcile the liberties of the ancient world with the modern
liberties by proposing a discursive ethics based on practical reason
according to Kant. And yet, the problem of the Habermasian project
is that he regards as nonproblematic the fact that such enterprise
situates the particular European philosophical tradition over and
above any other worldview or comprehensive conception of the good.
This is inevitable when trying to overcome the problem of a common
substantive basis for interaction that is valid for all people and all times
solely from within the historical view of reality, as Rawls’s failed
attempt illustrates.

The problem of a common substantive basis that will be valid in the
global realm of interaction remains in contemporary political philoso-
phy. I do not believe that it can be posed as a universal and abstract
system of rules, but it cannot dispense with conceptions of universality.
We should bear in mind that the contemporary way of interacting in
the global arena is a product of much history and culture, and so, the
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solution can be found as an imaginative construction that allows for
various views of reality to overlap. This, in fact, was Rawls’s strategy.
Nevertheless, his strategy was also to dispense with metaphysics and
universal conceptions for the political arena. I, on the contrary, think
that liberalism ought to go back, not only to its post-metaphysical
grounds for universalism, but also to the sacred roots of individual
autonomy as its hypergood. The experience of the inner self in
Modernity is a function of the moral self, the one that grounds the
categorical strengths of liberalism. This existential value of the self,
the transcendental subject, an end in itself, is the only liberal principle
similar in stature to Absolute emptiness in the mystic ideal type, and
the only grounds for convergence of the two transcendentalist types.
I argue that liberalism ought not to make do without these references,
even in a secular representation of such principles or in what Jürgen
Habermas calls “post-metaphysical thought.” I believe the world and
global politics is in major need of symbols that will convey a together-
ness and one-in-anotherness that the liberal–political debate is not
conceptually equipped to refer to, as it is carried out right now. People
ought to imagine at least one universal, common human principle for
universalization that lies beyond rationality, and get emotionally
attached to it in their own cultural way. Yet, the ongoing human
predicament is to keep constructing and revising the narratives that
arise from such an ideal: the moment one thinks that a particular nar-
rative may be seen as valid for all peoples at all times, fundamentalism
arises. As MacIntyre says,

When men and women identify what are in fact their partial and partic-
ular causes too easily and too completely with the cause of some
universal principle, they usually behave worse than they would other-
wise do. (1984, 221)

The danger with an abstract liberalism that considers itself to have
been completely extricated from its sacred roots is that it is unable to
see just how universally imposed principles of rational interaction are
a type of veiled fundamentalism. Only the structure of the historical
ideal type of reality is in danger of falling into this kind of extreme
moral situation. In the next chapter, I discuss why it is that only with
a universal principle of love can it break through such rigidities. I pro-
pose a form of liberalism that can embrace a hermeneutics of cultures
and can see value in every single one of them. This entails a critical
hermeneutics of the type proposed by Ricoeur (1981), the critical
perspective though should be founded in a refusal to endow practices

The H istorical Ideal Type of Reality 175



that hurt other humans (physically, psychologically, and emotionally),
based on the one universal emotion that the individual self is able to
identify by means of the principle of compassion or universal love.
With this principle, I am referring to the mystic idea of universality,
based on Absolute emptiness of the self. Only on these grounds (or
absence of them) can the individual self attain selflessness, a morally
inspired alienating distance from comprehensive conceptions (including
liberalism) that can be conceived of as an ideal aspiration toward
spiritual Enlightenment. Compassion is the source of the moral principle
that we can for now refer to as universal love, which emanates from
Absolute emptiness. And this in turn must be put conceptually
beyond language, in order for it to be truly universal. This is the only
way to emphasize that morality and ethical conduct is a constant
human dilemma within a vivid awareness of the synchronic order of
events and how they inhere in our own very intimate subjective
perspective about reality. In chapter 5, I show why, and the best way
to characterize it and identify oneself with it is the present moment of
meaningful interaction.
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5

The Mystic Ideal Type 

of Reality

The mystic ideal type of reality is rooted in transcendence as the
legitimate essence of what is considered to be real. This type of reality
is expressed in metonymic verbal structures and symbols, as worldly
references that are put for a reality that lies beyond the world. However,
metonymy always remains short of conveying the experience of what
Voegelin calls “hierophany,” or universal openness of the self, con-
ceived of as interaction with the divine root to human existence. Mystic
reality is experienced in spiritual Enlightenment that can only be reified
synchronically in an ongoing eternal present moment, which views past
and future as determining worldly life. From the mystic perspective,
the latter is seen as an illusion of our attachment to our external mun-
dane needs, which are temporary, and so they ultimately lack the per-
manent and real essence of transcendence. In the second section of
chapter 4, I have discussed the transhistorical conception of the syn-
chronic aspect of time, or the simultaneous order of events in time,
in contrast to the sequential order of events in legitimate time as
diachrony in history. In this chapter, I want to explain, on the one
hand, how it is that the mystic view of reality situates itself beyond
diachronic time, and on the other, how it is that this position allows for
a philosophical conception of universal compassion that is conceived of
as absolute synchrony, as simultaneous mutual recognition of universe
and self. In chapter 6 of this book, I argue that universal compassion
discloses the synchronic realm of time in human experience and that
trust lies within this order of events in simultaneity. And so, it is useful
to define the philosophical conditions for awareness of the synchronic
order of events in time, where trust resides. The mystic ideal type of
reality discloses the temporal basis for the construction of a common
human moral space. This common moral space will be based on the
simultaneous presence of universal compassion and moral reason,
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toward a liberal–cosmopolitan moral philosophy of the human self
under contemporary conditions of globalization.

Universal compassion, conceived in the way I propose and not
merely as a particularistic emotion, gains the stature of a philosophical
universal category. And yet, moral reason cannot be dispensed with.
I believe that moral reasoning and universal compassion can be seen as
complementary in the ethical life of people. This is the reason why I
explain how this can come about with the construction of a common
human moral space in the concluding chapter of this book based on a
hermeneutical–critical methodology. Universal compassion is the ideal
source of benevolence, which in political theory has generally been
regarded as a problematic category as it is displaced from the realm of
rational analysis. However, the synchronic essence of universal compas-
sion and benevolence discloses a realm of time where events are ordered
in simultaneity with respect to each other. This synchronic realm of
time organizes trust and trusting behavior that is even more crucial than
benevolence to sustain modern–liberal interaction (economic, civic,
political, democratic). In this chapter, I attempt to point at the experi-
ential and imaginative sources of universal compassion. I refer to expe-
rience and imagination because the philosophical portrayal of universal
compassion is aware that this type of emotion cannot be apprehended
through the powers of abstraction. Universal compassion remains
beyond language and representation, ultimately standing on the experi-
ence of Absolute emptiness or what Keiji Nishitani calls sunyata.

I have stated that universal compassion lies beyond particularity,
but fraternal compassion, together with its related emotions—sympathy,
empathy, pity, mercy—are seen as conceptually inferior or “underde-
veloped” with respect to the idea of moral reason, in spite of the constant
acknowledgement of the importance of these emotions to our ethical
life. This is illustrated by the debate in moral psychology between
Lawrence Kohlberg and Carol Gilligan, who in her In a Different
Voice (1982) postulated what she considered a novel orientation in
ethical decisions, an “ethics of care,” that is of a different quality yet
complimentary with what she calls an “ethics of justice,” or morality
based on universalizable principles of action. The “ethics of care”
highlights our embodied humanity as needy and vulnerable, instead of
idealizing it as ultimately individual and autonomous from constitutive
elements of self, and so, it is congenial with communitarian objections
to abstract individualism. Yet, the problem of an “ethics of care” is
that it remains parochial and confined to personal ties:

An ethics of care, it may be argued, is ultimately inadequate from a
moral point of view for the objects of our care and compassion can
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never encompass all of mankind but must always remain particularistic and
personal. An ethics of care can thus revert to a conventional group ethics,
for which the well being of the reference group is the essence of moral-
ity . . . An ethics of care yields a non-universalizable group morality.
(Benhabib 1992, 181)

As I have said, it is generally obviated that our finite and embodied con-
dition is displaced in its particularity from constantly experiencing and
practicing the soul-enlarging emotion of universal compassion.
Nevertheless, I argue that it is enough to be able to imagine that some-
one on earth can be (or could have been) the embodiment of such
awareness to motivate people emotionally toward conversion, universal-
istic spirituality, religious faith.1 The role of the spiritual leaders and mas-
ters who originate universalistic religions is to be the embodiment of
such absolute emotion. Universal compassion (karuna, agape, religious
love) may remain unattainable on a regular basis by common people, but
it does not fail to inspire and move vast masses of believers, even if from
a secular perspective it is only regarded as an imaginary possibility.

Nevertheless, universal compassion need not be conceived as a
mere religious category, and thus dismissed as useless for political
theory. I believe that this type of emotion can be isolated from its reli-
gious undertones philosophically in order to postulate it as a useful
ideal. This ideal is congenial with the ideal of individuality that I have
proposed to regard as such in chapter 4. I argue that it is desirable that
the modern individuals be moved by universal compassion in their
moral reflection in an analogous way as actual embodied people are
moved by compassionate historical figures, such as Mother Theresa. I
argue that moral reason is incomplete without the notion of universal
compassion and I postulate universal compassion as the one ideal
emotion that can be the philosophical basis to ground the conception
of a universalizable “ethics of care.” I argue that this concept may
become the grounds for the legitimacy of compassion in ethical reflec-
tion, with a stature commensurable with the notion of the autonomous
morally reflecting individual. The fact of plurality, the diversity of world-
views, cosmologies, and/or comprehensive conceptions of the good
life in the world requires imagination and emotional investment in the
construction of a possible common ethical basis for global interaction.
This global realm already inherits modern institutions, such as the
state, the market, and the law, and modern technological capabilities
to put in touch people around the world. These communication tech-
nologies are constantly changing, being updated, and the interaction
that they aid is ultimately based on actions of embodied individuals
who may have an emotional attachment to ideal individuality.
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As I have argued in chapter 4, individuality is a practice and an ideal
that is constantly reinvented in a variety of cultural environments, and
it is desirable that people aspire to an emotional cultivation of historical
individuality, in MacIntyre’s way, in a quest for excellence. Here I
want to propose that although the practice and quest for an ideal indi-
viduality is desirable, it is certainly not enough to sustain moral reflection
when facing the fact of the diversity of worldviews in the global realm
of interaction. I argue that historical individuality ought to situate
itself philosophically within present awareness of universal synchronicity
to allow for an ethical reflective exercise of the expansion of the self
beyond the individual self. This present awareness may be regarded as
ideal, yet only here will it lie beyond its universalistic diachronic tem-
poral horizons that confine it within a Judeo-Christian type of judgmental
morality. In the first section of this chapter, I discuss Nishitani’s concept
of Absolute emptiness, experienced as the dissolution of the personal
ego-self that identifies itself with the universe. I explain how this expe-
rience is rooted beyond the diachronic order of events in time, which
nonetheless discloses awareness about the immediate embodied realm
in an essential connection with everything and everybody else. In the
second part, I discuss how Absolute emptiness is related to the ideal
of universal compassion and I contrast this notion with how compas-
sion is conceived of in the historical tradition, following Martha
Nussbaum’s admirable Upheavals of Thought (2001). From the per-
spective of the mystic ideal type of reality, this chapter defines what I
consider to be the conceptual elements lacking in the historical ideal
type of reality in order to be able to define a common substantive basis
for global interaction.

Beyond History: Absolute Emptiness as 
a Phenomenological Center for 

Universal Morality

Even if Absolute emptiness cannot be described, as its experience lies
beyond language and symbols, here I refer to it as a useful “signpost”
to organize a universally relevant realm of morality as compassion.
I have said that Absolute emptiness lies beyond diachronic historical
time and I show this by a discussion of its conceptual constitution as
compared to what I call the historical view of reality. This view of real-
ity hosts the philosophical tradition that has its roots in Israel and
Greece, is then assimilated into Christianity, and finally becomes secu-
lar in academic European circles that have now been exported all over
the world.2 Absolute emptiness or sunyata is a spiritual existential
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experience that takes place through the field of nihility, or the vivid
awareness of nothingness as the root to existence. A radicalized empti-
ness is the root source of newness and impermanence, and thus it dis-
closes its temporal quality within the eternal present moment, where
both the positive and negative aspects of life are encompassed. While
in institutionalized Christianity evil is willfully expelled through
repression into a mythical realm of eternal damnation, in mysticism, it
is apprehended and dissolved in the midst of the transcendental
source of experience. The mystic self is not related to the embodied
personality, but to the collective sacred mind—the essence of mystic
notions of selflessness or non-ego. Here I resort to the language of
Eastern spiritual traditions, such as Taoism, Buddhism, and Hinduism,
where the mystic type of moral reality, an orientation to the “near
side,” has an ascendance over an orientation to the “far side” in what
I have defined as the historical type of reality.3 While in the Western
philosophical tradition, oneness is the negation of multiplicity and dif-
ferentiation is a dialectical opposition of concepts, in mystic Eastern
traditions, oneness and multiplicity are enfolded in an absolutely empty
unity that must be cognized existentially through the field of nihility.
In Absolute emptiness, infinity is conceived as the spiritual entwinement
of all things, where things are contemplated in their suchness.

The Indian philosophical duality that precedes the notion of
Absolute emptiness is couched in the oneness of Brahman and atman,
which could be considered as analogous to Judeo-Christian notions of
Divine Being and the self. However, the unity of Brahman and atman
is expressed only in negative terms “as the seer who cannot be seen
and the knower who cannot be known” (Abe 1985, 125). Christianity
saw the oneness of this duality in the idea of Godly Being from which
everything emerges in all its multiplicity. The Greek duality is symbol-
ized by Plato in the “mystery of being as existence between the poles
of the One (hen) and the Unlimited (Apeiron)” (Voegelin 1974, 184).
But in Greek philosophy, nonbeing is merely a privation of being
(Abe 1985, 122). This illustrates that, in the historical type of reality,
the positive side of being is stressed and the negative is expelled to
oblivion or to a realm of “nothingness,” which effectively constitutes
a domain of darkness that human is engaged in dissolving through
intellectual knowledge and substantial rationality:

To sum up, in the West such positive principles as being, life, and the
good have ontological priority over negative principles such as non-
being, death, and evil. In this sense, negative principles are always
apprehended as something secondary. By contrast, in the East, especially
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in Taoism and Buddhism, negative principles are not secondary but
co-equal to the positive principles and even may be said to be primary
and central. This is so in the sense that the realization of negativity is
crucial to reveal ultimate Reality, and in the sense that the nameless Tao
or Emptiness is realized as the root-source of both positive and negative
principles in their relative sense. (Abe 1985, 133)

Emptiness at the root of both positive and negative principles dis-
closes a realm of historicity that does not constitute itself as a factual
universal program for the union of humanity (historical reality), but
which produces a fertile ground for personal contemplation of fault in
present suffering and about redemption in the experience of present
compassion.

The field of sunyata is displaced from description, but a field of
immediate ontogenetic historicity—regarded as illusory—is disclosed
around this transhistorical realm of legitimate reality, situated in the
absolute “near side” of self (or no-self). It therefore reveals a realm of
morality that the secular universal program of human historicity expels
to oblivion in its institutional and factual diachronic structures, but
which is present in the religious Judeo-Christian tradition as agape or
divine love. In karma, the immediateness of personal involvement
with everything else that exists, not only with one’s own factual fate,
but also with that of all other beings—which involves one’s own con-
stant actions, emotions, and thoughts—puts emphasis in a factual uni-
versal historicity that, nevertheless, is not legitimate reality. This realm
of immediate factual historicity, however, acquires consubstantiality
with respect to Absolute emptiness that constitutes ultimate legitimate
reality, the source of all that we experience for it carries the universe
within. Here, ego or personality is experienced as unreal: “In the
Existenz of non-ego, non-ego does not mean simply that self is not
ego. It has also to mean at the same time that non-ego is the self”
(Nishitani 1982, 251), or that “I am the universe” where “I am” is
not me qua ego. According to the enlightened masters of this tradi-
tion, this experience is therefore absolutely humbling and absolutely
empowering. The experience of Absolute emptiness is therefore real
in its existential realness, but its source is the universe itself, not medi-
ated by a sacred personality or a monotheistic God, and even less by
subjective or objective cognition of the individual self. Experience as
universe is also particular experience at the same time and this simul-
taneity can only be lived in the hierophanic discovery (or invention) of
transcendence, the mystic moment of union to the divine root of exis-
tence, or Absolute emptiness (sunyata). According to Nishitani, this is
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illustrated in the mysticism of Meister Eckhart: “Absolute nothingness
signals, for Eckhart, the point at which all modes of being are tran-
scended, at which not only the various modes of created being but
even the modes of divine being—such as Creator or Divine Love—are
transcended” (1982, 61).

The mystic “near side” of a transhistorical realm as Absolute
emptiness and legitimate reality is nonobjectifiable, as it transcends
the “subjectivistic nihility” of existential nihilism (Nishitani 1982, 98)
and acquires the dimensions of what can only be considered as an ideal
type. This ideal may be compared metonymically to pure subjectivity
from an objectivist discipline like ours, but Absolute emptiness is not
identical with it for subjectivity presupposes the ontology of an indi-
vidual self. Absolute emptiness cannot be found in empirical reality,
not because it may not actually be experienced or lived by humans,
but because it is displaced ontologically from being observed scientif-
ically, just like love. Absolute emptiness as sunyata or as the point
where all modes of being are transcended is an absolute abyss, “an
abyss for the abyss of nihility” (Nishitani 1982, 98). In that field, the
self as ego is unreal, as it has identified itself experientially with the
universe. We could use a metonymic verbal structure to say that self in
sunyata is analogous, but not identical, to being a collective self in the
experienced actuality and connection of all things. But sunyata is
a spiritual realm immanent to the world, where difference is unreal,
yet experienced in its substantial manifestation—diversity is real, but
irrelevant in this essential union. This is how self is collective: in con-
nection with all other things. This is not only an anthropomorphic self
as personality, but also one for whom experience and universe are
the same thing and so are multiplicity and oneness. To illustrate this
position in the Christian tradition, Nishitani resorts to the figure of
St. Francis of Assisi:

The case of St. Francis may be rather exceptional in Christianity, but it
serves us with at least one example of religious Love overstepping the
boundaries of the human to reach out to all things. (Nishitani 1982, 281)

For the anthropomorphic self, the end in itself is the human self, the
transcendental subject, the one that lives in historical universal human
time. This standpoint defines the limits of the integument of culture
with respect to nature (and inadvertently also with respect to other
less “civilized” cultures), with the intention of excluding nature from
the human world. It corresponds to the archaic metonymic definition
of borders between the sacred and the profane, only in the shape of
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the human and the natural—or culture and nature—in secular reality.
This movement defines for Nishitani an essentially dogmatic point of
view that shelters a self-contradiction in the relationship between the
“thing in it self” and objective “reality”:

[T]he Kantian critique with its split between two completely irreconcil-
able modes of being, phenomenon and noumenon, came to be advo-
cated. On the standpoint of sunyata, where these two irreconcilable
modes of being are pushed to their limits, they are both seen to come
about as one and the same mode of being of the thing. (Nishitani 1982,
138–39)

As discussed earlier, oneness in the Western philosophical tradition is
defined as the negation of multiplicity and differentiation, in a dialectical
opposition. In contrast to this, mysticism enfolds both oneness and
multiplicity in an absolutely empty unity. What this means is that
before uniting them in an intellectual relationship, oneness and mul-
tiplicity must be cognized existentially through the field of nihility.
This involves the knower into questioning her own existence, and
moves from the realm of intellectual knowledge or historicity to that
of spiritual knowledge:

The questions brought up by nihilism, at first heeded by only a few
gifted thinkers have since come to haunt us in modern life. In
Nietzsche, and in more contemporary figures like Heidegger, for
instance, nihilism is dealt with on the horizon of the so-called “history
of being.” This sort of situation does not exist in the East. Still, the East
has achieved a conversion from the standpoint of nihility to the stand-
point of sunyata. (Nishitani 1982, 168)

This is a spiritual realm because it is directly related to the prehension
of one’s own death or of one’s own self as standing on nihility, leading
to what Nishitani calls a conversion to “Great Reality.” It depends on
a “religious quest” that awakens in human beings when tragedy,
disillusion, or even closeness to one’s own death quicken one’s aware-
ness and preoccupation with things religious; “when death, nihility
or sin . . . become pressing personal problems for us” (Nishitani
1982, 3).

Only from the field of nihility can the ego be posed as non-ego,
and then be reassumed as the spiritual knowing of non-knowing,
where there is absolute autonomy (freedom) as the absence of
autonomous identity. In the mystic Christian tradition, this nihility is
spoken of as the “dark night of the soul,” the existential detachment
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from ego experienced as “the whole being’s surrender to the All”
(Underhill 1995, 400). Nihility is an essential step to Absolute emptiness
of the self because, even if we may posit objective things as independent
of our own immediate consciousness, they cannot be seen as inde-
pendent of nihility:

No thing, whatever it be, can be divested of nihility. Sooner or later all
things return to nihility. Things cannot be actual without being deactu-
alized; things cannot really exist except as unreal. Indeed it is in their
very unreality that things are originally real. Moreover, in nihility the
existence of existing things is able to be revealed, questioned, perceived.
(Nishitani 1982, 109)

Only from the perspective of nihility, which is known existentially, is
the self able to move on to an Absolute emptiness that is also known
existentially, where self can contemplate itself at one with the universe.
It is in this contemplation that infinity can be apprehended. “True
infinity as reality,” says Nishitani, “refuses to be encountered any-
where but along the path of Existenz” (1982, 177).

Sunyata, then, is described as a “field” of Absolute emptiness only
metonymically and for heuristic purposes, because it is experienced as
having its center everywhere and its circumference nowhere:

For multiplicity and differentiation to become truly meaningful, then,
the system of being is seen as something that opens up nihility as its
ground, and not merely as a system of being. The circle must not be
looked at from within the circle itself, but as something that includes
tangents at all points on the circumference. In so doing, it becomes
apparent that all those points imply an absolute negation of the orien-
tation to return to oneness at the center (the orientation given to them
as properties of a circle), such that each point implies an orientation
toward infinite dispersion. They then cease to be merely the defined
loci of points situated equidistant from a common center. Of them-
selves, these points are not merely uniform and undifferentiated. They
do not sink into a One that has had all multiplicity and differentiation
extracted from it. Instead, each of them displays an orientation toward
pluriformity that absolutely denies such a reduction to oneness, an ori-
entation toward infinite tangential dispersion. And these orientations,
showing up as they do in a unique manner at each particular point, as
belonging only to that point, bring about an infinite differentiation.
(Nishitani 1982, 144)

This kind of infinity refers to the entwinement of all things qua
objects in time both simultaneously and sequentially, and to their
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spiritual entwinement with each other. This does not only include
embodied humans, but also all the orders of things great and seemingly
insignificant.

Even if the field of sunyata describes its discoveries with respect to
the substantial things that we posit as such from the field of con-
sciousness, things are not experienced as having the same kind of sub-
stantiality as they do in objective reality because here the self is still a
subject. According to Nishitani, the field of objective reality, “on the
one hand, it is the field on which things come to display what they are
in themselves; and on the other, the field on which we grasp what
things are in themselves. Such are the distinguishing features of the
field of logos or reason” (1982, 113). From the field of Absolute
emptiness, though, knowledge and praxis are indistinguishable; this is
where things are known in their absolute suchness. Here, the exis-
tence of things is not cognized as how they appear to us; rather, it is
experienced as the mode of being of things as they are in themselves,
which means to say, how they are in their own “home-ground.”

To give us an idea about the notion of the home-ground of things,
their suchness, from the standpoint of sunyata, Nishitani resorts to
metonymic language used in Buddhism to point toward emptiness
that entails the knowledge of non-knowing. He refers to old sayings
according to which “fire does not burn fire,” “water does not wet
water,” and “the eye does not see the eye,” and goes on to argue that
these things sustain their own being in their intrinsic suchness by not
being able to overstep themselves: Being is sustained by nonbeing.

Just as the essential function of the eye, to see things, is possible by
virtue of the selfness of the eye, whereby the eye does not see the eye
itself; and just as the fact that fire burns things is possible by virtue of
the selfness of fire, whereby the fire does not burn itself; so, too, the
knowing of the subject is rendered possible by the not-knowing of
the self in itself. Thus we can say in general that the self in itself makes
the existence of the self as a subject possible, and that this not-knowing
constitutes the essential possibility of knowing. (Nishitani 1982, 156)

It is only in this field that the self can be experienced as absolutely sub-
jective and free from objectifying reality. But this does not mean that
the substantial manifestation of things disappears, only that our exis-
tence in time becomes radicalized as a synchronic awareness of things
in themselves because we identify with them at their home-ground, in
a negation of being that is no mere nihility, but an Absolute emptiness
that is an absolute fullness at the same time. Such is spiritual knowl-
edge, which is essentially nondiscursive, since verbal structures can
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only point at such knowledge but may never aspire to convey it on
their own.

However, for Absolute emptiness to be useful in political theory as
a concept, it is necessary to be able to use it in the mundane time of
daily interaction, and not merely in the mystic exercises of the ones
who aspire to spiritual Enlightenment. If we move from Absolute
emptiness to the Cartesian “field of consciousness” where things are
cognized qua objects, we realize that sunyata can still be considered
from the present moment of meaningful experience as an ideal signpost.4

Absolute emptiness can be seen as lying in the “near side” transhistorical
realm to organize moral experience, as explained in the second section
of chapter 4. Two concepts—ontogeny and phylogeny—emerge from
evolutionary biology and are useful to illustrate the kind of historicity
that emerges from the historical and mystic types of transhistorical
realms.5 Ontogeny denotes the individual lifetime of living beings,
and phylogeny, the evolution of a species through time. If we translate
these biological concepts into historical ones, giving them the rela-
tionship between personal history and universal human history, respec-
tively, we could relate ontogeny to our embodied present as living
beings and phylogeny to the known history of humanity. We could
also say that the historical facticity of the mystic type tends toward
ontogeny, while that of the historical type tends toward phylogeny.
Nevertheless, this arrangement can only be done phenomenologically
and synchronically, that is, from the present moment of meaningful
experience. The whole organizational symbology of both types of
tradition cannot be overlapped diachronically onto each other because
they follow divergent symbological paths in human imagination. In
this manner, the mystic diachronic consciousness can be seen to
organize an “ontogenetic” type of historical facticity—related to a
particular life path, which is nonetheless illusory—while the historical
consciousness can be seen to organize a “phylogenetic” type of his-
torical facticity legitimated as real—or the life path of historical
humanity.

When we pose sunyata while standing in the present moment of
meaningful experience, it can be done as an aspiration or an ideal,
much in the same way as I have already discussed autonomous judg-
mental individuality also as an ideal. Absolute emptiness lies beyond
history and yet can disclose this aspect of our factual existence from
the transhistorical “near side” ideal mystic realm. Nevertheless, the
identification of self and universe aspires to an ideal union of the self
with all that exists. In contrast to this, in the historical “far side” trans-
historical realm, the self aspires to an ideal separation of the self from
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its human and natural background, which is never complete, but
which aspires to produce autonomous moral judgment. This auton-
omy is the one basic principle or “hypergood” of liberalism, essential
to produce moral reflection and universalizable principles of action.
However, this is done in the recognition that this disciplinary princi-
ple must be based on some form of mythos, just like that of any other
discipline. What we are left with is two disciplinary realms that are
helpful to establish the relationship between two types of ethical
reflection from the present moment of meaningful experience: ideal
Absolute emptiness that tends to the transhistorical “near side” a tran-
scendental union with the universe, and moral autonomous individu-
ality that tends to the transhistorical “far side” to take a transcendental
distance from the world and judge it accordingly. I have explained
how the ideal of Absolute emptiness discloses awareness of an imme-
diate personal historicity, a realm of present synchronic existence and
involvement with all other things and living beings, which the temporal
horizon of the historical type of reality is displaced from contemplating.
I now turn to discuss how universal compassion arises from Absolute
emptiness in this temporal realm of synchronicity.

Compassionate Morality: Toward a
Liberal–Cosmopolitan Political 

Philosophy

In her Upheavals of Thought (2001), Martha Nussbaum poses the
question of whether emotions are suitable to guide our ethical reflec-
tions as adults and if there are any reasons to rely on people’s emo-
tions: “Why should a social order cultivate or appeal to emotions,
rather than simply creating a system of just rules, and a set of institu-
tions to support it?” (2001, 298). In order to answer this question,
she investigates the emotion of compassion and how it has been
regarded in moral and political philosophy as having good conse-
quences when displayed in human interaction. She considers the
“resources for good” in compassion, as well as its limitations as a
source of ethical reflection. The result is an investigation of the “cog-
nitive structure of compassion” as an emotion that is “most frequently
viewed with approval in the tradition, and most frequently taken to
provide a good foundation for rational deliberation and appropriate
action, in public as well as private life” (Nussbaum 2001, 299). I
argue that Nussbaum explores the subject of compassion as a particu-
laristic emotion (and its related ones—empathy, sympathy, pity, mercy)
due to the fact that she does this solely from the perspective of what
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I call the historical ideal type of reality. Compassion in this tradition or
view of reality, as I have mentioned before, is seen as limited because
of its particularistic essence. In contrast to this, I argue that when taken
away from the historical diachronic temporal horizon and seen as
emanating from Absolute emptiness, compassion can be conceived as
a universal moral principle and not as a mere mundane emotion.
Universal compassion, as I have defined it here, lies beyond the histor-
ical time horizon as it is located in an eternal present where past and
future are ultimately illusory. In what follows, I discuss Nussbaum’s
position on compassion who argues convincingly that it is essential
to moral reasoning. Nevertheless, her reflections being located within
the historical type of diachronic timeframe, regard compassion as a
particularistic and mundane emotion, and thus displaced from pro-
ducing universalizable moral principles. I discuss why compassion is
conceived as essentially particularistic when considering it from within
the structure of historical reality, and I explain how compassion can be
regarded as a universal principle of morality when seen as emanating
from Absolute emptiness. Universal compassion is then an ideal that
organizes an orientation to moral conduct that is lacking in the ideal
of human individual autonomous will that is able to accept, internalize,
and obey rational rules.

Nussbaum defines compassion as “a painful emotion occasioned by
the awareness of another person’s undeserved misfortune” (2001, 301).
She follows Aristotle to postulates three cognitive elements of com-
passion: First, the belief that the suffering one witnesses is serious
rather than trivial; second, the belief that the sufferer does not deserve
her plight; and the third is the “eudaimonistic judgment,” which comes
in two steps. Initially, there is a belief that great undeserved suffering
may happen to anyone, including me, which is the judgment of similar
possibilities. This last element may not be essential for compassion, but
it is initially postulated as an epistemological principle that bridges the
gap between one’s own goals, the judgment according to which “oth-
ers (even distant others) are important part of one’s own scheme of
goals and projects, important as ends in their own right” (2001, 320).
This is the second step that constitutes the “eudaimonistic judgment”
as an essential cognitive element for the feeling of compassion. Based
on this cognitive element, it is remarkable that Nussbaum finds a rela-
tionship between compassion manifested in altruism and the moral
point of view that John Rawls built in his A Theory of Justice (1971):
“Rawls himself invites the comparison, stating that he has attempted
to model benevolence in an artificial way, by combining prudential
rationality with constraints on information” (Nussbaum 2001, 340).
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In other words, self-interest is the root-source of compassionate
eudaimonistic judgment, much in the same way as it is the basis to
want a just society in Rawls’s terms. But Nussbaum poses no hypo-
thetical reflective exercise; she considers self-interest as a developmental
point of departure in the ethical life of a human being: Children will
learn to be compassionate by recognizing that they have similar possi-
bilities of suffering, identifying themselves with the sufferer, deploring
the fact that anybody should suffer greatly and undeservedly, and thus
elevating the other (even distant others) in their appreciation. I cannot
but agree with Nussbaum that this is a desirable process of cognitive
development to further people’s ability to feel compassion for distant
others in their ethical reflection about public life, which ought to be
aided by public institutions and more support for education in the arts
and the humanities.

The reason why I find these cognitive elements of compassion prob-
lematic is that when regarded from a historical perspective, they are
always determined by cultural particularity. This is where traditionally
the major objections to compassion arise: It may be a valuable emotion
in certain cases of moral reflection, but it cannot be ensured that when
this particular emotion arises, it will lead to proper moral behavior.
Fraternal compassion is partial by definition. Nussbaum solves this
problem by stating that in spite of partiality, each of the cognitive ele-
ments of compassion should be equipped with a correct ethical theory:

The judgment of seriousness needs a correct account of the value of
external goods; the judgment of non-desert needs a correct theory of
social responsibility; the eudaimonistic judgment needs a correct theory
of proper concern. (2001, 386)

And yet, eventhough I find it admirable that Nussbaum attempts to
ground the three judgments on a correct ethical theory for each of
them, I observe that she forgets the fact of plurality, of a diversity
of worldviews, cosmologies, and conceptions of the good. I do not
believe that there could be correct ethical theories of the value of
external goods, responsibility, and proper concern that would not
impose cultural values to the plurality of worldviews by means of so-
called philosophical neutrality. This would be the case especially with
respect to the first cognitive element: seriousness. Nussbaum accepts
that societies and individuals vary in what they take as a serious source
of suffering, but she argues that the central disasters to which a human
life is exposed are fairly constant. They are constant inasmuch as all
people will deal with their own death and that of a loved one, but
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even death is experienced around the world within a wide variety of
symbological universes. In the case of loss or damage to external
goods, the spectrum seriousness attached to the same kind of loss
across the world will face an even wider variety of perception. The
second cognitive element would also be exposed to the same kind of
objection, yet I believe that an even stronger one can be elaborated on
the basis of its cultural partiality. Nussbaum says that compassion will
be felt as long as suffering is not deserved: “Insofar as we believe that
a person has come to grief through his or her own fault, we will blame
and reproach, rather than having compassion” (2001, 311). I believe
that this kind of judgment emanates from a historical type of judg-
mental morality with Judeo-Christian ancestry. Here, the idea of
responsibility of the individual agent takes precedence over compas-
sion, even when seen as a partial and mundane emotion. However, my
feelings of compassion are very much in order for a loved person who
has made moral mistakes and now suffers for them and even for some-
body I do not know who is found guilty and sent to the death row.
This latter case is illustrated by the kind of feelings that Camus makes
us to feel for Mersault in his L’Éstranger ([1942] 1989). I do not
agree with defining nondesert as a cognitive element for compassion,
where it may justify the presence of this emotion rationally and make
it more akin to normative rational thought, but it does not necessarily
determine the presence or absence of compassionate feelings in all
cultural settings and in every embodied person around the world.

The third cognitive element in compassion that Nussbaum defines
is the one judgment that I believe may transcend cultural and contextual
particularities. Initially, Nussbaum poses it as the judgment of equal
possibilities, the one that is congenial with Rawls’s “original position.”
As has been explained, children learn to be compassionate by means of
a qualitative jump from self-centered interests, to being able to imagine
themselves in the situation of somebody else who suffers. This is the
reason why education in arts and humanities (Nussbaum refers to the
literary use of tragic predicaments) may help the imaginative efforts
of people in this direction, especially when growing up. This initial
judgment is still very much couched in self-interest and, according to
Nussbaum, is not yet legitimate compassion. However, it allows for
people’s imagination and emotional concern to be extended until
people genuinely regard the absence of suffering in other people’s lives
(even distant others) as an important part of their own “scheme of
goals and ends.” This is the eudaimonistic judgment through which
somebody can feel compassion when witnessing somebody else suffer-
ing: “She must take that person’s ill as affecting her own flourishing.
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In effect, she must make herself vulnerable in the person of another”
(2001, 319). I believe that Nussbaum considers this a position of
“vulnerability” because her own philosophical enterprise is situated
within the historical ideal type of reality. In this type of reality, liberalism
regards the autonomous individual as a value in itself, and so the indi-
vidual makes her autonomous self vulnerable when she shares some-
one else’s plight. On the other hand, and from a republican tradition
(communitarian), the individual is also a historical entity, a self with
constitutive attachments and external needs. According to Nussbaum,
compassion is also a type of love in which the self is seen as partly con-
stituted of attachments to other things and persons. The idea of a
wider self constituted by its attachments helps us conceive of the pos-
sibility to extend such self beyond individuality: “compassion pushes the
boundaries of the self further outward than many types of love”
(Nussbaum 2001, 300). The problem with an extension of self into its
own constitutive attachments is that compassion remains a particularis-
tic emotion, a category that only allows for the self to be extended up
to a limited amount of relationships and objects of concern. As will be
shown below, the aspect of attachment related to love is problematic
when seeing love and compassion as arising from Absolute emptiness.

I propose to contemplate compassion as a universal category. This
arises, not from actual human interaction, but from a philosophical
position that conceives it as emanating from ideal Absolute emptiness.
As has been explained earlier, sunyata takes place in an aspiration to
merge the self with the universe, which includes people and all living
entities as well as everything else. This union is not anthropocentric,
and yet it includes the intentional union of the “I” and the other.
Here, particular experience can reflect universality in its uniqueness,
but this is a spiritual union that does not take place discursively—even
as it leaves its marks on ordinary human interaction, in the synchronic
figures of forgiveness, compassion, and trust. I will deal with these ele-
ments and how they relate to a wider political theory in the concluding
part of this book. However, here I want to stress that they are human
emotions pointing to the ideal transhistorical “near side” beyond exis-
tential nihility, that of agape and compassion (karuna). This is what
Nishitani calls the structure of religious love:

Here the absolute self-negation that sees the telos of the self not in the
self but in all things and the absolute self-affirmation that sees the orig-
inal selfness of the self in all things are one. (Nishitani 1982, 277)

When Absolute emptiness is an ideal of disciplined interaction, one
sees oneself in everyone else, each conscious self becomes a monad
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that will reflect oneself in the constant expansion of consciousness:
The other is everyone that I perceive as an embodied self and interaction
should lead me to the realization of the illusion of otherness.

Here, it will be helpful to contrast this type of expansion of self with
how Husserl conceives of the relationship between transcendental Egos
and how they relate to the world and to their own as well as other’s
mundane or empirical egos. In his Cartesian Meditations (1977),
Husserl distinguishes a succession of four levels of constitution, and
each of them presupposes the one before: First, the constitution of
“other Ego,” then Ego-community, the objective world, and the last,
the constitution of “people as objects in this objective world and as giv-
ing worldly sense to transcendental Egos” (Hammond et al. 1991,
215). But this ultimately produces a community of transcendental Egos
that can never overcome their individuality, for this is fettered to their
worldly sense. According to transcendental phenomenology, every per-
son that I encounter is a transcendental subject that their empirical
person refers to. The problem for this type of investigation, as Sartre in
his Being and Nothingness ([1943] 1995) and Luhmann in his Social
Systems (1995) contend, is that in it Husserl gives no apparent basis for
connecting the consciousnesses of transcendental Egos in what he calls
an “intermonadological intersubjectivity.” As Ricoeur puts it;

The descriptive spirit and the requirement of constitution tend to meet
but fail to blend into each other for according to the idealistic requirement
of constitution, the Other must be a modification of my Ego and accord-
ing to the realistic character of description, the Other never ceases to
exclude himself from the sphere of “my monad.” (1967b, 130)

Nevertheless, from a phenomenological perspective, awareness of
embodiment allows for diversity in the modality of “appearance.” I
believe that Husserl’s epoché or “bracketing” of reality as mere appear-
ance, of suspending judgment about reality’s existence, is congenial
with the mystic type’s contemplation of the world as an illusion of
actuality. As the world becomes the “world-perceived-in-the-reflective-
life,” it is inappropriate to ask at what point the phenomenologist will
remove the brackets and establish direct contact with reality. To be
able to do that would mean that we are able to access knowledge with-
out limitations. Husserl shares with Kant the attack on traditional the-
ory of knowledge in the sense that his phenomenology conceives of
“transcendence” as the external world that transcends my experience,
my sphere of ownness:

Husserl has a different idea of what “transcendence” is. One has
experiences of something “out-there.” This “out-there” is an aspect of
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the experience. One experiences, for example the die, with all its horizons,
as something which is an object which goes beyond one’s particular
perception or experience of it. One has a sense of what is beyond
particular experiences; but it is a sense which is explicated by describing
all the other possible experiences which are implicit in the actual one. It
is seen as transcendent because one can never have all the possible expe-
riences of it. That is the sense in which the transcendent world “goes
beyond” experience. One has this sense of the transcendent; and for
Husserl this is all we need. (Hammond et al. 1991, 85)

And so, the only reality that there is, is the one articulated by the tran-
scendental Ego about the transcendent reality, the consciousness that
grounds any phenomenological experience of reality. Again, this is
congenial with the reflexive orientation to the “near side” transhistor-
ical realm, to Absolute emptiness. In this reflexive orientation, the self
is existentially vividly aware of the suchness of people in bodies, living
entities, and things, whose existence is based on their nonexistence, in
their constant de-actualization and renewal, and so may be considered
a mere appearance. The problem of intermonadological intersubjec-
tivity, the union of transcendental Egos, cannot be solved for the
purposes of producing valid knowledge. However, it may be solved
philosophically in awareness that Absolute emptiness allows for them
to merge in an ideal all-encompassing emotion of universal compas-
sion or perfect love.

Universal compassion arises in the synchronic moment of mutual
recognition of self and universe, and moves ethically toward contem-
plation of the “near side” transhistorical realm. This is an ideal or an
ethical orientation that moral reflection cannot dispense with. I argue
that only from the perspective of universal compassion can we over-
come non-compassionate objectification of the other, where the master
objectifies the slave through exploitation and the slave objectifies the
master through desire. The relationship between the self and the
other is complementary from a synchronic perspective of phenome-
nological observation. It is in this sense that Luce Irigaray considers
that only the gaze of the Buddha in “selfless, nurturant relation to the
world” escapes the dialectics of domination (Jay 1993, 538). The syn-
chronic perspective of the mystic type is based on an absolute “near
side” of transhistorical reality as agape (religious love) and karuna
(compassion). In contrast to this, the divided universe of the histori-
cal type of reality between world and transcendence is unable to con-
ceive of universal union with the other because it sees the realm of
wrongness as real, and its existence is regarded as a border horizon
with otherness—even if there is an assumption, in the notion of
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progress, that this horizon will eventually disappear. It is important to
bear in mind that this division came by through a particular cosmo-
logical mythos and a culturally determined vivid awareness of individual
responsibility (see chapter 4, third section).

In spite of this critique on moral reflection that is solely based on
historical reality, the ideal of autonomous individuality has produced
and grounded institutions that sustain and coordinate global interaction.
It is important to stress that the historical view of reality is an essential
step in the development of human creativity toward the possibility of
global interaction. The moral individual, even if produced by contrast
to evil, is a gem of the Judeo-Christian tradition that eventually
became secularized in its universalistic responsibility toward the rest of
humanity, in its ideal clarity about intentionality, in its intellectual dis-
cipline, and in its formal organizational possibilities. The historical
possibility of internalizing the concept of universe, even if only as an
abstract conception, creates awareness of a shared ideal as the basis of
civilized interaction. This kind of refined interaction is produced by
belief and practice of autonomous individuality as a universal ideal,
but I argue that the synchronic order of events in time brings to the
fore awareness about important aspects of modern interaction, which
is now global. The new disciplinary chore for our tradition of knowledge
is to suspend judgment upon the other, which according to mystic
metaphysics, is only a constant judgment upon the “I.” If the “I” and
the other are not embraced as one, the moral individual remains
trapped in an ontological, albeit transcendental, individuality.

For the purposes of moral reflection, I propose the convergence of
the ethical orientation to the “near side” and that of the “far side”
transhistorical realms—even as we may contemplate them as imagi-
nary. The “far side” orientation regards both world and transcendence
as real, the lowly world aspiring to reach the exalted transcendence. I
have tried to show in chapter 4 that this orientation produces respon-
sible agents with moral scruples. My position is that this ideal individ-
ual self ought to encounter the ideal self who aspires to its own
dissolution in the emptiness of non-ego. This encounter will organize
what I call a common human moral space as the basis for a moral phi-
losophy of the global age. Here, it is illustrative to resort to founda-
tional symbols of the historical type as well as of the mystic type.
Apocalypse can be seen as a spiritual symbol that signals the end of
history in Absolute emptiness, the absolute “near side” of transhistor-
ical reality. This transhistorical realm is seen as an ideal-type signpost
around which the synchronic perspective of ethical reflection and
emotional involvement can be organized. This synchronic perspective
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is built here as contemplating both the “near side” as well as the “far
side” transhistorical realms simultaneously. These ideal realms that lie
beyond history can be regarded as guiding principles for ethical reflec-
tion or as ideal–typical signposts that mark different orientations
toward universe. The “far side” tendency describes complex multi-
plicity following the disciplinary mandates of factuality and idealizes
the autonomous individual person; the “near side” tendency points
toward transcending physical separation and regards human mind as
an ideally collective spiritual universe.

“History symbolically ends,” says Frye, “at the point at which
master and servant become the same person, and represent the same
thing” (1982, 91). In the Christian historical symbolism, this possi-
bility has a “once and for all” quality in the life of Jesus Christ, the
perfect Son of God, who took the form of a historical character and
walked the earth, but it is based on the expectation of an end of time
(and the world) in Apocalypse. From a synchronic perspective, it is
possible to conceive of this kind of love without the need of a factual
Second coming, yet with a symbological one in the acceptance of a
transhistorical realm located on the “near side” of the self. From this
standpoint, every object of historicity has its origin in Absolute empti-
ness and the notion of self is extended to everything and everyone.
From this standpoint, no intellectual or positive criteria may be
defined in order to rule interaction and equality. This is why it still
needs the “far side” transhistorical realm to differentiate human rules
and agreements that are constantly actualized. Nevertheless, the “near
side” is an ideal realm of self from which the most authentic kind of
morality emanates without falling into the problems of legalism; it is
an ideal realm of universal compassion. As Nishitani puts it:

True equality is not simply a matter of an equality of human rights and
the ownership of property. Such equality concerns man as the subject
of desires and rights and comes down, in the final analysis, to the self-
centered mode of being of man himself. It has yet to depart fundamentally
from the principles of self-love. And therein the roots of discord and
strife lie ever concealed. True equality, on the contrary, comes about in
what we might call the reciprocal interchange of absolute inequality,
such that the self and the other stand simultaneously in the position of
absolute master and absolute servant with regard to one another. It is
an equality in love. (1982, 285)
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6

Conclusion

In this concluding chapter, I discuss why it is that the source of our
morality—the present moment of meaningful interaction—ought to be
based on compassionate moral maxims that aspire to universal justice,
mediated by experience, tradition, and rationality. The present
moment of the conscious and embodied self may aspire either to
autonomous individuality or to universal compassion, or may regard
itself simply as an embodied part of a particular collectivity with its
own traditions, but I argue from a phenomenological perspective that
these aspirations and conceptions of self are not mutually exclusive
and may be experienced at the same time. What this means is that the
ethical/moral human self is a lot more complex than it has been
generally conceded in political philosophy and that it may go beyond
mere individuality. I argue that the only meeting point for worldviews
is the synchronic moment of interaction that takes place in the pres-
ent, which ought to be based on a simultaneous mutual recognition
between the self and the other. I also argue that this ought to be a
critical–hermeneutical, as well as a compassionate recognition. The
reason why this model is able to conjugate all of these theoretical
perspectives is because it is grounded on synchronicity: the present
moment of simultaneous recognition. A further argument based on
this model is that the temporal essence of trust abides in the syn-
chronic aspect of human interaction, and it is a better perspective from
which to deal with it conceptually. I argue that trust generally escapes
the definition of how it is produced because, when regarded from the
perspective of diachrony, we can only appreciate its beneficial effects
but not its source.

In this book, I have forged the theoretical basis to construct a
common human moral space, based on the model of human cognition
that I proposed in chapter 3 and Keiji Nishitani’s transhistorical “near
side” and “far side” perspectives as developed in chapter 4. A common
human space for the practice of morality is based on what I call the
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present moment of meaningful experience that is absolutely particular
and determined by the cultural worldview conveyed in its referential
frameworks (Taylor 1989). Nevertheless, even in the most intimately
and particularly determined worldview, cosmology, or personal narra-
tive, I argue that it is desirable that both the ideals of universal
compassion and autonomous moral reason be the neutral arbiters that
could control the arbitrariness of local particularities. Nevertheless,
in spite of wrapping the conclusion in such moral universal basis, I
assume that this common moral space ought to be defined at the same
time as never losing sight of our embodied individuality, our concrete
embodiment, which cannot escape the particularities of its local exis-
tence. Both of the transcendentalist views of reality (historical and
mystic) can only produce moral ideals to be pursued ethically and par-
ticularly from each of the concrete corners of the world where people
live and experience their particular type of reality. So both the tran-
scendental subject autonomous self and the mystic Absolute emptiness
are moral ideals that people aspire to by means of disciplined
practice—but precisely because of this, they are not reified in human
interaction in an absolute manner. In chapters 4 and 5, I argued that in
globalized Modernity, it is desirable that the ideal of autonomous
individuality be complemented by that of universal compassion in
people’s disciplined practice of being moral selves. Yet, it is important
to bear in mind that these ideals are seen as guiding the interaction of an
embodied and vulnerable humanity that never ceases to be primitive
and embodied, enacting reality in a huge variety of particular narratives
and cosmologies (what people believe to be real).

What I call the global age refers to the contemporary importance of
the global level of interaction in which the main actors are not national
states, but embodied individuals connected through organizations.
They are the source of ethics in the global realm of interaction for, at
that level, all forms of republicanism breakdown—even Habermas’s
universalistic Kantian republicanism (1998). This is because, at the
global realm of interaction, there is no unitary political association
backed by what Weber called the “legitimate monopoly of violence,”
and so, there is no enforceable legal realm of the type that traditionally
sustains contractual political philosophy. Granted, there are rules in
the global realm of interaction, but they more readily coordinate than
govern it. Here, the main problem is not the autonomy of the indi-
vidual self and how she relates to others through legal and impersonal
institutions. Rather, the problem has to do with the question of
whether there can be a common substantive basis for global modern
interaction that is displaced from the national state type of legality.
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To be sure, as has been said in chapter 4, modern institutions—the
market and the state—shape the ways in which people interact in
the globalized world. And yet I pose the problem this way because
this allows us to see our human condition beyond the institutional
achievements of Modernity, beyond the comfortable confines of people
holding membership to different political associations in the world—
which of course, produce different types and qualities of citizenship.

Why do I pose the problem this way, after having insisted that the
global realm of interaction is ruled by modern institutions? I believe
that an obliged point of departure is the disciplined practice of
the modern ideal of individuality and her cognitive ability to lead her
life according to autonomously achieved universalizable principles
of action. However, as has been explained in chapter 5, this type of
morality does not cover all aspects of what it is to be a moral person
on the basis of universality. A common human moral space goes
beyond modern individuality in order to be able to include the possi-
bility of universal compassion as an ideal. Also, as the primitive type of
reality illustrates, this moral space ought to take into account the
embodied, vulnerable, and frail aspect of being a human animal,
especially when growing up. And so, my proposal is liberal and
cosmopolitan: It is liberal because it is based on individual and embodied
consciousness that practices the ideal of autonomous individuality—
however imperfectly. It is cosmopolitan because it acknowledges that
embodied autonomous individuality is not enough to rule the ethical
life of people in general in the world, especially not when interaction
ceases to be mediated by modern institutions, and incompatible
cosmologies become the justification for conflict. This is the reason
why the cosmopolitan element of my proposal is based on a hermeneu-
tical will to understand nonliberal human conceptions of the good
life, worldviews, cosmologies that coexist with that of individual
autonomy—sometimes in the same person. But this simple type of
hermeneutics is not all that is needed, for following Paul Ricoeur in
his Hermeneutics & the Human Sciences (1981), I argue that there is
also a need to create the possibilities for a critique of such world
cosmologies—even of the liberal one—with respect to embodied
experience and particular context. And so this common human moral
space is the meeting realm for a hermeneutics of tradition as well as a
critique of ideology that can be practiced by an individual embodied
self orientated both to moral reason and universal compassion.

My proposal is framed within Ricoeur’s challenge of what he char-
acterizes as the “fundamental gesture of philosophy” that discloses an
alternative between either submitting to the power of history over us
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for the sake of understanding or defying the benightedness of inherited
ideas, ideologies, or narratives:

Is this gesture an avowal of the historical conditions to which all human
understanding is subsumed under the reign of finitude? Or rather is it,
in the last analysis, an act of defiance, a critical gesture, relentlessly
repeated and indefinitely turned against “false consciousness,” against
the distortions of human communication which conceal the permanent
exercise of domination and power? (1981, 63)

Here, Ricoeur refers to hermeneutical consciousness and critical
consciousness. He questions the very fact that the fundamental gesture
of philosophy be posed as an alternative between these two types of
consciousness, and challenges that these gestures be necessarily “foreign
and purely hostile” to each other. Rather, he proposes them as com-
plimentary, even if he does not propose to fuse them in the same system.
He is well aware that they both aspire to universality from very different
perspectives: Hermeneutics is humble because it recognizes that
people are located in history and context, and also that the basis of
what people can know is always a particular tradition of knowledge, or
“prejudice.” Critical theory is defiant because it universalizes what
Habermas calls the “interest in emancipation,” or the necessarily
constant and indefinite questioning of concealed forms of arbitrary
domination. Nevertheless Ricoeur wants to explore the possibility of
hermeneutics and critique to recognize each other as raising legitimate
claims, even if they do so from very distinct points of departure.
“I readily admit, along with Gadamer,” says Ricoeur, “that each of the
two theories speaks from a different place; but I hope to show that
each can recognize the other’s claim to universality in a way which
marks the place of one in the structure of the other” (1981, 64).
Here, Nishitani’s conceptions of the “far side” and “near side” tran-
scendental realms are helpful in explaining why Ricoeur sees in the
structure of both theories a place of convergence within the other.
These transcendentalist perspectives also allow us to frame the universal
ideals of compassion and moral reason within what I am trying to
define as a common human moral space.

In the second section in chapter 4, I referred to the “far side” trans-
historical realm as the type of transcendence that ideal historical reality
legitimizes as real. I have also argued that the conception of universality
in any view of reality is genetically tied to that of transcendence. On
these theoretical bases, I now want to propose that the transhistorical
“far side” realm organizes reality for both hermeneutics and critical
theory so that we can recognize one in the structure of the other.
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With respect to hermeneutics, its stance values tradition and refuses to
judge it from an imaginary absolute autonomous perspective: my tra-
dition produces the disciplinary basis of my knowledge. Hermeneutics
creates the possibility for understanding particular traditions and this
attitude can be said to be critical of abstract ideas of self that do not
contemplate history or context. In Gadamer, this may seem as an
aspiration to emptiness of self that may be seen as congenial with the
“near side” transhistorical realm. However, he never really achieves it,
as hermeneutics is tied to ontological assumptions about the reality of
the individual historical ego—that is, the ego qua embodied personality.
This displaces hermeneutics from achieving the Absolute emptiness
of the “near side”: When the nonreality of the reflecting self is apparent,
her “being” is seen as supported by her historical consciousness. With
respect to the critical stance though, it is not even close to approaching
the “near side”: It stands on the substantive basis of emancipation and
depends on the “far side” perspective to be able to extricate itself from
the ruling ideology, judge, and criticize the hidden workings of power
and domination in it. Gadamer’s meta-critique, or his “critique of the
critique,” is very clear when pointing exactly at where the critical sub-
stantive basis lies; “an exhaustive critique of prejudice—and hence of
ideology—is impossible since there is no zero point from which it
could proceed” (Ricoeur 1981, 71). I argue that the “zero point”
from which it actually proceeds is precisely the “far side” transcendental
realm of historicity.

Nevertheless, I also argue that hermeneutics resorts to that “zero
point” as well, as a “far side” organizing principle of time and
history—even if it refuses to stand on it. In the historical ideal type of
reality, the “far side” renders diachrony as the legitimate type of order
of events in time, and it is to the legitimacy of this diachrony to which
hermeneutics turns when it realizes that it cannot stand on the sub-
jectivity of the reflective self on its own. This is why Ricoeur tells
us that a historical consciousness’ “prejudice” precedes “judgment”:
“History precedes me and my reflection; I belong to history before
I belong to myself ” (1981, 68). This is illustrated by how in his Truth
and Method (1989), Gadamer rejects the Diltheyan reliance on the
conscious self, where subjectivity remains the ultimate source of
reflection. The notion of the subjectivity of a conscious self gives
credence to the divide between subjective reflection and an objective
world, which is characteristic of the Enlightenment. The latter legit-
imized objectivity as truth while the Romantic tradition saw in sub-
jectivist representations of reality an escape to the totalizing thrust of
reason. But, as has been said, this produced a mere opposition that is
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anyway determined by the Enlightenment’s conception of self and
reality. In contrast to this, Gadamer rehabilitates phenomenologically
the Romantic concepts of prejudice, authority, and tradition in order
to find their essence that the Enlightenment devalued, and thus
ground consciousness beyond subjectivity. Prejudice to Gadamer is
essential for understanding, the point of departure for anyone to
know anything further than what they already know. This is grounded
in an opposition to the conception of traditional authority that in the
Enlightenment is essentially related to blind obedience, but Gadamer
highlights that authority is also sustained by recognition. Such recog-
nition makes it possible for traditions to be practiced and handed
down in history: “A tradition must be seized, taken up and maintained;
hence it demands an act of reason” (Ricoeur 1981, 73). This leads
Gadamer to the importance of historical consciousness in such
endeavor, which the reflecting subject on her own could not possibly
sustain. This marks “the resurgence of the historical dimension over
the moment of reflection” (Ricoeur 1981, 68). However, as I have
argued in the second section in chapter 4, this historical dimension is
organized with respect to the “far side” transhistorical realm. With
Gadamer, hermeneutics abandons observation of the ideal autonomous
individual self in order to highlight the historical essence of embodied
selves who can only reflect within the cultural consequences of such
historicity. But the possibility of this type of reflection is ultimately
grounded in the “far side” transhistorical realm of historicity; the
zero-point that produces indefinite time progression, the organizing
axis of such infinity. In contrast to this, in Absolute emptiness,
hermeneutic historicity still needs to apprehend the un-reality of the
embodied individual in the “near side” transhistorical realm. Thus,
both the hermeneutic and the critical consciousnesses are structured
with respect to the “far side” transhistorical realm of absolute judg-
ment and history.

As I have mentioned, I propose the construction of a common
human moral space that takes into account both the “far side” and the
“near side” transhistorical realms, as well as the embodied and mun-
dane primitive aspect of being human. In order to do this, I resort to
the model of cognition proposed in chapter 3 (see figure 3.1), where
the present moment of meaningful interaction lies at the center and is
regarded as the source of human experience and morality. This present
moment is necessarily determined by its particularity and so I do not
intend to define a human space that imposes itself universally and thus
cancels particular views of what it is to lead a moral/ethical life. This
common space of morality is proposed from a hermeneutic reflexive
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awareness of the culture-specific analytical tools that it uses. That is, its
reflexive basis is modern–liberal thought, even as it includes structurally
an interpretation of the “near side” transcendental realm of mysticism.
This can only be an interpretation because, according to the mystic
ethos and practice, this realm must be experienced in silence; it can-
not be merely spoken of, for in that way it loses its empty essence.
Absolute emptiness as an experience is necessarily silent and so is the
“near side” transcendental realm. Nevertheless, as I have argued, the
“near side” and “far side” transhistorical realms may be posed as ideals
and aspirations. The “near side” realm remains silent and the realm
from which we can speak in analytical and abstract language is the “far
side” transcendental perspective. From this ideal perspective, both the
hermeneutic and the critical modern attitudes toward knowledge are
very useful in order to define the cognitive possibilities of the common
human moral space that I propose.

This common space has its center in the present moment of mean-
ingful interaction and its moving horizons expand phenomenologically
either toward the ideal “far side” or the “near side” transhistorical
realms. The latter is characterized by its Absolute emptiness, and so in
our mundane musings about an ethical life, it may be seen as an ideal
center within the intimate sphere of the present moment, a signpost
for our moral orientation to universal compassion. In mystic practice
though, Absolute emptiness is conceived to be experienced as a spiritual
Enlightenment that necessarily takes place synchronically within the
present moment of meaningful interaction—interaction with tran-
scendence, as it were. But this interaction is displaced from the realm
of critical or hermeneutic analysis—as I have said, it remains silent
because it is absolutely compassionate and absolutely forgiving, and so
nonjudgmental in essence. In contrast to this, the “far side” transcen-
dental realm organizes a type of morality that demands constant
attention to worldly reality, either in a substantive search for freedom
or in an awareness of the universal effects of history on human under-
standing and knowledge. The morality that arises from the “far side”
can be enunciated as universalizable maxims of action, the liberal and
critical thrust toward human worldly emancipation, but also the
hermeneutic awareness that it is impossible to seek absolute and
universal validity for any form of human knowledge.

And so, the ideal movement of critique toward the “far side”
defines the critical attitude to stand beyond ideology or prejudice in
order to judge it, and the ideal movement of hermeneutics away from
it defines the attitude to understand the relative validity of all forms of
human particularity. From the “far side” transcendental realm emerges
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critique, the transcendental subject that dares to use judgment instead of
appealing to tradition, and so is able to display moral reason and arrive at
universalizable principles of action. This poses the possibility of consid-
ering, both the critical–Marxist tradition and that of the Enlightenment
as having a common thrust toward human emancipation—this is illus-
trated by the intellectual development of a thinker like Habermas, in
whom both traditions meet. Critical theory and liberalism share the
substantive orientation toward a celebration of human freedom while
in the world—freedom from arbitrary power, particular bondage,
ideology, tradition. Nevertheless, Ricoeur reminds us that even if we
could be too ready to see the critique of ideology as opposed to
hermeneutics of tradition, critical theory itself has traditional roots
that frame the power of its emancipating mission:

Critique is also a tradition. I would even say that it plunges into the most
impressive tradition that of liberating acts, of the Exodus and the
Resurrection. Perhaps there would be no more interest in emancipation,
no more anticipation of freedom, if the Exodus and the Resurrection
were effaced from the memory of mankind . . . (1981, 99–100)

Ricoeur basically tells us that the liberating mission emanates from a
“tradition” sustained by means of its own “prejudices” and principles
of authority. Only, it is a tradition of “emancipation” rather than one
of “recollection.” This is the hermeneutical point in which tradition
and critique meet. And so, a common human moral space is both
hermeneutical and critical at the same time. It is hermeneutical
because it is aware that both embodied individuality and group-ethics
cannot be transcended in an absolute manner—not even by means of
philosophical neutrality. And it is critical because although it recog-
nizes that it speaks from a transcendental imaginary place, this ideal
perspective enshrines the normative principle of emancipation. And
so, eventhough both hermeneutics and critique are theoretically
organized from the “far side” transcendental realm, they can be
placed in an expansive tension with respect to each other: Critique
ideally moves toward the “far side” transhistorical realm and hermeneu-
tics structurally moves away from it toward the particularity of con-
textualized consciousness, which in my model is represented by the
present moment of meaningful interaction.

I have defined ideal orientations toward moral reason and critique
(“far side”) and universal compassion (“near side”), and I have also
pointed at how the historical reality that the “far side” transcendental
perspective discloses, structures the hermeneutic attitude of under-
standing particular tradition also sustained by a universal assumption
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about a common humanity. It is to this attitude that I now turn in
order to show that the common human moral space that I propose
may be guided by distinct moral orientations, and yet it will always be
framed by particular worldviews and personal narratives—sometimes
by a few of them that coexist simultaneously in the present moment of
meaningful interaction.The space that I refer to is formed during
childhood, in the midst of “love and play”: Caring relationships and a
constant mimicking of the adult particular world where the child
grows up. This is congenial with Charles Taylor’s representation of
the “self in the moral space” in his Sources of the Self (1989). Taylor
uses spatial metaphors to argue against naturalist reductions of the
human self, and to remind us that what he calls frameworks or shared
references, especially ethical ones, are culture and context specific:

To articulate a framework is to explicate what makes sense of our moral
responses. That is, when we try to spell out what it is that we presuppose
when we judge that a certain form of life is truly worth while or place
out dignity in a certain achievement or status, or define our moral obli-
gations in a certain manner, we find ourselves articulating inter alia
what I have been calling here “frameworks.” (Taylor 1989, 26)

He uses the metaphor of a map to represent the orientation to the
good within those frameworks. For the map to be useful in this orien-
tation, the important places need to be marked and people also need
to know where they stand with respect to those important places. This
representation of a moral space includes three elements: First, “our
understanding of what makes a full life” usually related to a compre-
hensive conception of the good; second, “our sense of respect for and
obligations to others” or the fact that human interaction is mediated
by socially upheld principles, and last “our sense of ourselves as
commanding (attitudinal) respect” (1989, 15), or a sense for personal
dignity. An idea of a good life, respect for others, and self-respect—
including a display of such attitude in the public sphere—constitute
the three moral dimensions that provide the basis for the qualitative
discriminations that we make in moral decisions. Taylor is aware that
this representation is not without its Western cultural bias, yet it
includes some of the elements that we can imagine to be important in
the vicinity of the present moment of meaningful interaction. The
actual way in which these dimensions, or any others that may arise
from culture specific references, can only be approached hermeneuti-
cally is by means of an act of understanding through empathy.

The embodied individual, her integrity, and her dignity are also
related to how she manages to sustain as valid her worldview or
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conception of the good. A hermeneutical attitude of understanding
ought to be applied in the first instance, to concentrate on the historical
and narrative particularity of those whom we interact with. This is
the reason why I include the need of a hermeneutic of traditions in
this model for human morality. The common human moral space that
I propose seeks understanding of the diverse human practices in
the world before any critical or liberal judgment is passed on them.
Autonomous individuality and a normative direction toward political
and/or financial worldly emancipation are not necessarily every single
culture’s absolute objectives, even if the world order makes them
every national state’s objectives. One could argue that such hermeneutic
attitude before critique may sanction collective practices that may
diminish the value of the individual self. Nevertheless, in this moral
space, the autonomous individual as an abstract principle does not
necessarily have an ascendance over other ethical principles that may
arise in a situation where a moral decision has to be made. This space
contemplates embodied individuals as prior to abstract individuality
and this is the basis for it to conceive of itself as a liberal position. Yet,
this is also the basis for seeing how universal compassion, as the alter-
native moral universal principle, may temper the absolute presupposi-
tions of individual autonomy as the moral basis of modern society
under the conditions of globalization. It is remarkable to realize that
both universal compassion and the hermeneutics of tradition may be
seen to converge in this aspiration, even if they arise from different
transhistorical perspectives. In the model I propose, the “near side” is
an ideal center that overlaps with the embodied, contextualized, and
particular present moment of meaningful experience, while hermeneu-
tics moves toward the particularity of this present moment from the
“far side” perspective.

Throughout this book I have tried to ground the validity of
ideal–typical worldviews alternative to the modern one, in order to
highlight the importance of the ideas of time and language in their
construction. As has been discussed, the hermeneutical–critical stance
is engaged in an attempt to understand historically and empathically
not only the particular ways in which people interact through language,
but also judge them from the perspective of worldly emancipation. I
now turn to the two perspectives on time that I have referred to in
this book: synchrony and diachrony. The historical type of reality,
Modernity, contemplates diachrony as the legitimate order of events
in time, while primitivity and spirituality converge in legitimizing their
cosmological order through synchrony. As has been explained in
chapters 3 and 5, there are qualitative differences in this convergence,
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yet, the disclosure of this realm of time allows for the human self to
expand beyond the confines of the embodied individual toward the
human group, and farther still, toward the universe itself in Absolute
emptiness and universal compassion. The synchronic order of events
in time, in simultaneity, is an important source for moral reflection: It
helps us see each other standing on the same planet right now and it
helps us see that it is not only idealistic to propose a common human
morality that contemplates universal compassion, but also an urgent
necessity. As has been mentioned before, it is a modern emotion to
hold a Faustic fear when facing the power of the modern self and the
modern way of knowing and controlling the world; but this is only a
cultural habit: The power of Modernity breaks down in the face of our
animality in death and also when human faith displaces moral reason
as a valid universal basis against fundamental imperatives. When modern
institutions lose their power to coordinate human interaction, it can
only be reinstalled through the common human language of universal
compassion.

The ideals of Absolute emptiness and universal compassion emerge
from the “near side” transhistorical perspective and they disclose syn-
chrony as an absolute timeframe for reality. That is, it conceives of
no reality apart from the eternal present moment, here and now, a
perspective from which all historical time and the stories it tells
are considered as ontologically illusory. From the perspective of
diachronic historical time, the eternal present of the “near side” has no
ontological reality; the movement from past to future in conscious-
ness does. However, one ought to bear in mind that both of these
orientations are ideal types. In the daily reality of our embodiment
and the concrete world that we experience, both time perspectives can
be seen to organize human order. I argue that the historical view of
reality of the modern world is still to discover the practical aspect
of the synchronic order of time, and this aspect has become more
notorious in contemporary awareness about global interaction. In the
modern world, we are very familiar with how the diachronic order of
events in time organizes interaction, and this is a very concrete aspect
of the modern conception of time as a type of commodity. However,
the order of events in simultaneity presupposes mutual recognition
between the ones who converge in their productive–creative endeavors.
Awareness about simultaneity has gained importance in globalization,
which in contemporary Modernity has multiplied interaction through-
out the world in a much more intense, diversified, and extended
manner than ever before in history. Through the global network of
communications, we can make part of our daily life relevant facts, and
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political, economical, social, and even cultural concerns of far away
lands almost at the moment when they happen, as well as interact with
people in those lands systematically, based on such knowledge. We see
in diachronic time the beneficial effects of such interaction, but I have
tried to develop in this book the conceptual tools to see that their
source is cooperation based on trust, which abides in the synchronic
order of events in time.

As has been argued, the mundane experience of trust is an essential
element in the preservation of liberal institutions, but trust is one of
the most problematic concepts in sociological theories of human
interaction (Luhmann 1979; Misztal 1996). I argue that this is the
case because trust has a synchronic essence that has not been defined
conceptually to approach this “slippery” concept. It is hard to define
trust systematically, because it involves emotion, risk, and uncertainty.
In her book Trust in Modern Societies (1996), Misztal tells us that the
concept of trust has many connotations and that the oldest one refers
to faith, or trust in a supernatural power that the human being feels
dependent upon. Whoever trusts takes a risk under conditions of
uncertainty, and in spite of them, and this type of risk is essential in
modern interaction. For example, technological innovation—the
source of wealth in contemporary Modernity—is a type of trusting
behavior that is systematized in big companies, and that can be consid-
ered as heroic and isolated in small entrepreneurs. In the former, this
has become an imperative to remain competitive; in entrepreneurs,
one can explain it as a “calling” to an emotional involvement of their
personalities with risk. This idea will be expounded upon in a different
work, for it lies beyond the scope of the present one. However, trust
is not risk, nor is it uncertainty—even if it involves these concepts.

I propose to define trust within the temporal realm of events that
happen in simultaneity. The person who trusts, even as she considers
past and possible future experience before this decision, at the moment
of displaying the trusting behavior, she must suspend judgment: Trust
takes place at the realm of synchronicity. Before and after a trusting
behavior, many reasons may arise to reflect about the appropriateness
of such decision. Yet, the essential instant of trust is absolutely framed
in the present and absolutely necessary for cooperation. In interaction,
synchrony discloses a realm of events where we are aware of each
other’s existence in simultaneity, and trust is a synchronic recognition
between embodied individuals, without which there is no productive
and creative cooperation. And so trust takes place in an embodied
recognition of the other in an instant that is empty of past and future.
It is essential to realize that human interaction and cooperation in
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general are made of such moments, but global interaction multiplies
them. This brings to the fore the synchronic order of events in time as
a useful conceptual aid for understanding contemporary human
behavior.

Nevertheless, a synchronic realm of interaction also reveals the
phenomenological position that I have held throughout this book,
according to which what we know ought to be “bracketed,” seen as
mere appearance, not taken to be absolute truth. It also leads us to a
moral emptiness of self, where all concrete reality is an illusion of our
attachment to our ego. This stance is aware that any conception of
human order—such as the theory proposed in this book—is also
always essentially a metaphorical tale, as it is based in useful myths or
ideals that are imaginatively and emotionally cognized. I have proposed
that contemporary global interaction of all types (political, economic,
social, commercial) ought to be based on a common human moral
space organized as the tension between moral reason and universal
compassion. However, the reflective moral self standing at the present
moment of meaningful experience ought to be simultaneously aware
that she is a primitive entity, the human animal, telling tales to shelter
her embodiment and consciousness of self while experiencing the
world.
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Notes

1 Legitimate Reality and 
Ethical Authority

1. “Well known scholars of a radical turn of mind, Valla in Italy, Reuchlin in
Germany, Colet in England, were, like Erasmus, attracted to the humanist
theology made possible by Renaissance scholarship which the rediscovery
of the original Hebrew and Greek texts of scripture, hitherto available only
in the Latin Vulgate of St. Jerome, brought into existence. Concerned to
take the dust-covers off the Latin Vulgate Erasmus published in 1516 a
fresh edition of the Greek New Testament which if not free from error at
least showed up the mistakes and even doctrinal tendentiousness in
Jerome’s version. . . . Humanism fertilized the ground for the Protestant
reformers, making possible a more sympathetic response to Protestant
criticism of the contemporary Church and to its stress to scriptural
theology. . . . Yet though it was to be popularized, humanist theology was
pabulum for only a small scholarly elite, some of whom, like Sir Thomas
More and even Erasmus himself, remained loyal to the Catholic faith”
(Green 1996, 125–26).

2. There exists a “mountainous literature on the so-called ‘reception’ of
Weber” (Hennis 1988, 107) that Hennis compares in content to the “game
of Chinese whispers.” I will avoid elaborate interpretations of what Weber
really meant and will concentrate on literature about Weber’s background
and methodological sources and elaborations that, according to Roth and
Schluchter, “on the level of historical inquiry the articulation of Weber’s
substantive theories and practiced methodology” have not been paid much
attention (1979, 1).

3. This idea follows Bruno Latour’s perspective on science studies.
4. Thomas Burger argues that Weber’s involvement with methodological

issues is related to the dispute (Methodenstreit) that took place between the
economists in the German Historical School (mainly Gustav Schmoller,
Wilhelm Roscher, Bruno Hildebrand, and Karl Knies) and the Austrian
Classical School of Economics (founded by Carl Menger). For both sides
of this dispute, “scientific knowledge constituted a mental picture of the
empirical phenomena in question; it was conceived as a replica of the
object in the mind. Consequently, the question which was fundamental to
the whole controversy was: What counts as a satisfactory replica?” (Burger
1976, 141).



5. With this position, Weber opposed the initial rise of Marxism in academic
circles.

2 Ethical Authority According to 
Three Ideal Types of Reality

1. This is the new institutionalism that concentrates on organizational analysis.
See Powell and DiMaggio (1991), and Hall and Taylor (1996).

2. In this sense, I disagree with the institutionalist tradition, which may have
its origins with Thornsten Veblem that considers institutions as mere
habits. Eventhough I agree that these habits leave past dependencies and
determine the shape of an organization, the habits are materializations of
institutional arrangements; they are not the institution itself.

3. Human consciousness is a most complex object of analysis; any conceptual
description should be regarded as just a model that must be assumed to
remain short of encompassing its vastness. This is not only the acknowl-
edgment of a negligible margin of error between the model and the
object of intellectual knowledge, but it is also the realization that this
margin of error represents infinity itself.

4. Quoted by Laurence Coupe from Frye’s Anatomy of Criticism (1971)
where he sees “the ‘apocalyptic’ vision as the permanent possibility which
inspires the secular imagination. Thus by ‘apocalyptic’ he means, not the
literal expectation of catastrophe, not even a religious doctrine, but the
imaginative anticipation of the not yet” (Coupe 1997, 166).

5. This is only a metonymic resource because to assume that the eternal pres-
ent moment of time is the same as simultaneity in space is what Nishitani
calls “bad infinity,” or when the finite goes on infinitely (1982, 170).

6. Synchrony has generally been considered as a kind of “stasis” artificially
subtracted from the flow of time, like a photography, a view that was a source
for the demise of structuralism (Merquior 1986). Here, synchrony is
unavoidably linked to diachrony where both notions are seen as perspec-
tives on time and both move and rest, in their own ways, at the same time.
Yet, the observer can only consider one of them at a time in a way that is
analogous to the uncertainty principle of measuring the position and the
momentum of microparticles in physics (see chapter 1, second section).

7. See chapter 5.
8. As Frye puts it, “The universe may have started off with a big bang

billions of years ago, but the question of what happened before that goes
on nagging” (Frye 1982, 71).

9. I. M. Lewis follows R. A. Knox (1950) to say that in contemporary studies
of Shamanic and primitive religions, it has been observed that “religious
leaders turn to ecstasy when they seek to strengthen and legitimize their
authority” (Lewis 1989, 29).

10. I will discuss this Eastern notion of karma in chapter 4, third section.
About it Nishitani says: “Being obligated to the infinite drive from the
home-ground of the self itself to be constantly engaged in doing something
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and consequently being obligated also to keep entering into relation with
others and co-determining the self with others endlessly, but yet remaining
forever incapable of taking leave of the self that presses onerously down
upon us—this, it seems to me, is by and large the state of affairs that has
arisen to awareness through the concept of karma. It can be termed a self-
awareness of the essence of existence in time, conceived as a dynamic
nexus of being, doing, and becoming” (Nishitani 1982, 242).

11. This was in spite of the simultaneous rise of a vernacular ricorso of
metaphoric verbal structures in popular rhyme and alliteration.

3 The Primitive Ideal 
Type of Reality

1. This is true even for modern consciousness: An emotional involvement
with particular myth or (personal) narrative rules our domestic lives. One
of the most important objections to liberal political theory is that it over-
looks the “narrative unity of a human life” (MacIntyre 1984). I argue
that emotional involvement with particular (personal or group) narratives,
in a mixture of spiritual and ethical topics, rule human preoccupations
and imperatives (even if they are seen as private).

2. I first came across the concept of autopoiesis in Niklas Luhmann’s theory
of social systems (1995). Nevertheless, I learnt from him that he took this
term from two Chilean biologists: Humberto Maturana and Francisco
Varela. I resort to the latter all through this book, as Luhmann’s theory
dispenses with the human embodiment or consciousness of self and discards
the notion of individuality as a modern invention. While the latter might
be true, one cannot deny the presence and importance of individual
human bodies and awareness to create and sustain any social system,
complex or not in Luhmann’s terms.

3. These archetypes have been related to fertility rituals of Neolithic origin.
See Levy (1948). But the primitive roots of symbology in the shape of
the cycle of life and death remain present in transcendental notions: A
Beginning and a Beyond in Christianity or the endless circle of birth and
rebirth in Eastern religions (Hinduism, Buddhism). The transcendental
“leap in being” is organized either around the notion of a collective
humanity or with respect to that of the individual life span of a human
being that seeks spiritual Enlightenment (see chapter 4, second section).

4. In his book Self Consciousness (1994), Cohen argues that there is a common
anthropological mistake in assuming that cultures determine the individual
selves of their members, and he suggests that it is more like a dance:
“I think of society and the self,” says Cohen, “as dancing an improvised
pas de deux: Each tries to cover the moves of the other; sometimes they
merge, at others they separate” (1994, 71).

5. Martha Nussbaum defines emotions as “acknowledgements of neediness
and lack of self-sufficiency” (2001, 22), which are constant in human
interaction. This lack of self-sufficiency is most patent in the domestic
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life, while it is a kind of nuisance for the liberal conception of an
autonomous self.

6. Although modern life in the cities is artificial enough for us to be able to
ignore the natural cycles of the earth (besides, maybe, concern about the
weather), and this artificiality may also dull perception of the personal
cycles of being embodied, perception of the need for work to survive is
very much alive. Yet, the need for work is perceived to be created by the
social system, which organizes work in the most differentiated environ-
ments. But when an intricate social system is absent, raw nature demands
work and constantly improvised creativity for the human communities to
survive. An important part of the Marxist cosmology is based on obser-
vation of this pragmatic feature of human experience.

7. Synchronically speaking, from a contemporary perspective, this is observ-
able in modern societies as subcultures, with the prefix “sub” because
they lack legitimacy to order interaction, they represent a vernacular view
of reality, through the “not-really-true-life” realm in which contempo-
rary mass practices of consumption, of spirituality, entertainment/
advertisement, and fashion dominate.

8. And this entails a hermeneutical exercise.
9. Moore prefers to translate durée as “durance,” eventhough its translation

into “duration” had Bergson’s authorization. “But it seems to me,” says
Moore, “that the most natural use of this word in English is to refer to a
measurable period of time during which something happens. It is perfectly
true that the French word ‘durée’ also has this meaning. However, my sense
is that the French word can more readily be applied to the fact or property of
going through time than the English ‘duration’ ” (Moore 1996, 58).

10. For humans, these behaviors also take place only within an environment
that does have articulated discursive intentions and embodies and enacts the
different disciplined practices that are learnt.

11. This imaginary “relational space” may expand to include transcendental
concepts and experiences that might even overcome the initial local qual-
ity of the space in the notions of “universality,” “eternal,” or “infinite.”

12. However, I do not follow Ruddick to her conclusions on a politics of
peace based on maternal thinking. I do not believe that any prescriptive
model for political theory can emerge from considering the primitive
need of comfort and peace in the midst of domestic life. Yet, I do con-
sider it essential in the portrayal of human beings as ethical entities.

13. But this business of classification is not without its deep and unsolvable
paradoxes. See Gould (1977).

14. Much like in the contractual liberal tradition in political theory, the
contracting individuals are seen as rational adult entities that surged like
“mushrooms” (Hobbes [1651] 1948) from the soil and did not have an
infancy or were not nurtured into adulthood, unencumbered and unre-
strained by social and intimate bonds.

15. According to Maturana and Varela, behavior and cognition can be
observed in all living organisms, “for the observer will see behavior when
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he looks at any living being in its environment” (1987, 138). As we have
said before, in their theory, the “notion of cognition is extended to cover
all the effective interactions that an organism has” (Mingers 1991, 321).
To Maturana and Varela, behavior and cognition are not limited to second-
order (multicellular) autopoietic organisms with a nervous system, but as
human beings are this kind of organism, behavior and cognition will be
considered in this work only for multicellular autopoietic organisms with
a nervous system.

16. The more general use of cognition regards it as the process of acquiring
and using knowledge by a nervous system whose role is generally taken to
be the collection of information that will allow the organism to survive.
This view is heavily criticized by the theory of Maturana and Varela, as
will become clear later on in the discussion.

17. Five kingdoms of living beings have been differentiated: monera, proctitis,
animals, plants, and fungi (Margulis and Scwartz 1982). “Behavior” is
generally associated with the animal kingdom, but Maturana and Varela
find it hard to establish a clear basis for differentiating behavior from
observation of any living organism in its environment (see Maturana and
Varela 1987, chapter 7).

18. The transfer functions of the nerve cell involve the communication of
impulses from its collector area (dendrites and, in some cases, also the cell
body and part of the axon) through its distributive element (the axon
and, in some cases, also the cell body and main dendrites) to its effector
area (the terminal branching of the axon) (Maturana 1970, 18).

19. Otherwise, with no nervous system, as in the behavior of an amoeba, only
the physicochemical effect of autopoiesis in an environment can be
observed. While this example is not without its own vast perspectival
complexity, the amount of observable behaviors of this living entity is
comparatively reduced at the level of the observation of its motility.

20. In his theory of social systems, Niklas Luhmann (1995) argues that lan-
guage can never go beyond itself as it is self-referential; it is determined
by its own autopoiesis. I agree with him on this, but do not follow him in
his theoretical need to dispose of human consciousness altogether in
order to reject the modern idea of individuality. Nevertheless, the reason
I have introduced Maturana and Varela’s own notion of “autopoiesis” is
because I want to argue (contrary to Luhmann) that language depends
on human consciousness of self, be it individual in a modern idealized
sense, or not.

21. The synchronic perspective allows for at least another type of morality, one
that universalizes love as a unifying principle—more on this, in chapter 5.

4 The Historical Ideal 
Type of Reality

1. Eliade defines hierophany as: “[A] term designating the manifestation of
the sacred. The term involves no further specification. Herein lies its

Notes 215



advantage: it refers to any manifestation of the sacred in whatever object
throughout history. Whether the sacred appear in a stone, a tree, or an
incarnate human being, a hierophany denotes the same act: A reality of
an entirely different order than those of this world becomes manifest in an
object that is part of the natural or profane sphere” (1993, 313).

2. In Modernity, this identity is enacted and lived either in shame, denial, or
practice of organic habits and conversations and practices, such as recycling
one’s garbage or refusing to trade in a savage non-environmentally friendly
manner. For a living example of this kind of conversation or culture,
see Andruss et al. (1990).

3. What Hegel regarded as positive fetishist religion in his Early Theological
Writings (1948), but he also applies this idea on the Enlightenment’s
deification of reason that made the latter into a kind of fetish.

4. As he developed in his Critique of Pure Reason ([1781] 1929), Critique of
Practical Reason ([1798] 1996), and Groundwork of the Metaphysics
of Morals ([1785] 1998).

5. Voegelin uses the term ecumene to signify humanity unified by awareness of
each other through imperial expansion, which became a term to refer to uni-
fied humanity in the Christian cosmos. The imperial drive that is the root of
European supremacy is linked to an eclectic creation of human history that
is based not only on pragmatic knowledge and evidence, but also on values
and beliefs: “No single society, but the whole geographical and civilizational
horizon of the Mediterranean and Near Eastern peoples, from the Atlantic
to the Indus, becomes the theatre of pragmatic history. This new phenome-
non requires a new terminology, for one can no longer speak of societies and
their order when the events converge toward their destruction. What takes
their place is the ecumene. The term ecumene, which originally means no
more than the inhabited world in the sense of cultural geography, has
received through Polybius the technical meaning of the peoples who are
drawn into the process of imperial expansion. On this Polybian stratum of
meaning could later be superimposed the meaning of the mankind under
Roman Jurisdiction (Luke 2:1; Acts 17:6; 24:5), and ultimately of the mes-
sianic world to come (Heb. 2:5)” (Voegelin 1974, 124).

6. Nishitani refers to the field of consciousness as the perspective where we
relate to objects without from a position within the subject, where “self
and things remain fundamentally separated from one another. This stand-
point of separation of subject and object, or opposition between within
and without is what we call the field of ‘consciousness’. And it is from
this field that we ordinarily relate to things by means of concepts and
representations” (1982, 9).

7. The domain of facticity to which awareness of a transhistorical “near side”
realm gives birth is essentially related to the particularity of a human
lifetime.

8. The concept of church belongs to the Christian tradition and describes a
form of religious communal life, inherited from Hellenic political organiza-
tion. “The ideals of the political philosophy of the ancient Greek city-state
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entered the discussion of the new Christian type of human community,
now called the church, but in Greek ekklesia . . . originally meant the
assembly of the citizens of a Greek polis” (Jaeger 1962, 15).

9. In chapter 6 of this book, I propose a theoretical solution to the moral
predicament in which Modernity finds itself today. I argue for allowing
the historical type to converge with the mystic type for a universal basis of
morality. Even as the mystic type of reality aspires to overcome embodied
individuality, this convergence requires individual consciousness as a
theoretical standpoint. This is the reason why I conceive of mine as a liberal
position.

10. However, it is not clear where one can draw a line between his concepts of
“practice” and “tradition,” except for the difference in size and expansion.

5 The Mystic Ideal 
Type of Reality

1. The notion of “conversion” is very much at home in the religions of the
Book that emanate from the house of Abraham.

2. Here, I sometimes refer to this tradition as Western to point toward the
self-identity of its source and for heuristic purposes, but it is important to
bear in mind that it is now a global tradition of knowledge and practice.

3. See chapter 4, second section for an explanation of Nishitani’s “near
side” and “far side” transhistorical realms (1982).

4. I have defined the present moment of meaningful experience in chapter 3 as
a phenomenological center of embodied awareness for human cognition.

5. Similar to ontogeny, phylogeny is a biological concept that means “The
evolutionary history of a group or a lineage” or “The origin and evolution
of higher taxa” (Lincoln et al. 1982, 192).
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