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With gratitude, I look back at the past four years during which I have been provided 

with the necessary material, intellectual and moral support to complete the present 

doctoral thesis. I am much obliged to the Tilburg School of Catholic Theology (TST) 

and Tilburg University for entrusting me with this research project and for financing it. 

To my supervisors prof. dr. Peter Jonkers and prof. dr. Rudi te Velde I am greatly 

indebted for their guidance, their patient reading and re-reading of the manuscript, for 

their critical and yet supportive comments, and the many lively discussions. My special 

thanks are due to Peter for his going out of his way to initiate me into the peculiarities 

of the academic world, for his unyielding willingness to answer my numerous 

questions, for his attentive listening and his kindness. It would have been a lonesome 

journey without my wonderful colleagues, both academic and support staff, of the TST. 

My heartfelt thanks to them! I would also like to thank the members of the Doctoral 

Reading Committee for their careful reading of the thesis and their prompt responses. I 

am especially obliged to prof. dr. Henk Witte for pointing out typographical errors in 

the manuscript. And, last but not least, I wish to express my deepest gratitude to my 

soul mate and husband, Ringo Ossewaarde, my family, friends and acquaintances, who 

are my reasons for living, loving, thinking, hoping, and writing.  

 It was a great privilege to be able to ponder over matters that are close to my 

heart. Yet, I am also aware of my responsibility, which is one that is incumbent upon 

anyone who takes up the pen. Words can heal or destroy, reconcile or create discord, 

empower us to face the ambiguities of life or beguile us with false certainties. I hope 

that mine will nudge that ‘sacred discontent’ to which Chaim Potok refers in Davita’s 

Harp, and thereby help to open up new perspectives. It may seem somewhat 

counterintuitive, today at least, to claim that we should in fact aspire to divinity. This is 

the thesis that I defend in the next pages when I argue that humans can and should strive 

after nobility, wisdom and inclusive love. Such aspiration, I hold, should be 

continuously nurtured and embraced because it is what safeguards our humanity. This 

means that it is in accordance with our human nature to aspire to such ‘perfection’. It is 

our privilege and right to do so. But it is also our duty to ensure that our desire to be just 

and merciful is continuously aroused and sustained because only then can we resist the 
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cruelty and baseness within ourselves. We can resist the temptation to demonise others 

if we become strong enough not to exonerate ourselves from the responsibility that 

ensues from our interdependence. Mediocrity does not seem to befit the human. 

Historically, the cultivation of averageness has tended to create mean spirits rather than 

equanimous beings.  

The present work draws on Christian thought, and yet, its intended public are not 

exclusively Christians because the issues that are dealt with are not particularly 

‘Christian’. Instead, it is addressed equally to those from non-Christian religious 

traditions, atheists, agnostics, and those who do not wish to identify themselves with 

any of these labels. My endeavour to find resonance with seemingly conflicting 

allegiances can partly be explained by the fact that my loyalties lie with Christians and 

non-Christians, and different ‘worlds’. But it is also undergirded by my belief that 

Christian thought articulates insights that are of universal relevance to all of us, 

irrespective of our religious, cultural, or political differences. The gory history of 

Christianity (Christian ideas and practices) and Western (Christian) imperialism have 

tended to overshadow the truly humanising ideas and practices that ‘belong’ to no one 

in particular. The Church has far too long barred the door to the kingdom of heaven, 

thereby forgetting that it is called to be manna for the hungry and leaven for the world, 

like the One whose love it proclaims. If we are indeed called to divinity, divine love, 

mercy and justice cannot simply be the stuff of dreams, poetry and homilies, but are 

instead the measure of our thoughts and deeds. Divine gratuitousness becomes less 

mythical if we are willing to embody it here and now. 
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Introduction  

 

 

In his profound Who is Man? Abraham J. Heschel wonders whether the ‘tragedy of 

modern man [might not be] due to the fact that he is a being who forgot the question: 

Who is man?’1  

 

The failure to identify himself, to know what is authentic human existence, 

leads him [man] to assume a false identity, to pretend to be what he is 

unable to be or to fail to accept what is at the very root of his being. 

Ignorance about man is not lack of knowledge but false knowledge.2  

 

It is ‘false’ knowledge because, as Heschel notes, our civilisation, our ideas and 

practices rest on some knowledge of ourselves. The knowledge of ourselves is therefore 

not optional: 

 

To know others I must know myself, just as understanding others is a 

necessary prerequisite for understanding myself. The maxim “Know 

Thyself” which was inscribed at the gate of the Temple of Apollo at Delphi 

referred to self-knowledge in relation to the gods: “Know that you are 

human and nothing more” – a warning against presumption (hybris), and a 

call to the Apollonic virtue of temperance (sophrosyne). It was Socrates 

who isolated the nature of man as a problem in itself, regardless of his 

relation to the gods, and employed the maxim “Know Thyself” in the sense 

of self-examination.3  

 

                                                   
1 Abraham J. Heschel, Who is Man? (Stanford CA: Stanford University Press, 1965), 6. 
Throughout the whole thesis, the term ‘man’ is used in the generic sense, interchangeably with 
the ‘human’, for stylistic reasons.  
2 Heschel, Who is Man?, 6. 
3 Heschel, Who is Man?, 18. He refers to Phaedrus, 230, noting that the maxim is also attributed 
to Thales, as Diogenes Laertius recounts in Thales, section 40. 
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This Socratic question, I argue, has to be posed again, in a different, though no less 

worrisome context, which is ours today.4 It may help us understand the deeper causes of 

our present troubles, which are no longer confined to national or even continental 

boundaries; and it may enable us to respond to them. Indeed, by addressing the question 

of who we are, we also try to find out what is required of us here and now. We need to 

know ourselves, Pascal once remarked, because self-knowledge, if it does not lead us to 

the true, can at least help us regulate our lives.5 The human question therefore regards 

not only the ‘essence’ of the human, but also his (her) vocation and corresponding 

responsibilities.6 The capacity to perceive and respond to the demands that arise from 

our being in the world and hence from our relationships with other beings, nature and 

God can be said to be properly human.  

Food shortage, disturbing ecological changes, the constant threat of terrorism, 

populism and racism, and the repeated manifestations of political debility all contribute 

towards exacerbating the anxiety, pessimism, despair, ‘cynicism’, ‘resentment’, and 

mistrust already pointed out by intellectuals a few decades ago.7 ‘Crisis’ is a widely 

used term to refer to the trying circumstances in which many find themselves today. 

This crisis is increasingly perceived as a ‘moral crisis’, also in public opinion 

(expressed in newspapers, internet forums and blogs, and so on).8 ‘Moral’ may point to 

                                                   
4 I draw on works that primarily focus on the situation in Western Europe and to some extent in 
North America (however ambivalent these categories may be), and this is the reason why I have 
recourse to the problematic term ‘Western civilisation’. However, my intended public is not 
confined to these areas or particular cultural contexts since the question regarding who we are is 
arguably universal. At the same time, I am aware of the fact that ‘we’ can be irritatingly 
generalising and over-inclusive. Needless to say, this does not mean that I presume concurrence 
with the assumptions underlying the present work or the consequent conclusions. 
5 Blaise Pascal, Œuvres complètes, edited by Léon Brunschvicg (Paris: Galimard, 1954), 1104.  
6 Heschel, Who is Man?, 106-107.  
7 See Jean Bethke Elshtain, Democracy on Trial (New York: Basic Books, 1995). The list of 
written works is endless, but here follow some examples of relevant works. Christopher Lasch, 
The Culture of Narcissism: American Life in an Age of Diminishing Expectations (New York: 
W.W. Norton, 1978); Gilles Lipovetsky, L’ère du vide: essais sur l’individualisme 
contemporain (Paris: Gallimard, 1983); Gilles Lipovetsky, L’empire de l’éphémère: la mode et 
son destin dans les sociétés modernes (Paris: Gallimard, 1987); Gilles Lipovetsky, Le bonheur 
paradoxal (Paris: Gallimard, 2006); Allan Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind: How 
Higher Education Has Failed Democracy and Impoverished the Souls of Today’s Students 
(New York: Simon & Schuster, 1987); Richard Sennett, The Culture of the New Capitalism 
(New Haven CT: Yale University Press, 2006). 
8 Jimmy Carter, Our Endangered Values: America’s Moral Crisis (New York: Simon and 
Schuster, 2005); Jeffrey Sachs, ‘America’s Deepening Moral Crisis’, The Guardian, October 4, 
2010; John Marsch, The Liberal Delusion: The Roots of Our Current Moral Crisis (Suffolk: 
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the subordinate or near-absent role of ‘moral’ considerations in human affairs, to 

collapsing values, or to the blurred distinction between good (just) and bad (unjust). All 

this may be implied when the crisis is referred to as having a moral dimension or cause. 

In such cases, intellectuals (and non-intellectuals), including economists and politicians, 

generally wish to express the idea and intuition that the various crises today have 

deeper, and sometimes older, roots than is presumed under the labels ‘economic 

recession’ and ‘population explosion’. 9 A new light is shed on the ongoing crises if they 

are related to an even older debate, namely, about our ‘modern’ age. In other words, are 

the current political, economic and cultural crises, specifically ‘modern’, which would 

mean that they are, in some way, inescapable as long as we want to be modern? Or, are 

there certain constitutive dimensions – ‘habits of the heart and of the mind’ – of our 

civilisation that are questionable because they rest on an incomplete account of who the 

human is? This is Heschel’s argument. Or, has a perversion of what is inherently good 

taken place, since hardly anything is immune to wear and tear? By raising these 

questions, I have recalled the main lines along which the debate has been articulated.  

In this thesis, I will be exploring and drawing on the works of three men who 

seem to have been able to avoid unfruitful contradictions, such as between moderns and 

ancients, modernity (secularity) and religion, reason and faith, God and the human, 

transcendence and immanence, heteronomy and autonomy, and related to this, between 

the idea that our being human entails certain obligations, on the one hand, and the value 

of individual freedom, on the other. In their works, there is no trace of contempt either 

for ancient wisdom or for the novelty of their own times; but there is also no blindness 

to what was and is untrue, unjust, or wrong. They provide us, I believe, with a liberating 

and empowering understanding of ourselves, of our condition, and hence of our 

possibilities. They are, namely, Charles Taylor, Paul Valadier and Joseph Ratzinger (the 

                                                                                                                                                     
Arena Books, 2012); Michael Sandel, What Money Can’t Buy: The Moral Limits of Markets 
(New York: Farrar, Strauss and Giroux, 2012). On 1 May 2013, Ireland’s President Michael D. 
Higgens urged EU leaders to realise that the economic crisis is also a moral crisis. See Jamie 
Symth, ‘Irish President Urges ECB Reform or Risk Social Upheaval’, Financial Times, 1 May 
2013.  
9 ‘Intellectuals’ is used in an inclusive, generic sense, as an equivalent to ‘thinkers’, in order to 
refer to those within and without the academia who engage with the questions regarding the 
human and his/her world (including his/her relations to human and extra-human realities). 
Hence, ‘intellectuals’ may include scholars and non-scholars from all disciplines, writers and 
poets, publicists and columnists, social critics, activists, and so forth.  
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former Roman Catholic pope Benedict XVI).10 The renown of Taylor (1931) and 

Ratzinger (1927) makes any kind of short biography superfluous. The works of Paul 

Valadier (1933), on the other hand, being written in French and not having been 

translated into English, have had a more restricted circulation.11 Valadier is a Jesuit and 

philosopher, a public figure of French Catholicism, and also known for his 

comprehensive scholarship on Nietzsche.12  

 

 

Grandeur and misère  

 

The central (hypo)thesis of the present work is that contemporary defeatism, tendencies 

towards extremisms, and the incapacity to include the other are the signs of the levelling 

down of our humanness, which, as Pascal reminded us, includes both misery and 

greatness. Nietzsche criticised both scientism (rationalism) and Christianity of such 

suppression. He was aware of both the slope towards the abyss and the drive towards 

self-transcendence, that is, to surpass oneself. Hence, when he predicted the ‘advent of 

nihilism’, he was arguably not only warning us about a fearsome historical era, but also 

telling us something about the complex ‘nature’ or ‘essence’ of the human. The 

phenomenon ‘nihilism’ can only be found in the human world. Humans can negate 

certain ‘animal’ instincts; this means that they can deny themselves and others the 

‘right’ to life or to a human existence out of malice, contempt and all-too-rational 
                                                   
10 ‘Ratzinger’ refers here to the intellectual both without and within the papal role because it is 
near impossible to subtract the papal element from the encyclicals and other addresses to 
recover some sort of ‘pure’ Ratzinger. Given the long career of Ratzinger, to confine myself to 
works written before or after 2005 does not seem to be an option.  
11 An early contribution of his in The New Nietzsche has been published in 1977, in English. See 
Paul Valadier, ‘Dionysus versus the Crucified’, in David B. Allison (ed.), The New Nietzsche 
(Cambridge MA: MIT Press, 1985), 247-261. A few conference papers have also been 
translated into English. One of his major works, L’Église en procès: catholicisme et société 
moderne (Paris: Calmann-Lévy, 1987), has been translated into Spanish. For a more recent, 
though modest contribution of his (in English), see Paul Valadier, ‘Jacques Maritain’s 
Personalist Conception of Human Dignity’, in Marcus Düwell et al (eds.), The Cambridge 
Handbook of Human Dignity: Interdisciplinary Perspectives (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2014): 260-268. For a lecture in English (titled ‘Is Catholicism Anti-
Secular?’) see the video on the website of Boston College, where he was a guest speaker in 
2008. Retrieved 23 September 2014, from http://frontrow.bc.edu/program/valadier/.  
12 Emeritus professor of philosophy and theology at the Centre Sèvres (Paris), he was the chief 
editor of Études in the period 1981-1989, and since 2001, is the director of the Archives de 
Philosophie. 
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considerations. Nihilism, along this line, can be said to refer to the permanent 

temptation of the human to despise ‘himself as man’ and to take ‘sides against life’.13 

Any conception of the human will therefore have to take into account this human 

abnormality, but it also has to include the aspiration to self-transcendence. The major 

aim of the present work is to recover a philosophical anthropology that reckons with 

this aspiration, and provides the measure of such transcendence since the aspiration to 

be more can turn into the hatred of ‘ordinary’ human life, of oneself and the other. An 

empowering philosophical anthropology is one that provides us with the strength to 

resist the temptation to despise life, and to face misfortune without falling into 

resentment.14 This means that the inadequacies of dominant, taken-for-granted 

philosophical (and theological) anthropologies will have to be discerned and criticised, 

not for the sake of a particular treatise on the human, but because they support practices, 

ways of feeling, experiencing and thinking that are preventing us from living our full 

humanity.  

In his own peculiar way, Nietzsche reminded his contemporaries and posterity 

of the mysterious human discontent or restlessness that is the source of both cultural 

greatness and horrors. His proposed ways of living this paradox have been 

misinterpreted, misused and discredited for various reasons. More importantly perhaps, 

Nietzsche’s insight has older roots, which can be traced back to at least Judaism and 

Christianity, though it is reasonable to expect all religious, philosophical and moral 

traditions to contain ways of dealing with what I will be calling the ‘human paradox’, 

even if they cannot articulate it or accept it.15 Hence, the ancients were aware of the 

human desire to be a god, to be immortal, but often considered it as ‘hubris’. In this 

regard, Henri de Lubac notes that the ‘divine temptation’ occurs time and again, despite 

the ancients’ conviction that we have ‘to lower our eyes to what lies at our feet, and 

realise what our vocation is in this world; do not aspire, O my soul, to an immortal 
                                                   
13 Friedrich Nietzsche, The Will to Power, translated by Walter Kaufmann and R.J. Hollingdale 
(New York: Vintage Books, 1968), 10. This arrangement of notes and aphorisms, not done by 
Nietzsche himself, is controversial because of, among other things, its association with the Nazi 
regime. See the Editor’s ‘Introduction’. However, if one bears in mind that this work is a 
collection of disparate writings (and not a systematically written book), there is no serious 
reason to avoid it. Scholars in the English-speaking world seem to continue using the Kaufmann 
and Hollingdale edition. See for instance, Charles Taylor, SA, 803. Valadier makes use of the 
Gallimard Édition, La volonté de puissance (Paris: Gallimard, 1995).  
14 Cf. Heschel, Who is Man?, 100.  
15 This is a term that I am borrowing from Henri de Lubac.  
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life’.16 The warning that ‘no mortal should cherish thoughts above his mortal condition’ 

arguably only makes sense because there is already rebellion against the natural fact, 

that is, mortality and fragility.17 In Judeo-Christian thought, this capacity to deny, to 

negate and transcend ‘brute fact’ is fully recognised. However, the vague longing can 

now be articulated as the desire for a ‘personal’ God: the human being, as a spiritual 

being, is not an ‘order destined to close in finally upon itself, but [is] in a sense open to 

an inevitably supernatural end’.18 Hence the Judeo-Christian hope of eternal life, that is, 

of the definite and full communion with God. Similarly, Heschel points out that ‘man’s 

secret lies in openness to transcendence. Existence is interspersed with suggestions of 

transcendence, and openness to transcendence is a constitutive element of being 

human’.19  

 For Taylor, Valadier and Ratzinger, too, the human person is not a self-enclosed 

human being; or, in slightly different words, closure of the person is possible but does 

not lead to human fulfilment. Consequently, they consider radical anthropocentrism as 

mutilating because it isolates humans from each other, from the channels of values 

(Valadier), from the sources of their selves (Taylor), or from spiritual and human 

resources (Ratzinger). Such isolation is mutilating on both personal and public (civic) 

levels because sources or values are constitutive of human persons and of their 

civilisations. Hence, integral human fulfilment requires the openness not only to other 

fellow humans, but also to extra-human realities, which include nature and God. This 

                                                   
16 Pindar quoted in Henri de Lubac SJ, The Mystery of the Supernatural, translated by Rosemary 
Sheed (New York: Herder & Herder, 1998), 129. De Lubac refers here to the Isthmian Odes, 5, 
14, and Pythian Odes, 8, 99; 2, 50-52. The poet’s counsel could not stand in starker contrast to 
Plato’s concept of the immortal soul, and his belief that we can and should strive to know the 
eternal world of forms or ideas. Similarly, Aristotle disagrees with the poet Simonides who 
asserts that man should be content with the knowledge suited to his condition as man, and 
should therefore not seek the knowledge that befits (a) God. Instead, Aristotle defends the 
human aspiration to know for the sake of knowledge itself, and hence not to the end of deriving 
some utility. The near-divine science of first principles should therefore be pursued by humans. 
See Aristotle, Metaphysics, translated by John Warrington (New York: Everyman, 1956), Book 
I, chapter II, 55-56 (982b). 
17 Aeschylus quoted in de Lubac, Mystery of the Supernatural, 128. De Lubac refers to The 
Persians, 820.  
18 Ibid., 31. The term ‘supernatural’ can be misleading because it can arouse the impression that 
the super-natural is simply a greater nature. This confusion is precisely what de Lubac refutes in 
his works. The supernatural or ‘transcendence’ precedes, enables, and fulfils nature. The 
relationship between God and nature (including human nature), or transcendence and 
immanence, is an important dimension of the next chapters. 
19 Heschel, Who is Man?, 66.  
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openness, however, does not simply and only imply the ‘belief’ in such realities; 

instead, it is up to each and every person to make them sources of his/her own 

‘selfhood’, or of his/her humanisation. This is why the three men can refer to this type 

of openness as the openness to an ‘overabundant life’. Such sources or values – such a 

‘life’ – are not extrinsic to the human, are not surpluses that add themselves to an 

already whole (‘finished’) being, but constitute the person, from the very beginning of 

his/her human life. This rethinking of the relationship between the human and sources 

or values is, in fact, a rethinking of transcendence. It leads to the recovery of an idea of 

transcendence that is no longer prone to the same weaknesses as ‘older’ ones. As 

Valadier stresses, God or transcendence is ‘no supernatural being floating above 

concrete ties of a society, but is the soul or spiritual energy at the very heart of social 

exchange, the condition for the possibility and realisation of this exchange’.20 In this 

respect, it is noteworthy that Taylor points to the disagreement between himself and 

Habermas (and Weber) on the issue of the modern exploration of a cosmic order 

through personal resonance.21 The latter two thinkers perceive such self-understanding 

as ‘pre-modern’, while Taylor has precisely gone to great pains to show that modernity 

is not simply the negation or supersession of an ‘old’ order.  

 

 

A universal Christian humanism? 

 

Taylor, Valadier and Ratzinger have, in a robust sense, responded to the philosophical 

challenge pointed out by Hans Jonas when he claimed that ‘the disruption between man 

and total reality is at the bottom of nihilism’.22 Jonas saw the fate of modern man as one 

of being stuck between an ‘isolated selfhood’ and a ‘monistic naturalism’, which would 

eventually lead to the abolition of ‘the idea of man as man’. He formulated the 

challenge of philosophy as that of finding a third road, one that can avoid ‘the dualistic 

rift’ while preserving ‘enough of the dualistic insight… to uphold the humanity of 

man’.23 To this challenge, the three men have responded in the form of their 

                                                   
20 Valadier, SP, 89. 
21 Taylor, SS, 510. 
22 Hans Jonas, The Gnostic Religion (Boston: Beacon Press, 1958), 340. 
23 Ibid.  
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A universal Christian humanism? 
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20 Valadier, SP, 89. 
21 Taylor, SS, 510. 
22 Hans Jonas, The Gnostic Religion (Boston: Beacon Press, 1958), 340. 
23 Ibid.  
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‘humanism’. However, the latter term needs to be further qualified since humanism is 

generally associated with radical anthropocentrism and even with atheism. For Bruno 

Latour, for instance,  

 

Modernity is often defined in terms of humanism, either as a way of saluting 

the birth of ‘man’ or as a way of announcing his death. But this habit itself 

is modern, because it remains asymmetrical. It overlooks the simultaneous 

birth of ‘nonhumanity’ – things, or objects, or beasts – and the equally 

strange beginning of a crossed-out God, relegated to the sidelines.24  

 

In these few sentences, Latour refers to several characteristics attributed to modernity, 

namely, a process of differentiation, the anthropocentric turn and anthropocentrism, and 

‘secularisation’. While Taylor, Valadier and Ratzinger fully accept the process of 

differentiation – with the corresponding possibilities of individual fulfilment, religious 

freedom and pluralism – they are more critical of the dualism between the human and 

the world, the human and God, and the world and God. This is not only an 

epistemological matter, but also concerns the very understanding of the human, our self-

understanding. Hence, in all chapters, this issue comes back, in some form or another. 

A further qualified humanism is required to convey the idea of human 

flourishing as including the response to, and reception of, God’s love and the ‘demands 

of nature’. The humanism of Taylor, Valadier and Ratzinger can certainly be called a 

‘Christian humanism’. Ratzinger speaks and writes on several occasions about an 

‘authentic integral humanism’, of an ‘integral human development’, and simply of a 

‘Christian humanism’. Valadier, similarly, endeavours to develop a ‘charter’ of 

Christian humanism. Taylor acknowledges that his thinking is informed by Judeo-

Christian traditions. But even more importantly, only Christian humanism can capture 

Taylor’s view that there is a ‘divine affirmation of the human, more total than humans 

can ever attain unaided’;25 Ratzinger’s reminder that Christianity professes the faith in a 

God who ‘is greater than the cosmos and before whom one single person is greater than 

                                                   
24 Bruno Latour, We Have Never Been Modern, translated by Catherine Porter (Cambridge MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1993), 13.  
25 Charles Taylor, SS, 521.  
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the whole silent cosmos’;26 Valadier’s words that humans, mere mortals as they, are ‘a 

little less than a god’.27 However, the label ‘Christian’ raises the question of how such 

humanism can then be universal enough to be endorsed by non-Christians as non-

Christians. Hence my search for an alternative qualification. A short journey in 

cyberspace reveals that the term ‘holistic’ humanism, which is the equivalent of an 

integral humanism, has been claimed by the ‘biophilia’ community that confesses a 

‘new religion for the 21st century atheist’.28 ‘Inclusive’ humanism, the opposite of 

‘exclusive’ humanism, would have been appropriate, but is also used in too many 

different ways already. The ‘new’ forms of non-religious humanism may well be non-

anthropocentric, but they still do not have room for what Taylor calls the theistic source, 

or what Valadier and Ratzinger call Christian transcendence, and what they all call ‘an 

overabundant life’. All these difficulties, in the last analysis, are reasons enough to opt 

for ‘Christian humanism’. However, this means that I have to deal with a serious 

objection, namely, that a ‘Christian’ humanism is, by definition, not universal. Hence, 

one of the challenges of the final chapter is to show that the three men are able to 

reconcile their recourse to Christian thought with their ambition to reach at least all 

modern westerners.29  

 

 

Beyond the secularist spin 

 

The question of ‘secularisation’ is, of course, also addressed by the three men. 

Secularity refers, in the first place, to the modern desacralisation of social life and 

politics, which is not equivalent to ‘subtraction’ accounts of secularisation, in which the 

very existence of religious realities, aspirations, ideas and practices are cleared off. 

Secularity is often associated with the ‘death of God’, and this is correct if one 
                                                   
26 Ratzinger, ET, 15. 
27 Paul Valadier, ‘Exceptionnelle humanité’, Études 412 (6) (2010): 784. He is here referring to 
Psalm 8: 5 (or, 8: 6 in some editions), which is translated as: ‘Yet you have made them a little 
lower than God’. Other bible editions have opted for ‘angels’ or ‘divine beings’ instead of 
‘God’ (King James Version and New International Version). This difference is due to the 
different translations of ‘me’elohim’. Valadier uses the term ‘a god’, which can easily be 
substituted by ‘divine beings’. Since the psalmist is addressing himself to God, it is indeed 
strange to translate me’elohim as God.  
28 Retrieved 24 September 2014, from https://www.facebook.com/NewReligionBiophilia.  
29 The addressees of Benedict XVI include, of course, westerners and non-westerners alike. 

8 9



8 
 

‘humanism’. However, the latter term needs to be further qualified since humanism is 

generally associated with radical anthropocentrism and even with atheism. For Bruno 

Latour, for instance,  

 

Modernity is often defined in terms of humanism, either as a way of saluting 

the birth of ‘man’ or as a way of announcing his death. But this habit itself 

is modern, because it remains asymmetrical. It overlooks the simultaneous 

birth of ‘nonhumanity’ – things, or objects, or beasts – and the equally 

strange beginning of a crossed-out God, relegated to the sidelines.24  

 

In these few sentences, Latour refers to several characteristics attributed to modernity, 

namely, a process of differentiation, the anthropocentric turn and anthropocentrism, and 

‘secularisation’. While Taylor, Valadier and Ratzinger fully accept the process of 

differentiation – with the corresponding possibilities of individual fulfilment, religious 

freedom and pluralism – they are more critical of the dualism between the human and 

the world, the human and God, and the world and God. This is not only an 

epistemological matter, but also concerns the very understanding of the human, our self-

understanding. Hence, in all chapters, this issue comes back, in some form or another. 

A further qualified humanism is required to convey the idea of human 

flourishing as including the response to, and reception of, God’s love and the ‘demands 

of nature’. The humanism of Taylor, Valadier and Ratzinger can certainly be called a 

‘Christian humanism’. Ratzinger speaks and writes on several occasions about an 

‘authentic integral humanism’, of an ‘integral human development’, and simply of a 

‘Christian humanism’. Valadier, similarly, endeavours to develop a ‘charter’ of 

Christian humanism. Taylor acknowledges that his thinking is informed by Judeo-

Christian traditions. But even more importantly, only Christian humanism can capture 

Taylor’s view that there is a ‘divine affirmation of the human, more total than humans 

can ever attain unaided’;25 Ratzinger’s reminder that Christianity professes the faith in a 

God who ‘is greater than the cosmos and before whom one single person is greater than 

                                                   
24 Bruno Latour, We Have Never Been Modern, translated by Catherine Porter (Cambridge MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1993), 13.  
25 Charles Taylor, SS, 521.  

9 
 

the whole silent cosmos’;26 Valadier’s words that humans, mere mortals as they, are ‘a 

little less than a god’.27 However, the label ‘Christian’ raises the question of how such 

humanism can then be universal enough to be endorsed by non-Christians as non-

Christians. Hence my search for an alternative qualification. A short journey in 

cyberspace reveals that the term ‘holistic’ humanism, which is the equivalent of an 

integral humanism, has been claimed by the ‘biophilia’ community that confesses a 

‘new religion for the 21st century atheist’.28 ‘Inclusive’ humanism, the opposite of 

‘exclusive’ humanism, would have been appropriate, but is also used in too many 

different ways already. The ‘new’ forms of non-religious humanism may well be non-

anthropocentric, but they still do not have room for what Taylor calls the theistic source, 

or what Valadier and Ratzinger call Christian transcendence, and what they all call ‘an 

overabundant life’. All these difficulties, in the last analysis, are reasons enough to opt 

for ‘Christian humanism’. However, this means that I have to deal with a serious 

objection, namely, that a ‘Christian’ humanism is, by definition, not universal. Hence, 

one of the challenges of the final chapter is to show that the three men are able to 

reconcile their recourse to Christian thought with their ambition to reach at least all 

modern westerners.29  

 

 

Beyond the secularist spin 

 

The question of ‘secularisation’ is, of course, also addressed by the three men. 

Secularity refers, in the first place, to the modern desacralisation of social life and 

politics, which is not equivalent to ‘subtraction’ accounts of secularisation, in which the 

very existence of religious realities, aspirations, ideas and practices are cleared off. 

Secularity is often associated with the ‘death of God’, and this is correct if one 
                                                   
26 Ratzinger, ET, 15. 
27 Paul Valadier, ‘Exceptionnelle humanité’, Études 412 (6) (2010): 784. He is here referring to 
Psalm 8: 5 (or, 8: 6 in some editions), which is translated as: ‘Yet you have made them a little 
lower than God’. Other bible editions have opted for ‘angels’ or ‘divine beings’ instead of 
‘God’ (King James Version and New International Version). This difference is due to the 
different translations of ‘me’elohim’. Valadier uses the term ‘a god’, which can easily be 
substituted by ‘divine beings’. Since the psalmist is addressing himself to God, it is indeed 
strange to translate me’elohim as God.  
28 Retrieved 24 September 2014, from https://www.facebook.com/NewReligionBiophilia.  
29 The addressees of Benedict XVI include, of course, westerners and non-westerners alike. 

8 9



10 
 

understands it in the Nietzschean sense, namely, as the collapse of the unique and 

unifying moral reference ‘God’, ‘Good’, or ‘common good’. But since divine reality or 

religion cannot be reduced to a set of beliefs, doctrines, or codes, as Taylor, Valadier 

and Ratzinger point out, the death of God does not lead to the end of the religious. 

While the three men espouse a particular understanding of secularity, they are also 

highly critical of what Taylor calls the ‘secularist spin’, and Ratzinger, the ‘bunker 

without windows’, because it deprives humans of both human and extra-human 

resources. I will endeavour to explain why they perceive a secularised society as a good, 

and when, according to them, this secularisation goes wrong. The ‘shift to secularity’ is, 

in fact, for Ratzinger and Valadier, the end of an insalubrious, nay, unchristian alliance 

between Church and secular power. The Church can, consequently, be itself once again. 

The distinction between private and public spaces is, for the three men, constitutive for 

liberal democratic systems. For Valadier and Ratzinger, this very distinction has 

Christian roots. In that model of secularity, Christianity does have an important role in 

debates concerning fundamental human issues. Hence, though the distinction between 

the political and the religious should be defended – for the sake of the human person –, 

our context of democratic weakness calls for a rethinking of the different types of 

‘powers’, and of their relationship with each other. 

Christianity, Valadier argues, can find its proper place not by being represented 

as, or in, a power next to, or above, other powers but by being a source of inspiration 

that maintains an open and dynamic democracy.30 For Ratzinger, since democracy is a 

‘product of the fusion of the Greek and the Christian heritage’ it can ‘only survive in 

this basic context’.31 Along this line, reason is so intimately related – be it in a critical 

way – to the religious (symbolic) world that emancipation from this relationship leads to 

the various pathologies of reason. In chapter 2 and 3, I will further work out this idea of 

the dialectic between reason and religious world/faith, which is also to be found in 

Valadier. For Taylor, the transcendence of certain secularist limits means 

acknowledging the possibility of a ‘vertical space’, or a third dimension.32 This runs 

parallel to his consistent argument that integral personhoods require the continuous 

tapping of ‘sources’, especially the theistic source and nature, which have been 
                                                   
30 Valadier, DPFR, 284.  
31 Ratzinger, CEP, 215.  
32 Taylor, SA, 706. 
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atrophied by anthropocentrism. On the political level, he sees the effects of such 

‘contact with fullness’ in the leadership of Tutu and Mandela, whose exceptional 

political wisdom has enabled them to guide people towards an ‘unworldly’ standard of 

justice, beyond retribution, towards ‘reconciliation and trust’. 33 The recovery of a 

notion of transcendence that no longer suffers from the same weaknesses as ‘old’ ideas 

of transcendence is a constitutive part of an alternative, richer conception of the human. 

This means that immanence and transcendence have to be related to each other, once 

again. The thoughts of the three men show strong resemblances with those of Christian 

philosophers and theologians who have resisted what is called the ‘separatist’ or dualist 

thesis that exiled the ‘supernatural’ from social and intellectual life.34 

 

 

Chapter outline  

 

The thesis is divided into four chapters: on Taylor, Valadier and Ratzinger, respectively, 

and a concluding chapter that considers, among other things, the question of the 

universality of their Christian humanism. In chapter one, I develop Taylor’s argument 

that a particular ontology of the human that underpins western civilisation has to be 

recovered.35 According to him, it is a particular kind of modern understanding of the 

self, of its relationship to space and time, and of moral agency that sustains modern 

commitments. This means that modernity can neither be understood separately from 

‘modern identity’, nor be worthy of the name without the affirmation of the latter 

because the quality of a civilisation depends on the quality of the human will. Taylor’s 

major constant academic endeavour has been to bring back the issue of ‘the quality of 

the will’ in moral philosophy, that is, the insight that the degree of ‘moral fullness’ 

depends on the extent to which a person allows himself or herself to be moved by 

‘constitutive goods’. The atrophy of the latter therefore also implies that the sources of 

such moral ascent are a priori excluded. Western civilisation rests on the assumption 

that the human being is capable of benevolence and justice. Such capacity is not pre-

                                                   
33 Ibid., 706. 
34 Henri de Lubac, Étienne Gilson, and Maurice Blondel are examples of those who are 
associated with this revival.  
35 Taylor, SS, 5, 32, 365-367.  
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given and fixed, but is the result of continuous moral transformation. Correspondingly, 

the suppression or distortion of this moral self-understanding has created ‘something 

like a spiritual crisis in our civilization’.36 The ‘crisis’, discernible in all domains of 

contemporary life, be it political, affective or religious, has arisen because the ‘moral or 

spiritual sources’ that moved moderns to want or will their modern civilisation (justice 

and benevolence) have disappeared from the ‘official picture’. Hence, an antidote to this 

crisis is the re-tapping of moral sources, that is, the enlargement of ‘our palette of points 

of contact with fullness’.37  

In chapter two, the idea that humanisation can counter the tendencies towards 

nihilism (that is, the negation of life, of ourselves and others) is developed. Quite 

similarly to Taylor, Valadier sees the nature of our contemporary predicament as a 

moral one, and more precisely, as a ‘moral paralysis’. ‘Moral’, in both cases, is intrinsic 

to being human and hence not an extra option that can be chosen or rejected at will. 

Valadier, more than Taylor, points out widespread indifference, pessimism, despair and 

doubt in the European context. These are the symptoms of a lack of appetite to live, the 

symptoms of what he sees as the greatest ill of our epoch, namely, nihilism. 

Contemporaries, he concludes, need to be exhorted to ‘get up and walk’ – like the 

paralytic in biblical passages – to will (desire) again. The perception of nihilism as the 

greatest challenge of our time is an important part of the Nietzschean legacy, which 

Valadier partly endorses. Along this line, nihilism refers to the devaluation (emptying) 

of the highest values, including the value of the human and of life itself. However, as I 

shall expound in chapter two, Valadier (differently from Nietzsche and many others 

after him) does not believe that modernity inescapably leads to the complete devaluation 

of all (‘old’) values. Nihilism is certainly widespread in our present context, but this is 

only the case because the will is too weak to ‘create’ (want) values. In other words, the 

‘old’ values in and of themselves are not intrinsically empty. I will try to reconstruct 

Valadier’s rather intricate thesis that modernity is in crisis or paralysed because its 

values are, or threaten to be, devalued because the will is too weak to want these values. 

This circle has to be broken, and this can be done by restoring the carriers of values that 

are indispensable for the process of humanisation (and hence for the constitution of the 

                                                   
36 Ibid., 367, 32. 
37 Ibid., 512; Taylor, SA, 729, 730.  
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will). For Valadier, this means criticising both a ‘libertarian’ notion of autonomy and 

various forms of authoritarianism. Since our acceptance of the process of humanisation 

depends on our desire to become fuller beings, this very desire has to be (directly) 

aroused. And, this can be done within the order of gratuity. A Church that strives to be 

the sign of the self-giving God can provide (be) such an order.  

Ratzinger, similarly to Valadier, engages with Nietzsche, be it in a slightly 

different way. He has set himself the task of doing what the latter saw was necessary, 

namely, finding ways to heal reason. This convalescence of reason is the subject of 

chapter three. Nihilism and the ‘abolition of man’ are Ratzinger’s main concerns. 

According to him, the privatisation of morality has paved (paves) the way to moral 

nihilism and to one-sided stories about progress, science and freedom, which suit a 

narrow conception (and practice) of reason.38 As in the case of the ‘will’ or desire (for 

life), ‘reason’ is not neutral and fixed, but needs to be continuously cultivated. The 

dominion of an instrumental reason or of a typical Enlightenment rationality, Ratzinger 

points out, has far-reaching harmful consequences. Hence, he pleads for 

demythologisation so that reason can become moral reason or ‘creative reason’. More 

than the other two men, Ratzinger has recourse to the conception of God as creative 

reason (Reason) or logos (Logos), ‘which has manifested itself as love in the crucified 

God’.39 He is therefore able to reconcile love with reason, avoiding the one-sidedness of 

rationalism, and Christianity with philosophy.40 Ratzinger’s conception of a reason that 

needs to be continuously ‘purified’ is not so different from the idea of humanisation or 

of moral transformation, especially if one remembers that his ‘reason’ is a loving 

reason. Such purification or cultivation requires ‘spiritual sources’. This is the reason 

why Ratzinger suggests to his ‘non-believing’ friends to live as if God exists, ‘veluti si 

Deus daretur’.41 I will develop this somewhat strange suggestion, and argue that this 

proposal only makes sense if one bears in mind that, for Ratzinger, ‘the highest vocation 

of every person is love’.42 Interestingly enough, some of Ratzinger’s commitments, 

presuppositions, and conclusions show much resemblance with Taylor’s, but the latter is 

                                                   
38 Ratzinger, VTU, 25. 
39 Ratzinger, CCC, 49; Benedict XVI, CV, 75. 
40 Ratzinger, CCC, 49. 
41Ibid., 354.  
42 Benedict XVI, ‘The Human Person, the Heart of Peace’, World Day of Peace, 1 January 
2007, 16. 
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different way. He has set himself the task of doing what the latter saw was necessary, 

namely, finding ways to heal reason. This convalescence of reason is the subject of 

chapter three. Nihilism and the ‘abolition of man’ are Ratzinger’s main concerns. 

According to him, the privatisation of morality has paved (paves) the way to moral 

nihilism and to one-sided stories about progress, science and freedom, which suit a 

narrow conception (and practice) of reason.38 As in the case of the ‘will’ or desire (for 

life), ‘reason’ is not neutral and fixed, but needs to be continuously cultivated. The 
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than the other two men, Ratzinger has recourse to the conception of God as creative 
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rationalism, and Christianity with philosophy.40 Ratzinger’s conception of a reason that 

needs to be continuously ‘purified’ is not so different from the idea of humanisation or 
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Deus daretur’.41 I will develop this somewhat strange suggestion, and argue that this 

proposal only makes sense if one bears in mind that, for Ratzinger, ‘the highest vocation 

of every person is love’.42 Interestingly enough, some of Ratzinger’s commitments, 
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38 Ratzinger, VTU, 25. 
39 Ratzinger, CCC, 49; Benedict XVI, CV, 75. 
40 Ratzinger, CCC, 49. 
41Ibid., 354.  
42 Benedict XVI, ‘The Human Person, the Heart of Peace’, World Day of Peace, 1 January 
2007, 16. 

12 13



14 
 

often able to articulate similar ideas slightly more diplomatically and in a more nuanced 

manner. 

In the final chapter, the Christian humanism of the three men is further 

explicated, and the question regarding its universal relevance is raised. To what extent 

do Taylor, Valadier and Ratzinger help us rethink a kind of humanism that is integral in 

all senses, including in the sense of being potentially universal – in terms of relevance, 

feasibility and efficiency (truly revitalising with respect to the crisis) – without being 

‘imperialistic’? Rather than strictly comparing and contrasting the three men’s thoughts, 

I deem it more fruitful to show how they complement each other. Though they certainly 

differ from each other, there is a remarkable overlap in their theological and 

philosophical anthropologies in which the notion of gift or gratuity is so central. The 

idea of solidarity and justice that stems from this understanding of the human differs 

from conceptions that rely on the idea of the rational, autonomous agent. Their 

conception of Christian transcendence as ‘overabundant Life’ enables them to reckon 

with the distance and closeness inherent to Christian ‘transcendence’, and to enter the 

dialogue with non-Christians. The credibility and viability of their humanism also 

depends on whether it is a powerful alternative to anti-humanism, the Kantian and 

Aristotelian versions of humanism, and (Christian) transhumanism. The question that 

has to be raised in all these cases is whether the vision that is presented captures as fully 

as possible who we are. Since the three men’s humanism has political implications, it is 

instructive to see how it fares in confrontation with John Rawls’s political liberalism. 

Which one of these two approaches is better able to safeguard pluralism, in the present 

context of weak democracies?  

 

 

Thesis in context 

 

The aim of this thesis, as I explained above, is to recover a better understanding of the 

human, and hence, to correct narrower conceptions. Though this is primarily an 

intellectual endeavour, the underlying hope is that this correction may also lead to a 

change of practices, ways of experiencing, feeling and thinking. Our present ‘habits of 

the heart and of the mind’ rest on an anthropology in which transformation, self-

15 
 

transcendence, or Christian metanoia has lost its credibility. The cause of this state of 

affairs cannot only be blamed on ‘naturalism’ or science, but can also be traced back to 

philosophy and theology. The failure to humanise oneself, which is the same as failing 

to morally transform or transcend oneself, leads to perverse conditions, and in extreme 

cases, to barbarism. This is why I dare hope that this thesis may be yet another signature 

on an already very long petition for a truly humanising education. Recent education 

reforms unfortunately point to a different direction, reflecting the tenacity of a very 

narrow anthropology. Of course, parents and families are the primary and most 

important educators, and this is the reason why they will have to be sufficiently 

empowered to resist the influence of experts, media, and other taken-for-granted 

notions. Renaissance humanists and Christian educators understood the importance of 

education, in its broadest possible sense, quite well. Against the background of crisis, it 

is hardly surprising that there has recently been a revival of humanism, and therefore 

quite a lot written from a humanist perspective or on humanism as resource. A 

significant oeuvre to which the present work bears some affinity is Jens Zimmermann’s 

Incarnational Humanism (2012).43 ‘This book’, Zimmermann explains, ‘calls for a 

distinctly Christian philosophy of culture that speaks to the current crisis of reason and 

identity in Western civilisation caused by the loss of its Christian roots’.44 Taylor and 

Ratzinger are both important figures in this book as well as in other works of his. A 

major difference between the present thesis and Zimmerman’s great book regards the 

addressees. Zimmermann notes that while ‘non-Christian readers are not the intended 

audience for this text, they should know that this book takes into consideration their 

unease about the public role of religions’.45 As already implied, the intended public of 

the present thesis includes Christians and non-Christians alike, for one thing, because 

the crisis concerns people from all walks of life, and for another, because this Christian 

humanism articulates insights, ideas and practices that can arguably be endorsed by 

Christians as non-Christians.  

 

                                                   
43 Jens Zimmermann, Incarnational Humanism: A Philosophy of Culture for the Church in the 
World (Downers Grove IL: InterVarsity Press, 2012). Another significant book that has focused 
on the question of who the human is and on humanism is Daniel D. Jacques, La mesure de 
l’homme (Montréal: Boréal, 2012).  
44 Zimmerman, Incarnational Humanism, 9. 
45 Ibid., 15.  
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Chapter 1 

The Recovery of Sources  

 

 

Charles Taylor’s works, especially his Sources of the Self (1989) and A Secular Age 

(2007) have attracted many commentators and critics from diverse disciplines, including 

literary studies, the humanities, sociology, the political sciences, and philosophy. 

Taylor’s recourse to panoplies of thinkers, both ancients and moderns, makes his works 

unusually multifaceted. This can perhaps partly explain how he could have been read as 

a ‘philosopher-citizen’, Hegelian, Romanticist, Modernist, Western Marxist, Platonist, 

Catholic apologist, Augustinian, neo-Aristotelian, and communitarian.1 These 

categories, however, do not always capture Taylor’s lifelong endeavour to recover a 

fuller ontology of the human. Such ontology is ‘full’ or comprehensive in two senses: it 

is able to include, or account for, all our lived realities, that is, our self-understandings, 

ways of relating to ourselves, to our bodies, to each other, to the world, and to other 

extra-human realities, our ‘experiences’, practices, ways of thinking and feeling, beliefs 

and opinions; and it has the potential to correct and enrich these realities by recovering 

repressed or forgotten dimensions. In a context dominated by what Taylor calls the 

‘naturalist temper’, he re-explores the ‘limits of the conceivable in human life’.2 Today, 

the naturalist temper manifests itself in various forms and on several levels, informing 

our habits of the heart and of the mind, including our prejudices and implicit beliefs.  
                                                   
1 Ruth Abbey, ‘Another Philosopher-Citizen: the Political Philosophy of Charles Taylor’, in 
Catherine H. Zuckert (ed.), Political Philosophy in the Twentieth Century (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2011), 264. Ian Thompson sees in Taylor ‘an ontological monist 
and a theoretical pluralist’. See Ian Thompson, ‘Transcendence and the Problem of 
Otherworldly Nihilism: Taylor, Heidegger, Nietzsche’, Inquiry 54 (2) (2011): 143. Koenraad 
Geldof is able to retrace the ‘ghost of Western Marxism’ in Taylor’s Sources of the Self. He 
discerns both anti-Hegelian, Western Marxist and Hegelian dimensions in Taylor. In the last 
part of his article, he concludes that ‘Taylor is a distant yet quite reliable descendant of Plato 
rather than of Hegel’. See Koenraad Geldof ‘The Unbearable Literariness of Literature: Spectral 
Marxism and Metaphysical Realism in Charles Taylor’s Sources of the Self’, New Literary 
History 30 (2) (1999): 344. For Nadia Urbinati, A Secular Age has the task of ‘neutralizing the 
radical claim for autonomy made by “extreme humanism”. It does so not through a frontal 
attack but with the same strategy of incorporation and metabolism that Augustine perfected. In 
Antonio Gramsci’s words, we may say that this is a truly hegemonic project, a magnificent 
attempt to absorb the lymph from its adversary in order to enjoy a total power over it, for 
saecula saeculorum’. See Nadia Urbinati, ‘Review of Charles Taylor “A Secular Age”’, 
European Journal of Sociology 49 (3) (2008): 465.  
2 Taylor, SS, 32, 92, 107, 520; Taylor, DC, 3-4.  
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If the ontology underlying current practices, experiences and ideas is indeed narrow, it 

implies that constitutive elements of personhood, or what could be called ‘sources of 

humanisation’, are being excluded. In extreme cases, it may mean that the very need for 

the constitution of selves (personhoods) is overlooked, leading to disastrously 

inadequate conceptions and practices of upbringing, education and citizenship. Such 

negligence has consequences for both the human person and for that which depends on 

him/her. The stakes are therefore twofold: integral personhood or integral human 

fulfilment and Western civilisation. This conceived relationship between human persons 

and their civilisation is one of the many disputed ideas in Taylor’s works. Other 

criticisms pertain to the very notion of the ‘self’, the constitution of the self and the role 

of his notorious ‘sources’ in this regard, his idea of the ‘secularist spin’, and 

correspondingly, his distinction between the closed and open readings of the immanent 

frame. In what now follows, all these different dimensions of Taylor’s thought are 

related to each other in what I conceive as his alternative, richer conception of the 

human, which in turn has the potential to counter what he calls the spiritual crisis of 

Western civilisation.3  

The first two sections form the foundation for the rest of the chapter, dealing 

with Taylor’s alternative conception of the human self (I) and of modernity (II). While 

this expounded idea of the human can be said to hold in all places and at all times – 

hence a ‘perennial thesis’ (in Taylor’s words) – the modern identity that he reconstructs 

is typically Western (III).4 His historiography, as he calls his history of ideas, focuses on 

Western history. The constitution of this modern self requires its sources – hence the 

‘sources of the self’ –, and modernity in turn depends on ‘integral’ selves who are able 

to positively commit to modern moral ideals. In section IV, I consider some common 

disputes and confusions regarding these ‘sources’. The particularity of Taylor’s position 

also becomes clearer. His resolute humanist anti-anthropocentrism distinguishes him 

from the deconstructionist, Deweyan and Heideggerian traditions. His ‘deconstruction’ 

of a dominant manifestation of anthropocentrism, namely, the belief (narrative) that the 

modern order is necessarily closed is dealt with in section V. The taken-for-granted 

                                                   
3 Taylor, SA, 729, 730; Taylor, SS, 512.  
4 Taylor confines himself to Western Europe and North America. However, this does not 
exclude the possibility that this conception of the self might appeal (be relevant) to ‘non-
westerners’.  

 
 

relationship between transcendence (sources) and violence is critically rethought in VI. 

Violence is instead related to the atrophy of sources. And finally, the modern way of 

getting in touch with sources is expounded. 

 
 
I. A perennial thesis 

 

Taylor’s recasting of the conception of the human cannot be detached from his 

academic endeavour to counter what he saw (sees) as the narrowness of moral 

philosophy, in particular, analytic philosophy. This was not a solo enterprise. As he 

notes, a ‘countermovement’ to the established analytic tradition was becoming more 

visible in the 1950s. This movement was characterised by a ‘return’ to Nietzsche and to 

Aristotle.5 However, unlike most neo-Nietzscheans and neo-Aristotelians, it is the line 

of Iris Murdoch that Taylor says to have followed, to some extent. Murdoch, according 

to him, was already trying to renew philosophy well before the counterwave, but 

differently from the latter movement, she takes Taylor not only beyond the question of 

what we ought to do, that of what it is good to be, but even beyond, ‘to what can 

command our fullest love’.6 The Platonic or Socratic as well as the Christian colour is 

unmistakable, but is also inescapable if one assumes, like Taylor does, that ‘human 

beings have an ineradicable bent to respond to something beyond life’.7 His 

anthropology runs counter to the one underlying what he calls ‘secular humanism’. The 

latter, he notes, is committed to the moral or ‘metaphysical’ view that ordinary human 

flourishing is what human beings ought to strive after.8 According to Taylor, instead, 

humans are moral or spiritual beings who are capable of self-transcendence, of going 

‘beyond self-related desire altogether and [following] a higher aspiration’.9 Moral 

philosophers, in a climate dominated by the ‘positive’ sciences, are reluctant to pose the 

‘deep questions’ that are directly related to what is proper to the human, either because 

they are deemed to be the wrong questions, or else unanswerable. In this section, I will 
                                                   
5 See Taylor, DC, 4. There was a similar counterwave among sociologists and social critics, 
represented by C. Wright Mills and Christopher Lasch, for example. 
6 Ibid., 5. By saying this, Taylor admits that he is ‘sneaking in a Christian rather than a Buddhist 
discourse… there is a disagreement between Dame Iris and me about this’.  
7 Ibid., 20-22. 
8 Ibid.  
9 Taylor, SA, 311. 
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show how Taylor’s alternative understanding of the self and of morality entails their 

inseparability.  

 ‘Morality’ is more often than not separated from ‘humanity’, making it possible 

for us to speak in terms of the ‘moral’ and ‘immoral’ human person. But such 

qualifications rely heavily on more or less clear criteria, such as goals to be reached or 

obligations to be fulfilled. The downside of this approach to morality is that it excludes 

all that which cannot be fitted into these categories. And, this is precisely the 

narrowness that Taylor has been fighting. The careful reader will have noticed that he 

simultaneously or interchangeably uses moral and spiritual in his sentences. Since 

‘moral’ is generally related to matters of justice and respect of other people’s life, and 

since Taylor wants to include ‘our sense of what underlies our own dignity, or questions 

about what makes our lives meaningful or fulfilling’, he has to complement ‘moral’ 

with ‘spiritual’.10 In a less ‘naturalistic climate’, ‘moral’ would have sufficed. Spiritual 

or moral is not an optional attitude or way of living, besides the ‘natural’, ‘physical’, 

‘social’, or ‘economic’ life, which can be preferred to some other alternative, or can be 

switched on or off; it defines the human.11 The idea that the human is both spirit and 

matter preserves the ‘dualistic insight’, and yet avoids the ‘dualistic rift’.12 Taylor 

therefore argues that ‘we would cease to be human’, if we lose contact with the good, if 

it no longer plays any role in our thinking, acting and being.13 In other words, ‘the 

notion of a human identity without such a sense brings us close to the unimaginable 

limit of total breakdown’.14 Others have referred to such a condition as ‘barbarism’, that 

is, the collapse of a civilisation.  

Through such utterances, Taylor is clearly saying something about the human 

being in general, and not only about the modern (historical) westerner. In reply to 
                                                   
10 Taylor, SS, 4.  
11 The substitution of the term ‘spiritual’ for ‘moral’ may be a bit confusing if one is used to a 
more conventional definition of morality, which includes questions of right or just behaviour 
(action) with respect to others; or, conformity to social norms and values. These are often 
questions that fall under the category ‘ethics’. ‘Spirituality’, on the other hand, is usually either 
closely associated with religious life, or with subjectivism and vagueness. These features tend to 
make it philosophically unattractive. The ways in which Taylor employs these two terms 
therefore also constitute a critical correction of their dominant meanings.  
12 See Jonas, The Gnostic Religion, 340. Cf. ‘It is because the paradigm examples of valid 
knowledge in the modern world (supposedly) take the realities they study as made exclusively 
of matter, that we are supposed to conclude that everything is matter’. Taylor, SA, 574. 
13 Taylor, SS, 97. 
14 Taylor, MRPS, 257. 

 
 

Frederick Olafson’s critical comments, Taylor stresses that it is his ‘perennial thesis’ 

that we ‘inevitably’, ‘cannot help’ deliberating and thinking out our lives and that of 

others.15 However, ‘deliberation’ should not be understood too narrowly. It need not be 

a conscious, rational exercise. As Taylor admits, ‘evaluation’ might wrongly convey the 

impression of conscious, critical reflection, and deliberate choice between goods and 

frameworks.16 Instead, he means that ‘one is operating with a sense that some desires, 

goals, aspirations are qualitatively higher than others’.17 His modern expression ‘the self 

in moral space’ is meant to convey the ‘perennial thesis’ regarding the human, in all 

places and at all times. This translation might not have made sense to Plato, Taylor 

remarks, because the latter’s conception of the human soul already involved its 

relationship to the Good. But today, one must add ‘the moral space’ because of a 

tenacious modern dualism:  

 

A human being conceived in terms of capacities of radical reflexivity can be 

thought of as potentially inhabiting a neutral world. But if I described the 

human being in terms of Plato’s notion of the soul, for instance, this very 

possibility would be foreclosed. I would describe the soul as having parts, 

one of which, the rational, is identified by its ability to grasp the ideas and 

their order. Moral space is conceptually inseparable from the soul so 

understood.18  

 

This re-formulation of an old notion in a new language is a good illustration of Taylor’s 

‘reconciliation’ between the ancients and the moderns. Against the dominant trend, he 

argues that the human does not live in a ‘neutral world’ totally unrelated to him/her. 

Following Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty, he points out that ‘we start off just as coping 

infants, and only later are we inducted in speech’.19 This also means that speech 

                                                   
15 Charles Taylor, ‘Reply to Commentators’, International Phenomenological Society 54 (1) 
(1994): 208. 
16 Taylor, RR, 249.  
17 According to Taylor, strong evaluation is ‘something like a human universal, present in all 
but what we would clearly judge as very damaged human beings’. Ibid. 
18 Taylor, ‘Reply to Commentators’, 208. 
19 Charles Taylor, ‘Rorty and Philosophy’, in Charles Guigon and David R. Hiley (eds.), 
Richard Rorty: Contemporary Philosophy in Focus (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2003), 164. 
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10 Taylor, SS, 4.  
11 The substitution of the term ‘spiritual’ for ‘moral’ may be a bit confusing if one is used to a 
more conventional definition of morality, which includes questions of right or just behaviour 
(action) with respect to others; or, conformity to social norms and values. These are often 
questions that fall under the category ‘ethics’. ‘Spirituality’, on the other hand, is usually either 
closely associated with religious life, or with subjectivism and vagueness. These features tend to 
make it philosophically unattractive. The ways in which Taylor employs these two terms 
therefore also constitute a critical correction of their dominant meanings.  
12 See Jonas, The Gnostic Religion, 340. Cf. ‘It is because the paradigm examples of valid 
knowledge in the modern world (supposedly) take the realities they study as made exclusively 
of matter, that we are supposed to conclude that everything is matter’. Taylor, SA, 574. 
13 Taylor, SS, 97. 
14 Taylor, MRPS, 257. 
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expresses only part of our acquired ‘knowledge’. We are from the very beginning of our 

lives in close contact with the ‘world’ – be it in an antagonistic relationship – which we 

have not yet started to ‘interpret’ and dissect. ‘Our understanding of the world’, Taylor 

maintains, ‘is holistic from the start’.20 His criticism of the strict separation between 

object (world/body) and the subject (mind) is important to bear in mind in order to 

understand his conceived relationship between the human and Nature, or the human and 

God.  

That said, the ‘self’ does remain an ambiguous concept. This is the reason why 

Taylor is constantly stressing what the self is not. The human sense of the self, he 

emphasises, is different from the ‘sense of the self’ attributed to the chimpanzee that is 

able to recognise itself in the mirror; it is different from the Ego, in the Freudian sense, 

since the Ego does not need to orient itself in a space of questions about the good.21 

Neither is the self an object that can be studied, like an organ (the heart or liver, for 

example). Hans Joas, in The Sacredness of the Person, points out the ‘one-sidedness of 

the modern concept ‘self’ as compared with the ‘soul’.22 This, he notes, is the result of 

the anti-metaphysical attitude of most Pragmatists, whose translation tended to leave out 

the less empirical dimensions of the soul. An exception, he claims, was William James. 

Joas himself has recourse to both terms in that specific book of his: he speaks of the 

‘immortal soul’, and not of the ‘immortal self’. In a strong sense, he argues for the re-

introduction of the idea of the human soul into academic discourses.  

 

The concept of the soul had entailed a metaphysical guarantee of what I call 

the sacredness of the person; that is, the assumption of a sacred core of 

every human being… if the soul concept is transformed into that of the self, 

then people are equated with their capacity to develop self-reflexivity.23  

 

Such ‘sacralisation’ (or, ‘charismatisation’) of reason has the disadvantage of excluding 

all those who are incapable of such rationality. I will come back to this issue in later 

chapters, but for the time being, it can be remarked that Taylor is also aware of the 
                                                   
20 Taylor, ‘Rorty and Philosophy’, 165. 
21 Taylor, SS, pp. 32-33.  
22 Hans Joas, The Sacredness of the Person: A New Genealogy of Human Rights (Washington 
DC: Georgetown University Press, 2013), 147. 
23 Ibid., 153. 

 
 

problem, but is able to avoid such a pitfall through his particular philosophical 

anthropology, which includes a correction of the dominant epistemic assumptions that 

underlie such rationalism.  

The particularity of Taylor’s vision of the human is vividly illustrated in his 

debate with Richard Rorty, where it also becomes clear why he cannot be considered as 

‘Canada’s version of Richard Rorty’.24 Taylor remarks that, in the old debate between 

them, ‘what seems constant throughout is an agreed-upon basis – that we both see 

ourselves as getting out from under the Cartesian, representational epistemology – and 

within this a difference’.25 These two public intellectuals share a common fight against 

the ‘rationalistic traditions of modern philosophy’ – that is, ‘a benevolent internal 

reform of analytic philosophy’, in Rorty’s words – a common ‘teacher’ like Lionel 

Trilling; their major disagreement concerns the issue of whether or not to continue 

asking questions that cannot be answered with certainty, for instance, what it means 

when we say that we ‘know’ or to be a knowing agent. Rorty makes it seem as if this is 

‘merely’ an academic matter while Taylor argues that it bears on our lived human lives. 

While the former holds that we should just drop ‘the whole poisoned epistemological 

subject’, the latter argues that we cannot avoid the ‘deep’ questions because we are 

living them, or more precisely, the distorted answers to them; this means that it would 

be a form of self-delusion to pretend they did not exist.26 The existential implications of 

Taylor’s recasting of knowledge and of morality become evident when ‘knowing’ 

appears to involve or imply loving and relating, and when this loving and relating is 

constitutive of who we are. The difference is between what Taylor calls his ‘maximalist’ 

and Rorty’s ‘minimalist’ views of these issues.27  

                                                   
24 Contrary to Stephen Crocker’s claim. See Stephen Crocker, ‘Review of Charles Taylor, 
Modern Social Imaginaries’, Canadian Journal of Sociology Online ( Jan-Feb, 2005). Retrieved 
3 October 2014, from http://www.cjsonline.ca/reviews/socialimaginaries.html. 
25 Taylor, ‘Rorty and Philosophy’, 158.  
26 Taylor, ‘Rorty and Philosophy’, 158-159. Taylor defines foundationalism as the attempt to 
offer a convincing construction of knowledge from the ground up, while representationalism 
offers an account of the agent’s knowledge that is distinct from the world (ibid., 167). He 
criticises the Cartesian-Lockean foundationalism for its atomism, because ‘the certainty-
producing argument would have to proceed from establishing elements… to grounding wholes’, 
and he does not think that this isolation of elements is possible (ibid., 160).  
27 According to Rorty, it is a good thing that ‘useless’ questions ‘that were once thought to be of 
the highest importance’, like the existence or non-existence of God, criteria of good or wrong, 
of rational and irrational, are brushed aside. See Richard Rorty, ‘Anticlericalism and Atheism’, 
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In an interview in 2003, Rorty clearly refers to that old debate when he mentions the 

quarrel between Socrates and Protagoras the Sophist, about ‘whether there’s a thing out 

there called The Truth waiting for us to discover it, which it is our duty to love’.28 

Protagoras is, for him, a ‘proto-pragmatist’, and he sees himself as a pragmatist who 

tries to find solutions to urgent questions. He asserts that one can ‘forget whether an 

ideal is authentic or legitimate or universal or deep, and just ask whether it’s useful for 

solving the problems of the day’.29 There could not be a clearer allusion to, and 

dismissal of, Taylor’s enterprise of re-articulation of ideals. While the latter draws on 

the works of Wittgenstein, Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty, against Cartesianism (as 

conceived by him), to stress how our conceptual thinking is ‘embedded’ in everyday 

coping, how ‘coping’ is prior to thinking and speech, Rorty follows the line of 

Davidson, and asserts that ‘we are causally impinged on by the world’.30 The difference 

between the Heidegger-Merleau-Ponty and Davidson-Rorty frameworks can be easily 

overlooked, but according to Taylor, it is the difference between freedom and non-

realism respectively.31 A certain realism, he reminds us, is the precondition for human 

freedom. Indeed, how else to distinguish between freedom and unfreedom, justice and 

injustice, or between true freedom and a distorted version of freedom? I hope to show in 

later sections that Taylor’s approach avoids both absolutism (objectivism) and 

relativism (subjectivism). Underlying his distinctions between ‘authentic’ and 

‘distorted’ ideals is not simply an academic concern with truth claims, as Rorty seems to 

suggest, but is a concern for human fulfilment in its broadest, highest and deepest sense. 

Human freedom would not matter if humans did not matter, if a vocation proper to them 

did not exist.  

 

 

 
                                                                                                                                                     
in Mark A. Wrathall (ed.), Religion After Metaphysics (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2003), 31. See Taylor, ‘Rorty and Philosophy’, 171.  
28 Richard Rorty, ‘Interview with Richard Rorty’, Believer (June 2003). Retrieved 20 November 
2010, from http://www.believermag.com/issues/200306/?read=interview_rorty.  
29 Rorty, ‘Interview with Richard Rorty’.  
30 Taylor, ‘Rorty and Philosophy’, 164, 172. 
31 The ‘embedded view offers resources for recognizing differences of scheme without 
generating arguments for nonrealism’, which Taylor accuses Rorty of doing. Non-realism leads 
to scepticism and the belief that ‘justification is ultimately a matter of how we do things here’. 
See Taylor, ‘Rorty and Philosophy’, 174-180.  

 
 

II. The spirit of modernity  

 

In his insightful article Une Spiritualité Libérale? Émile Perreau-Saussine relates 

Taylor to the Enlightenment tradition that ‘goes back to Montesquieu, respectful of the 

diversity of the forms of life, concerned with what is proper to man’.32 According to 

him, this is one of the two political traditions that Taylor discerns within Enlightenment 

itself, and ‘exempts’ from the ‘failures of modernity’; the other tradition is ‘reductionist, 

mechanist, materialist, atomist, positivist’.33 Despite all differences separating Taylor 

and Montesquieu, they both share an important endeavour, namely, the recovery of a 

humanist, non-materialist conception of modern democracies, and hence of modern 

civilisation.34 Along this line, the modern democracy is heavily dependent on the 

people’s love for what constitutes its patria, which Taylor calls its moral goods or 

ideals. He especially focuses on the ideals of justice and benevolence. By defining 

modernity by its ‘moral goods’ or ideals, he distinguishes himself from, and resists, the 

more sociological-historical approach to ‘modernity’. It is one that is more process-

oriented and that generally does not involve strong claims regarding the ‘principles’, 

‘spirit’, or ‘essence’ of modernity. The distinction between these two approaches or 

levels, which is not an absolute one, can be useful to avoid confusion in the debates (or, 

quarrels) about modernity. In the one sense, modernity refers to the more or less 

‘empirical’ historical condition that is now ours – whose features can be described to a 

certain extent – and, in another sense, it refers to the less visible ‘heart’ (or, ‘depths’) of 

modern societies, constituted by moral ideals (goods). As it will appear in this section, 

there are conflicting views of modernity on both levels. 

                                                   
32 Émile Perreau-Saussine, ‘Une Spiritualité Libérale? Charles Taylor et Alasdair MacIntyre en 
Conversation’, Revue Française de Science Politique 55 (2) (2005): 312. This view contradicts 
that of Urbinati, who claims that Taylor’s A Secular Age ‘belongs in the rhetoric of les anti-
lumières’. See Urbinati, ‘Review of Charles Taylor’, 465.  
33 Perreau-Saussine, ‘Une Spiritualité Libérale?’, 312.  
34 Hence, Montesquieu notes that ‘there need not be much integrity for a monarchical or 
despotic government to maintain or sustain itself. The force of the laws in the one and the 
prince’s ever-raised arm in the other can rule or contain the whole. But in a popular state there 
must be an additional spring [spirit], which is virtue’. The latter, Montesquieu stresses, is 
neither a moral nor a Christian virtue but is the political virtue patriotism, that is, the love of the 
fatherland. See Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, edited by Anne M. Cohler, Basia Carolyn 
Miller and Harold Samuel Stone (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), book III, 
chapter III, 22.  

24 25



Chapter 1 The Recovery of Sources

 
 

In an interview in 2003, Rorty clearly refers to that old debate when he mentions the 

quarrel between Socrates and Protagoras the Sophist, about ‘whether there’s a thing out 

there called The Truth waiting for us to discover it, which it is our duty to love’.28 

Protagoras is, for him, a ‘proto-pragmatist’, and he sees himself as a pragmatist who 

tries to find solutions to urgent questions. He asserts that one can ‘forget whether an 

ideal is authentic or legitimate or universal or deep, and just ask whether it’s useful for 

solving the problems of the day’.29 There could not be a clearer allusion to, and 

dismissal of, Taylor’s enterprise of re-articulation of ideals. While the latter draws on 

the works of Wittgenstein, Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty, against Cartesianism (as 

conceived by him), to stress how our conceptual thinking is ‘embedded’ in everyday 

coping, how ‘coping’ is prior to thinking and speech, Rorty follows the line of 

Davidson, and asserts that ‘we are causally impinged on by the world’.30 The difference 

between the Heidegger-Merleau-Ponty and Davidson-Rorty frameworks can be easily 

overlooked, but according to Taylor, it is the difference between freedom and non-

realism respectively.31 A certain realism, he reminds us, is the precondition for human 

freedom. Indeed, how else to distinguish between freedom and unfreedom, justice and 

injustice, or between true freedom and a distorted version of freedom? I hope to show in 

later sections that Taylor’s approach avoids both absolutism (objectivism) and 

relativism (subjectivism). Underlying his distinctions between ‘authentic’ and 

‘distorted’ ideals is not simply an academic concern with truth claims, as Rorty seems to 

suggest, but is a concern for human fulfilment in its broadest, highest and deepest sense. 

Human freedom would not matter if humans did not matter, if a vocation proper to them 

did not exist.  

 

 

 
                                                                                                                                                     
in Mark A. Wrathall (ed.), Religion After Metaphysics (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2003), 31. See Taylor, ‘Rorty and Philosophy’, 171.  
28 Richard Rorty, ‘Interview with Richard Rorty’, Believer (June 2003). Retrieved 20 November 
2010, from http://www.believermag.com/issues/200306/?read=interview_rorty.  
29 Rorty, ‘Interview with Richard Rorty’.  
30 Taylor, ‘Rorty and Philosophy’, 164, 172. 
31 The ‘embedded view offers resources for recognizing differences of scheme without 
generating arguments for nonrealism’, which Taylor accuses Rorty of doing. Non-realism leads 
to scepticism and the belief that ‘justification is ultimately a matter of how we do things here’. 
See Taylor, ‘Rorty and Philosophy’, 174-180.  

 
 

II. The spirit of modernity  

 

In his insightful article Une Spiritualité Libérale? Émile Perreau-Saussine relates 

Taylor to the Enlightenment tradition that ‘goes back to Montesquieu, respectful of the 

diversity of the forms of life, concerned with what is proper to man’.32 According to 

him, this is one of the two political traditions that Taylor discerns within Enlightenment 

itself, and ‘exempts’ from the ‘failures of modernity’; the other tradition is ‘reductionist, 

mechanist, materialist, atomist, positivist’.33 Despite all differences separating Taylor 

and Montesquieu, they both share an important endeavour, namely, the recovery of a 

humanist, non-materialist conception of modern democracies, and hence of modern 

civilisation.34 Along this line, the modern democracy is heavily dependent on the 

people’s love for what constitutes its patria, which Taylor calls its moral goods or 

ideals. He especially focuses on the ideals of justice and benevolence. By defining 

modernity by its ‘moral goods’ or ideals, he distinguishes himself from, and resists, the 

more sociological-historical approach to ‘modernity’. It is one that is more process-

oriented and that generally does not involve strong claims regarding the ‘principles’, 

‘spirit’, or ‘essence’ of modernity. The distinction between these two approaches or 

levels, which is not an absolute one, can be useful to avoid confusion in the debates (or, 

quarrels) about modernity. In the one sense, modernity refers to the more or less 

‘empirical’ historical condition that is now ours – whose features can be described to a 

certain extent – and, in another sense, it refers to the less visible ‘heart’ (or, ‘depths’) of 

modern societies, constituted by moral ideals (goods). As it will appear in this section, 

there are conflicting views of modernity on both levels. 

                                                   
32 Émile Perreau-Saussine, ‘Une Spiritualité Libérale? Charles Taylor et Alasdair MacIntyre en 
Conversation’, Revue Française de Science Politique 55 (2) (2005): 312. This view contradicts 
that of Urbinati, who claims that Taylor’s A Secular Age ‘belongs in the rhetoric of les anti-
lumières’. See Urbinati, ‘Review of Charles Taylor’, 465.  
33 Perreau-Saussine, ‘Une Spiritualité Libérale?’, 312.  
34 Hence, Montesquieu notes that ‘there need not be much integrity for a monarchical or 
despotic government to maintain or sustain itself. The force of the laws in the one and the 
prince’s ever-raised arm in the other can rule or contain the whole. But in a popular state there 
must be an additional spring [spirit], which is virtue’. The latter, Montesquieu stresses, is 
neither a moral nor a Christian virtue but is the political virtue patriotism, that is, the love of the 
fatherland. See Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, edited by Anne M. Cohler, Basia Carolyn 
Miller and Harold Samuel Stone (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), book III, 
chapter III, 22.  

24 25



Chapter 1 The Recovery of Sources

 
 

Like Montesquieu, Taylor refutes the mechanical conception of democracies – which is 

inseparable from the mechanical conception of humans – and wants to show that the 

negligence of the cultivation of the love of goods leads to the collapse of democracies.35 

Correspondingly, he argues that the withering of modern western civilisation cannot be 

primarily a technical and economic problem, or a problem of power and instrumental 

rationality. Since modernity depends on the commitment of modern selves to its (their) 

goods, it means that its collapse follows from their incapacity to love modern goods. On 

the more empirical, descriptive level, western modernisation is often presented as 

involving the transition from an agrarian to an industrial context, the abolition of 

aristocratic and patriarchal privileges, and the rise of new political systems or power 

structures.36 The disagreement among intellectuals already appears on the descriptive 

level itself, when this transformation is also interpreted as the victory of capitalism and 

of the bourgeoisie, and hence as the establishment of new hierarchies, and certainly 

when the transformation is also (or, primarily) understood as a change of rationality, as 

in the case of Weber, as political in the case of Tocqueville, or as the transformation of 

solidarity, in the case of Émile Durkheim.37 Though Taylor does not dispute the fact 

that industrialisation, urbanisation, capitalism and its excesses, or ‘secularisation’ have 

arisen in modern times, he refuses to consider these facts as the core of modern western 

civilisation.38 Those who do so endorse what he calls an ‘a-cultural’ view, which is 

materialistic and scientistic. He is highly critical of what he calls ‘vulgar Marxism’, 

which, for instance, explains the Reformation in terms of economic interests.39 He 

similarly rejects a ‘vulgar Hegelianism’, according to which ‘an interpretive study of 

idées-forces would be sufficient to answer the diachronic-causal question’.40 

There is also a non-materialistic and non-scientistic a-cultural conception of 

modernity, which he attributes to those who allegedly criticise ‘modernity’ for being 

                                                   
35 Montesquieu states that when virtue is lost, ‘ambition enters those hearts that can admit it, and 
avarice enters them all. Desires change their objects: that which one used to love, one loves no 
longer. One was free under the laws, one wants to be free against them’. Montesquieu, The 
Spirit of the Laws, Book III, chapter III, 23. 
36 Marinus Ossewaarde, Theorizing European Societies (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 
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37 Ibid., 30-53. 
38 Contrary to the Indian novelist Pankaj Mishra, for instance, who presumes the a-cultural 
conception of Western modernity in his narratives of occidental decadence.  
39 Taylor, RR, 242. 
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inherently materialistic (amoral). Alasdair MacIntyre and Allan Bloom are, according to 

Taylor, proponents of such a view. Of course, there is a crucial difference between 

Bloom, MacIntyre and so many other critics, on the one hand, and what Taylor calls the 

‘hard-line scientistic attitude’ (and its ‘lay’ version), on the other. The former deplore 

the modern condition as tending towards barbarism and see alternatives to it, while 

according to the latter, the same condition is ‘natural’ and necessary. It is especially the 

‘naturalist’ view that has been Taylor’s target because it is inseparable from a naturalist 

view of the human. Modernity, he argues, arises neither ‘by itself’ nor by the negation 

of an old order, but is the fruit of an affirmative morality or spirituality. His ‘cultural’ 

understanding of modern western civilisation tries to correct the one-sidedness of the ‘a-

cultural’ definitions of modernity.  

 

What this view reads out of the picture is the possibility that Western 

modernity might be powered by its own positive visions of the good, that is, 

by one constellation of such visions among available others, rather than by 

the only viable set left after the old myths and legends have been 

exploded.41  

 

Taylor’s definition of culture as the ‘constellation of understandings of person, nature, 

society, and the good’ agrees with the concept ‘civilisation’ used by others and himself 

elsewhere.42 He therefore proposes a richer conception of modern western civilisation, 

one in which the relationship between human ‘morality’ (as understood by him) and the 

human condition is re-established.  

The cultural, moral, or spiritual approach to modernity does not, however, mean 

that modern civilisation is the result of the application of explicit ideas or beliefs. For 

one thing, ‘morality’ is much broader than a set of norms (as we saw above), and for 

another, the modernity that Taylor recovers consists of both superficial (in the non-

derogatory sense) and deeper layers. In order to understand the deeper layers, it is 

crucial to be able to discern the ‘background understanding’ (habitus) and ‘social 

imaginary’ of modern societies. A moral outlook, Taylor explains, consists of three 
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42 Taylor, MRPS, 213. 

26 27



Chapter 1 The Recovery of Sources

 
 

Like Montesquieu, Taylor refutes the mechanical conception of democracies – which is 

inseparable from the mechanical conception of humans – and wants to show that the 

negligence of the cultivation of the love of goods leads to the collapse of democracies.35 

Correspondingly, he argues that the withering of modern western civilisation cannot be 

primarily a technical and economic problem, or a problem of power and instrumental 

rationality. Since modernity depends on the commitment of modern selves to its (their) 

goods, it means that its collapse follows from their incapacity to love modern goods. On 

the more empirical, descriptive level, western modernisation is often presented as 

involving the transition from an agrarian to an industrial context, the abolition of 

aristocratic and patriarchal privileges, and the rise of new political systems or power 

structures.36 The disagreement among intellectuals already appears on the descriptive 

level itself, when this transformation is also interpreted as the victory of capitalism and 

of the bourgeoisie, and hence as the establishment of new hierarchies, and certainly 

when the transformation is also (or, primarily) understood as a change of rationality, as 

in the case of Weber, as political in the case of Tocqueville, or as the transformation of 

solidarity, in the case of Émile Durkheim.37 Though Taylor does not dispute the fact 

that industrialisation, urbanisation, capitalism and its excesses, or ‘secularisation’ have 

arisen in modern times, he refuses to consider these facts as the core of modern western 

civilisation.38 Those who do so endorse what he calls an ‘a-cultural’ view, which is 

materialistic and scientistic. He is highly critical of what he calls ‘vulgar Marxism’, 

which, for instance, explains the Reformation in terms of economic interests.39 He 

similarly rejects a ‘vulgar Hegelianism’, according to which ‘an interpretive study of 

idées-forces would be sufficient to answer the diachronic-causal question’.40 

There is also a non-materialistic and non-scientistic a-cultural conception of 

modernity, which he attributes to those who allegedly criticise ‘modernity’ for being 

                                                   
35 Montesquieu states that when virtue is lost, ‘ambition enters those hearts that can admit it, and 
avarice enters them all. Desires change their objects: that which one used to love, one loves no 
longer. One was free under the laws, one wants to be free against them’. Montesquieu, The 
Spirit of the Laws, Book III, chapter III, 23. 
36 Marinus Ossewaarde, Theorizing European Societies (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2013).  
37 Ibid., 30-53. 
38 Contrary to the Indian novelist Pankaj Mishra, for instance, who presumes the a-cultural 
conception of Western modernity in his narratives of occidental decadence.  
39 Taylor, RR, 242. 
40 Taylor, SS, 204. 

 
 

inherently materialistic (amoral). Alasdair MacIntyre and Allan Bloom are, according to 

Taylor, proponents of such a view. Of course, there is a crucial difference between 

Bloom, MacIntyre and so many other critics, on the one hand, and what Taylor calls the 

‘hard-line scientistic attitude’ (and its ‘lay’ version), on the other. The former deplore 

the modern condition as tending towards barbarism and see alternatives to it, while 

according to the latter, the same condition is ‘natural’ and necessary. It is especially the 

‘naturalist’ view that has been Taylor’s target because it is inseparable from a naturalist 

view of the human. Modernity, he argues, arises neither ‘by itself’ nor by the negation 

of an old order, but is the fruit of an affirmative morality or spirituality. His ‘cultural’ 

understanding of modern western civilisation tries to correct the one-sidedness of the ‘a-

cultural’ definitions of modernity.  

 

What this view reads out of the picture is the possibility that Western 

modernity might be powered by its own positive visions of the good, that is, 

by one constellation of such visions among available others, rather than by 

the only viable set left after the old myths and legends have been 

exploded.41  

 

Taylor’s definition of culture as the ‘constellation of understandings of person, nature, 

society, and the good’ agrees with the concept ‘civilisation’ used by others and himself 

elsewhere.42 He therefore proposes a richer conception of modern western civilisation, 

one in which the relationship between human ‘morality’ (as understood by him) and the 

human condition is re-established.  

The cultural, moral, or spiritual approach to modernity does not, however, mean 

that modern civilisation is the result of the application of explicit ideas or beliefs. For 

one thing, ‘morality’ is much broader than a set of norms (as we saw above), and for 

another, the modernity that Taylor recovers consists of both superficial (in the non-

derogatory sense) and deeper layers. In order to understand the deeper layers, it is 

crucial to be able to discern the ‘background understanding’ (habitus) and ‘social 

imaginary’ of modern societies. A moral outlook, Taylor explains, consists of three 

                                                   
41 Taylor, SA, 571; Taylor, MRPS, 209-210.  
42 Taylor, MRPS, 213. 

26 27



Chapter 1 The Recovery of Sources

 
 

levels of understanding, namely, the doctrinal, the ‘embodied’ and the ‘symbolic’ – 

‘l’imaginaire social’, which is the (creative) expression of the embodied habitus.43 The 

social imaginary is composed of ‘images’ rather than formulated doctrines. The more 

explicit level of understanding rests on, and presumes, these two deeper levels of 

understanding.44 Modernity, for Taylor, consists primarily of the transformation of these 

two levels of (self) understanding; such a transformation is not ‘planned’ or engineered, 

but is also not accidental, independently of human efforts (and of Providence).45 He has 

recourse to the metaphors of nova and supernova to depict the gradual transformation of 

the social imaginary.46 Of course, explicit beliefs and ideas also express the change, but 

since they can only convey what can be explicitly articulated, they do not grasp the 

more inarticulable dimensions of the transformation. Besides, explicit beliefs and ideas 

are arguably more fragile and more vulnerable to (temporary) distortions; they may 

therefore exist side by side with conflicting, more tenacious, habits of the heart.  

If it is true that modernity can only be sustained through people’s continuous 

love of its (their) moral goods – benevolence and justice – it means that this love, also 

referred to as commitment or ‘will’, has to be continuously fed (cultivated). This is 

where Taylor’s (in)famous ‘sources’ come into the picture. I will come back to this 

issue in the next sections. While most academics would not dispute the fact that love is 

far from being a constant, they might have more trouble saying the same of the ‘will’. 

The latter has become incoherent; it is denied, or is associated with power, with ‘doing’ 

moral deeds, or considered as some kind of mental muscle (‘self-control’).47 The notion 

of the ‘quality’ of the will is thereby largely ignored. What may be even more disputed 

is the insight that the quality of the will – of one’s love – itself depends on that which 
                                                   
43 Ibid., 219. 
44 Taylor, SS, 404; Taylor, SA, 590, 347; Taylor, MSI, 11. 
45 Taylor, MRPS, 219, 244. Taylor has his own ‘theistic hunches’ on the source of the 
‘qualitative shifts in the space of solidarity’. See Taylor, SA, 609.  
46 For instance, Taylor discerns three stages of the development of contemporary secularity: a) 
An exclusive humanist alternative to Christian faith develops; b) There is diversification, modes 
of unbelief and belief, a ‘gamut of possible positions’; c) ‘The fractured culture of the nova, 
which was originally that of the élites only, becomes generalized to whole societies’. See 
Taylor, SA, 299. 
47 See, for instance, Roy F. Baumeister and John Tierney, Willpower: Rediscovering the 
Greatest Human Strength (New York: The Penguin Press, 2011). The writers do give practical 
tips, but the problem is that disciplining or self-control (which is their definition of willpower) 
is not equivalent to the cultivation of the will. Cf. Taylor’s remark on this tendency: ‘The will 
remains constant… hence quality of the will is irrelevant to ethics. What is needed to work out 
what we ought to do is purely disengaged reason’. See Taylor, CM, 122.  

 
 

one happens to devote one’s love to. In other words, the love of some things or beings 

can transform us (our will). Referring to Plato, Taylor recalls that, for the latter, the 

question would have been ‘what do you love (philein)?’, and not so much, what has to 

be done (which goal has to be reached)?48 For Plato, Taylor reminds us, ‘the very 

definition of justice requires that we identify a higher and a lower and distinguish our 

love of one from our love of the other’.49 Taylor’s conception of the commitment to 

modern ideals as the ‘love’ of these ideals therefore kills two, nay, three birds with one 

stone: he recovers the intimate relationship between human culture (civilisation) and 

human commitment, a richer (and more realistic) idea of the human will, and therefore a 

richer conception of the human.  

But are modern goods worth being loved? And if they are, can they be loved, 

that is, can we live up to them? But since there are different, sometimes conflicting, 

versions of ‘justice’, ‘benevolence’, or ‘freedom’, what do we have to commit ourselves 

to in order to sustain modern civilisation? These are the questions that Taylor tries to 

answer in his re-articulation of the goods constitutive of modernity. This re-articulation 

entails a critical correction of some ‘aberrations’, that is, distortions of certain ideals. In 

this sense, Taylor tries, like Adam Smith and Tocqueville, – who, he stresses, did not 

reject the modern order – to ‘find some prophylactic for its dangerous potentialities’.50 

His debate with Bloom reveals most clearly the specificity of Taylor’s thought, 

precisely because the two thinkers share a lot in common, the same love for knowledge, 

for great thinkers (both ancients and moderns), the ‘good’ (and hence ‘truth’), and 

human freedom. Bloom sees the problems of our times as ‘intellectual-political’, arising 

from the ‘loss of contact with other human beings and with the natural order’.51 Taylor 

would be able to agree with this to quite some extent. The crucial difference, he points 

out, is that ‘Bloom sees moral relativism as having a moral basis: the relativity of truth 

is not a theoretical insight, but a moral postulate, the condition of a free society, or so 

[the students see it]’.52 Taylor, on the other hand, holds that the relativity of truth 

                                                   
48 Ibid., 125. 
49 Ibid., 120. 
50 Taylor, MSI, 82. An important reason why they did not reject this order is because they 
believed in Providence, despite all proofs to the contrary.  
51 Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind, 121.  
52 Taylor, EA, 22. 
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‘travesties and eventually betrays’ the modern ideal of individual freedom.53 In other 

words, what Bloom perceives as an essential, inevitable element of the modern order is 

actually a deviant aspect of the same order, or so Taylor says.  

Similarly, Taylor agrees with many others that the prevailing conception of 

freedom is ‘confused’, and that ‘the more self-centered forms of fulfilment have been 

gaining ground in recent decades’.54 He admits that ‘self-centered narcissistic forms are 

indeed shallow and trivialized, flattened and narrowed, as Bloom says’.55 He fully 

shares Robert Putnam’s concern that civic participation is undermined by such forms of 

self-fulfilment, and that the new forms of ‘loose connections’ are not sufficient to 

compensate such loss.56 A democracy cannot rely solely on ‘support or self-help 

groups’, tertiary and non-profit organisations, which are ‘more fluid’ and ‘more 

concerned with the emotional states of the individual’ than traditional civic bonds.57 

Taylor echoes Tocqueville when he says to fear not so much the old kind of ‘despotism’ 

(violent tyranny) as social atomism, which has taken more extreme forms than in 

Tocqueville’s time.58 Yet, here as well, Taylor holds that this conception of individual 

freedom and fulfilment is a perversion of the authentic ideal of individual self-

fulfilment, which, instead of being the antithesis of democracies, is its guarantee. This is 

also what Christopher Lasch emphasises when he notes that there is a kind of ‘self-

affirmation [that] remains a potential source of democratic renewal’, whose roots he 

traces back to the Judaeo-Christian conception of personality.59 According to this view, 

human beings are not self-enclosed, but essentially dependent, related to others, the 

                                                   
53 Ibid., 22.  
54 Ibid., 76.  
55 Ibid., 40.  
56 Taylor, SA, 473, 823. 
57 Ibid., 473. Taylor refers to the discussion between Robert Putnam and Robert Wuthnow. See 
also Robert Wuthnow, Sharing the Journey: Support Groups and America’s New Quest for 
Community (New York: The Free Press, 1994), 3, 6, 40, 84.  
58 Taylor, EA, 112. Tocqueville thought it unlikely that the ‘gentle moeurs’, the ‘petty passions’, 
self-disciple and self-restraint in ‘both virtue and vice’, which characterise the democratic 
people, could create tyrants. Instead, he foresaw the rise of a caring, tutelary State. According to 
Tocqueville, this kind of ‘sweet and peaceful servitude’ would be the lot of democratic people 
who are content with the ‘exterior forms of liberty’. See Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in 
America, translated by Harvey C. Mansfield and Delba Winthrop (London: University of 
Chicago Press, 2000), 664-5. 
59 Christopher Lasch, The Minimal Self: Psychic Survival in Troubled Times (London: Pan 
Books, 1984), 59. 

 
 

world and any other extra-human realities.60 This is the reason why Taylor holds that a 

full-fledged account of self-fulfilment has to take into account ‘the demands of our ties 

with others’ and the ‘demands of any kind emanating from something more or other 

than human desires or aspiration’.61 

The claim that ideals are distorted presumes that it is possible to discern the 

‘genuine’ ideals. Taylor’s historiography in and of itself does not provide this criterion 

for judging. Neither does the victory of particular ideas and practices at particular 

moments in history. Instead, Taylor’s re-articulation of goods rests on his conception of 

the ‘modern self’ as a spiritual being who orders his/her own life in accordance to 

his/her understanding of the good, even if this happens implicitly. This ‘understanding’ 

is always embodied, that is, inseparable from concrete social lives (including their ‘hard 

realities’). Modern goods therefore express the modern response – which is far from 

being doctrinal – to the perennial question of what is the ‘good human life’.62 However, 

they are not ‘simply’ ideals: they must be in accordance with the moral capacity of 

modern selves, and there must be historical manifestations of this capacity. As Taylor 

notes, a social imaginary can be ‘false’, in the sense that it ‘distorts or covers over 

certain crucial realities’; but at the same time, it cannot be totally false, like a (bad) 

dream.63 The modern social imaginary has to be somehow related to reality: ‘some 

people must be engaging in a form of democratic self-rule, even if not everyone’.64 In 

other words, some must have been able to cultivate the capacity for self-governance. 

The forms of benevolence and justice that involve self-sacrifice or self-giving, for 

instance, are only possible because the modern self can transcend what some 

philosophers and psychoanalysts perceive as the natural, ineradicable human egoism. In 

the next section, I will try to explicate why and how, according to Taylor, we can live 

up to these ideals.  
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acknowledgement of different modes of life. 
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III. The modern self and its sources  

Modernity, as Taylor conceives it, would not have been (is not) possible without the 

self-understanding of our being capable of moral ascent. It is this aspiration that 

underlies modern western civilisation’s concern with ‘Reform’. The latter term refers to 

a general cultural drive to reach ‘higher standards’, of which scientific progress and 

poverty alleviation are a few obvious examples.65 This capacity to transform, to attain 

higher moral goals is what Taylor sees as typically western modern.66 The only reason 

why early moderns could believe that moral ascent is possible despite all human 

fickleness and repeated manifestations of human depravity is because, following 

Taylor’s reasoning, of the belief that the human being is capable of agape or a ‘kind of 

secularised variant of agape’. It is the belief that humans are capable of this divine-

human love, or in more secular terms, of a will to beneficence, which has fed the ‘faith 

in ourselves [Western civilisation]’ as being capable of ‘reaching higher moral goals 

than any previous age has’.67 Correspondingly, Taylor points out how the suppression 

or distortion of this moral self-understanding has created ‘something like a spiritual 

crisis in our civilization’.68 From this it follows that the collapse of this civilisation can 

be prevented if the modern identity that sustains it is recovered, both in theory and 

practice. Taylor traces the roots of this modern self-understanding back to the Stoic and 

Augustinian legacies, from which the modern notions (and practice) of inwardness, 

reflexivity and of the moral will are derived. However, there is no moral will without 
                                                   
65 Taylor points out how the drive to reform was already strong in the late medieval period, 
aiming ‘to remake European society to meet the demands of the Gospel, and later of 
“civilization”. It would perhaps not be wrong to apply the overworked word ‘revolutionary’ 
here, because this drive to Reform was the matrix out of which the modern European ideal of 
Revolution emerges…What I’m calling “Reform” here expressed a profound dissatisfaction 
with the hierarchical equilibrium between lay life and the renunciative vocations…This 
equilibrium involved accepting that masses of people were not going to live up to the demands 
of perfection’. See Taylor, SA, 61.  
66 Ibid., 63. Since Taylor confines himself primarily to ‘Western’ modernity, it would be quite 
pointless to criticise him for not dealing with other types of modernity. It would, however, be 
interesting to compare that which he attributes specifically to ‘Western’ modernity with what 
others apply to other modernities. Shmuel N. Eisenstadt’s and Nilüfer Göle’s characterisation of 
non-Western modernities by ‘reflexivity’ and ‘self-correction’ come to mind. See Shmuel N. 
Eisenstadt, ‘Multiple Modernities’, Daedalus 129 (1) (2000): 4, 11, 7-8; Nilüfer Göle, 
‘Snapshots of Islamic Modernities’, Daedalus 129 (1) (2000): 91-117. However, such a 
comparison, if it is to be thorough and profound, has to take into account Taylor’s philosophical 
anthropology, including the insight that the self or person has to be constituted. 
67 Taylor, SS, 367. 
68 Ibid., 367, 32. 

 
 

that which constitutes it, namely, its ‘sources’, and this in turn means that there can be 

no commitment to modern goods without the same sources.  

Central to the modern identity are ‘two kinds of radical reflexivity and hence 

inwardness, both from the Augustinian heritage, forms of self-exploration and forms of 

self-control’; and ‘the individualism of personal commitment’, which is the legacy of 

the Stoic conception of the will as the ‘central human moral power’.69 The Augustinian 

heritage, Taylor notes, has been ‘hospitable’ to this Stoic conception of the will. Hence, 

‘no way of life is truly good, no matter how much in line with nature, if not endorsed 

with the whole will… Augustine identified the force of sin precisely as the inability to 

will fully’.70 The first kind of ‘radical reflexivity’ is the one of Descartes, whom Taylor 

sees as the founder of the notion of the ‘self-responsible, independent’ individual; the 

second one is that of Montaigne, who is perceived as the modern originator of the 

‘search for each person’s originality’.71 These two forms of individuality or inwardness 

are, according to Taylor, in tension, which partly fuels the dialectic between 

Enlightenment and Romanticism. The conflict between discipline and intimacy can 

therefore rage within the same modern self.72 Yet, Montaigne without Descartes would 

not have yielded the same modern understanding of the human being, which also 

includes the potential to assume responsibility for one’s ideas and deeds, to criticise 

oneself and to repent. The latter features of modern life seem so self-evident, as if they 

have always been, but are fascinating novelties when one realises that the capacity to 

carry responsibility and the blame for failure has not always been recognised, and is still 

the subject of much debate today.  

Montaigne, more than Descartes, can be associated with the notion of 

‘authenticity’ – and with the integration of the Augustinian inwardness into modern life 

– since he requires a ‘deeper engagement in our particularity’.73 Hence, though the 

notion of authenticity becomes a key notion among Romanticists and Expressivists, it 

has much older roots and more possible facets or dimensions than its dominant versions 

                                                   
69 Ibid., 185.  
70 Ibid. 
71 Ibid., 182. 
72 Taylor, SA, 540.  
73 Taylor points out how this Augustinian self-examination has reverberated throughout the 
renaissance in various forms, how it is part of the discipline of both Jesuits and Puritans. See 
Taylor, SS, 184.  

32 33



Chapter 1 The Recovery of Sources

 
 

III. The modern self and its sources  

Modernity, as Taylor conceives it, would not have been (is not) possible without the 

self-understanding of our being capable of moral ascent. It is this aspiration that 

underlies modern western civilisation’s concern with ‘Reform’. The latter term refers to 

a general cultural drive to reach ‘higher standards’, of which scientific progress and 

poverty alleviation are a few obvious examples.65 This capacity to transform, to attain 

higher moral goals is what Taylor sees as typically western modern.66 The only reason 

why early moderns could believe that moral ascent is possible despite all human 

fickleness and repeated manifestations of human depravity is because, following 

Taylor’s reasoning, of the belief that the human being is capable of agape or a ‘kind of 

secularised variant of agape’. It is the belief that humans are capable of this divine-

human love, or in more secular terms, of a will to beneficence, which has fed the ‘faith 

in ourselves [Western civilisation]’ as being capable of ‘reaching higher moral goals 

than any previous age has’.67 Correspondingly, Taylor points out how the suppression 

or distortion of this moral self-understanding has created ‘something like a spiritual 

crisis in our civilization’.68 From this it follows that the collapse of this civilisation can 

be prevented if the modern identity that sustains it is recovered, both in theory and 

practice. Taylor traces the roots of this modern self-understanding back to the Stoic and 

Augustinian legacies, from which the modern notions (and practice) of inwardness, 

reflexivity and of the moral will are derived. However, there is no moral will without 
                                                   
65 Taylor points out how the drive to reform was already strong in the late medieval period, 
aiming ‘to remake European society to meet the demands of the Gospel, and later of 
“civilization”. It would perhaps not be wrong to apply the overworked word ‘revolutionary’ 
here, because this drive to Reform was the matrix out of which the modern European ideal of 
Revolution emerges…What I’m calling “Reform” here expressed a profound dissatisfaction 
with the hierarchical equilibrium between lay life and the renunciative vocations…This 
equilibrium involved accepting that masses of people were not going to live up to the demands 
of perfection’. See Taylor, SA, 61.  
66 Ibid., 63. Since Taylor confines himself primarily to ‘Western’ modernity, it would be quite 
pointless to criticise him for not dealing with other types of modernity. It would, however, be 
interesting to compare that which he attributes specifically to ‘Western’ modernity with what 
others apply to other modernities. Shmuel N. Eisenstadt’s and Nilüfer Göle’s characterisation of 
non-Western modernities by ‘reflexivity’ and ‘self-correction’ come to mind. See Shmuel N. 
Eisenstadt, ‘Multiple Modernities’, Daedalus 129 (1) (2000): 4, 11, 7-8; Nilüfer Göle, 
‘Snapshots of Islamic Modernities’, Daedalus 129 (1) (2000): 91-117. However, such a 
comparison, if it is to be thorough and profound, has to take into account Taylor’s philosophical 
anthropology, including the insight that the self or person has to be constituted. 
67 Taylor, SS, 367. 
68 Ibid., 367, 32. 

 
 

that which constitutes it, namely, its ‘sources’, and this in turn means that there can be 

no commitment to modern goods without the same sources.  

Central to the modern identity are ‘two kinds of radical reflexivity and hence 

inwardness, both from the Augustinian heritage, forms of self-exploration and forms of 

self-control’; and ‘the individualism of personal commitment’, which is the legacy of 

the Stoic conception of the will as the ‘central human moral power’.69 The Augustinian 

heritage, Taylor notes, has been ‘hospitable’ to this Stoic conception of the will. Hence, 

‘no way of life is truly good, no matter how much in line with nature, if not endorsed 

with the whole will… Augustine identified the force of sin precisely as the inability to 

will fully’.70 The first kind of ‘radical reflexivity’ is the one of Descartes, whom Taylor 

sees as the founder of the notion of the ‘self-responsible, independent’ individual; the 

second one is that of Montaigne, who is perceived as the modern originator of the 

‘search for each person’s originality’.71 These two forms of individuality or inwardness 

are, according to Taylor, in tension, which partly fuels the dialectic between 

Enlightenment and Romanticism. The conflict between discipline and intimacy can 

therefore rage within the same modern self.72 Yet, Montaigne without Descartes would 

not have yielded the same modern understanding of the human being, which also 

includes the potential to assume responsibility for one’s ideas and deeds, to criticise 

oneself and to repent. The latter features of modern life seem so self-evident, as if they 

have always been, but are fascinating novelties when one realises that the capacity to 

carry responsibility and the blame for failure has not always been recognised, and is still 

the subject of much debate today.  

Montaigne, more than Descartes, can be associated with the notion of 

‘authenticity’ – and with the integration of the Augustinian inwardness into modern life 

– since he requires a ‘deeper engagement in our particularity’.73 Hence, though the 

notion of authenticity becomes a key notion among Romanticists and Expressivists, it 

has much older roots and more possible facets or dimensions than its dominant versions 

                                                   
69 Ibid., 185.  
70 Ibid. 
71 Ibid., 182. 
72 Taylor, SA, 540.  
73 Taylor points out how this Augustinian self-examination has reverberated throughout the 
renaissance in various forms, how it is part of the discipline of both Jesuits and Puritans. See 
Taylor, SS, 184.  

32 33



Chapter 1 The Recovery of Sources

 
 

today. Referring to the literary and cultural critics Johann Gottfried von Herder and 

Lionel Trilling, Taylor explains that the former conceived ‘each human being [as 

having] his own measure’ or an ‘original way of being human’;74 and, that the latter has 

‘brilliantly defined’ the moral ideal behind self-fulfilment as that of ‘being true to 

oneself, in a specifically modern understanding of that term’.75 In an interview with 

Ronald A. Kuipers, Taylor remarks that it is ‘unfortunate’ that authenticity is also 

Heidegger’s word.76 Authenticity, for Heidegger, he notes, involves going back to the 

roots of one’s own tradition and to make a ‘resolute decision’ for it. Inauthenticity is 

therefore mere acceptance of convention or routine. The necessity or desirability of the 

particular, individual re-appropriation of historical traditions, which involves critical 

examination and reflection, is certainly acknowledged by Taylor. However, such a 

conception of authenticity does not have much space for the notion of a unique 

‘vocation’ that transcends historical contingencies.77 Taylor, on the other hand, in line 

with Montaigne, presumes that we all have our ‘own particular way of being human’ 

and that one can either be ‘true or untrue to that’.78 One of the more attentive readers 

and critics, Gary Kitchen has grasped the core difference between Taylor’s and 

Heidegger’s concepts of authenticity when he, citing Isaiah Berlin, says that Taylor is a 

‘teleologist’ who ‘truly believes… that human beings, and perhaps the entire universe, 

have a basic purpose’.79  

 Taylor’s ‘teleological’ view of the human – and hence of the modern self – is 

specific and complex, in the sense of involving different dimensions. It is therefore not 

‘simply’ Aristotelian. This means that he somehow synthesises the Platonic, 

Aristotelian, Augustinian, and Thomistic legacies, among others. It is therefore hardly 

surprising to hear him say that his idea of human dignity is ‘more informed by Christian 

                                                   
74 Ibid., 375; Taylor, EA, 28.  
75 Taylor, EA, 15.  
76 Ronald A. Kuipers, ‘The New Atheism and the Spiritual Landscape of the West: A 
Conversation with Charles Taylor’, The Other Journal: An Intersection of Theology and Culture 
11 (2008).  
77 ‘The sense that there is a further vocation for human being, beyond human flourishing, 
atrophies in the climate of “Deism”’. Taylor, SA, 242. 
78 Kuipers, ‘The New Atheism’. 
79 Gary Kitchen, ‘Charles Taylor: The Malaises of Modernity and the Moral Sources of the 
Self’, Philosophy & Social Criticism 25 (3) (1999): 34. This teleological view contrasts with the 
mechanical view of the human, and even more fundamentally, with the view that humans are 
accidents. 

 
 

culture than others’.80 As already mentioned above, it is especially Augustine whom he 

associates with modernity and the modern self.81 Of course, he is not the only one to 

have done so. Jean-François Lyotard, who considers Paul and Augustine as the 

precursors of the moderns, has pertinently explored the concept of the self or the ‘me’ in 

Augustine’s thought.  

 

Augustine was the first, with Paul, to reveal that inner share of the me with 

this Other who, in him, is more profound than him. More profound in that 

the me cannot understand it. At least Augustine had faith that the Other, the 

God of love, only wanted his well-being.82  

 

In these poignant words, Lyotard conveys both the intimacy and otherness 

(transcendence) of the God praised by Augustine. He is no longer the distant God who 

can only love himself because he is the highest Good, or who is indifferent to the weal 

and woe of human creatures. This is what Taylor means by ‘the inward turn’. 

Augustine, he explains, integrates Plato in a radically new way by turning the direction 

of our attention and love inward.  

 

In agreeing with Plato about the pivotal importance of the direction of our 

attention and love, Augustine alters the balance between these in what turns 

to be a decisive way. It is love and not attention which is the ultimately 

deciding factor.83  

 

The ‘Christian’ God is not just the light out there, illuminating the order of being, but is 

also the inner light in human selves: once again transcendence and immanence 

(intimacy) are married.  

                                                   
80 Charles Taylor, Interview with The Utopian, 7 December 2010. Retrieved 30 June 2011, from 
http://www.the-utopian.org/post/2134189139/spiritual-gains.  
81 As already noted, this has implications for his philosophical anthropology, which includes the 
vocation to go beyond ordinary human flourishing, but even more significantly, the marriage of 
transcendence and immanence.  
82 See Jean-François Lyotard, Moralités Postmodernes (Paris: Galilée, 1993), 182-3. 
83 See Taylor, SS, 128-129. 
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If the inward turn and authenticity are indeed characteristic for the modern self 

and Western modernity, it seems more than reasonable to turn to Augustine and to 

Augustinian traditions for a re-articulation of that self. In fact, there is hardly any 

thinker in the modern Western world who has not engaged with some aspect of the 

Augustinian legacy, even if this meant criticising and modifying it. Some notable 

examples include Aquinas, Bonaventure, Calvin, Luther, Pascal, Rousseau, Kant, and 

Nietzsche. The influence of the Augustinian and Stoic legacies is especially visible in 

Rousseau, Kant and Nietzsche, to name the slightly more recent modern intellectuals. 

The ‘will’, however differently conceived, is a central concept in their works. In 

Augustine, however, the will is a complex matter, to say the least. It would here be 

misplaced to recall the controversies and interpretations with respect to his thinking on 

grace and the will. But since Taylor’s thesis is that Western civilisation depends on the 

will to commit to benevolence and justice, it must therefore mean that it is possible to 

empower that will in a reliable and non-arbitrary manner.84 In both early and later 

Christianity (after the collapse of ‘Christendom’, that is, of the one Christian Empire), 

God’s grace – God’s love – is the source that enables the transformation of human love 

and/or will. Leaving aside theological disagreements, it can be argued that such a 

feeding of the human will and/or love does not take place without human effort 

(willing), even if such ‘effort’ is as ‘passive’ as contemplation, for instance. This raises 

the very old question regarding ‘unbelievers’. Since the latter allegedly do not seek 

grace, how is their will constituted? Or, what makes them capable of committing to 

benevolence and justice? Taylor argues that something else has to ‘play the role of 

grace’ in non-theistic frameworks.  

He discerns two other sources of the modern self (and hence, of modernity), 

besides the theistic source, which are nature and human dignity. By ‘nature’ as source of 

empowerment, Taylor means both ‘cosmic nature’ – the order of things – and ‘human 

nature’ – ‘unadorned feeling’, desires and sentiments. Generally, those who opt for 

‘human nature’ (or nature) as source react against dominant conceptions of reason (and 

of the human) and particular states of civilisation. Nature constitutes a kind of antidote 

to extreme levelling or flattening of human life, by providing the missing depth, beauty, 

or noble human sentiments. ‘Romantic or modernist views’, Taylor points out, 
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‘generally draw on a much richer conception of nature’, one with an ‘inner dimension’, 

as opposed to the mechanical or materialist view of (human) nature.85 Instead of being 

the object – ‘dead matter’ – of scientific study, nature is ‘the expression of the Subject’, 

either God or a ‘world spirit’.86 Taylor distinguishes between (human) nature as a 

source that can transform the self, and nature as ‘depths’ with which the self merges 

itself. According to him, ‘mere sinking into unity with nature would be a negation of 

human autonomy… That is why great thinkers strove to unite radical autonomy and 

expressive unity’.87 He is therefore also highly critical of subjectivism, or the ‘search for 

immediate unity’, of which ‘merging in the depths’ is a manifestation. Rousseau is an 

excellent example of a modern philosopher whose recourse to ‘nature’ avoids such 

subjectivism as well as the denigration of reason. Hence, however much he might have 

emphasised the ‘goodness’ of (human) nature, which allegedly endears us to ourselves 

and to others, he was also aware of certain secret tendencies of the heart, which lead us 

astray. In the end, moral freedom, for him, consists in subjugating oneself to the ‘eternal 

laws of nature and of order’, which are written deep in the human ‘heart by conscience 

and reason’.88  

It is arguably a similar suspicion (or, Christian vigilance) that leads Kant to 

assert that ‘man cannot see into the depths of his own heart so as to be quite certain, in 

even a single action, of the purity of his moral intention and the sincerity of his 

disposition, even when he has no doubt about the legality of the action’.89 Hence, the 

human has to be accountable to a law, which is in accordance with the Idea of 

Humanity. Differently from Rousseau, rational agency, for Kant, as Taylor remarks, is 

‘something so greatly superior to the force of mere nature in us, in the form of desire, 

that when we contemplate it without distortion, we cannot but feel reverence (Achtung) 

for this power’.90 It is clear that Taylor distinguishes between human nature as source 

                                                   
85 Ibid., 496.  
86 Ibid., 301. 
87 Taylor refers to Schiller, Hölderlin and Hegel as examples of such thinkers. See Taylor, SS, 
385. 
88 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Émile ou de l'Éducation, in Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Œuvres 
Complètes, Vol. 4 (Paris: Gallimard, 1969), 857. Italics mine.  
89 Immanuel Kant, The Metaphysics of Morals (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 
196. 
90 The citation goes on: ‘But this doesn’t in the end mean that there is any reception from 
outside; the power is within; and the more we realize this power, the more we become aware 
that it is within, that morality must be autonomous and not heteronomous’. Taylor, SA, 8. 
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and human dignity as source. The difference between (human) nature and human 

dignity as sources lies in the fact that ‘what moves us now is no longer a sense of being 

in tune with nature, our own and/or that in the cosmos. It is something more like the 

sense of our own intrinsic worth; something clearly self-referential’.91 Taylor aptly 

points out how ‘the empowering motive has changed from love to respect’.92 However, 

very much similarly to Rousseau, Kant holds that our human inner worth is not left 

unguarded; we have an inner court of justice, one that we have not made ourselves and 

one that reminds us of the failures to live up to our humanity – and that is our 

conscience.93 

Though the Christian colour is undeniable in Kant, he is considered by Taylor as 

a ‘crucial figure also in the development of exclusive humanism, just because he 

articulates so strongly the power of inner sources of morality’.94 Kant, much more than 

Rousseau, represents the ‘immanentisation’ of the sources of empowerment. He is, for 

Taylor (and others, of course), the personification of the Enlightenment belief that the 

will ‘to beneficence or justice… is part of [humans’] make-up as rational beings, and 

which comes to be released in its full power by their acceding to self-responsible 

reason’.95 Taylor sees here ‘a kind of secularized variant of agape implicit in reason 

itself, which cannot but grow stronger with the development of enlightenment’.96 The 

source of transformation is no longer God’s love but the demands of rational agency.97 

This story of (reason’s) coming-of-age is not unproblematic, as we shall see later on. 

However, for the time being, it is especially important to remember that both Rousseau 

and Kant were aware of the problem of motivation because they were vividly conscious 

of the inherent tensions in the human: ‘amour-propre versus the general will; a will 

moved by inclination versus one moved by reason’.98 The neglect of this essential 

insight in contemporary thinking has led to what Taylor calls the ‘atrophy of sources’. 

His criticism of such oblivion has met with much incomprehension, and is that which 
                                                   
91 Ibid., 134. 
92 Taylor, SS, 95. 
93 ‘Man has an inner court of justice, one that he has not made himself and one that watches 
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distinguishes his thought from other anti-anthropocentric or anti-naturalist currents of 

thought.  

 

IV. Taylor versus others 

During the Templeton Prize Award ceremony, Taylor nearly called on Socrates to 

support the thesis that ‘could sound very crazy and wrong to some people’.99 And this 

thesis of his consisted in a modified version of the maxim ‘the unexamined life isn’t 

worth living’, namely, that humans are essentially moral (spiritual) selves who live in a 

moral space. However, this reminder of forgotten questions may not be the wildest of 

all his ideas. Indeed, though there are those like Rorty who are relieved that certain 

questions are no longer raised, there are yet others who endorse Taylor’s counter-

naturalist project and therefore have no objection to the idea of the inescapable 

evaluative framework. They usually follow a ‘Heideggerian’ line. However (or, 

accordingly), they do not see why such a framework requires Taylor’s (in)famous 

‘moral sources’. Why are the so-called ‘life goods’ not ‘sufficient’? Because, Taylor 

would reply, they themselves are not ‘constitutive’, do not transform or empower, but 

are instead supported by other ‘constitutive’ goods. Underlying this argument is, of 

course, a particular kind of modern understanding of the self, of its relationship to space 

and time, and of moral agency, which Taylor both reconstructs and endorses.100 In order 

to avoid confusion, I have been referring to these constitutive goods as ‘sources’ (term 

used by Taylor himself) and to moral ideals as ‘goods’. This distinction is essential in 

order to understand why Taylor distinguishes himself from Heidegger, Adorno and 

Dewey, for example.  

Taylor distinguishes between ‘good’, ‘lifegood’, standards, ideals and 

commitments, on the one hand, and constitutive goods, the moral sources that underpin 

these standards, on the other. A (life)good refers to anything valuable, worthy of 

admiration, to that which makes ‘life worthy or valuable’; but when Taylor speaks of 

the good as a moral source, ‘good’ is used in a ‘fuller sense’. It refers to a being or 

reality that constitutes both the goodness of our actions and aspirations, and our own 
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goodness. Commentators have pointed out the Platonic element in Taylor’s thought, 

which he certainly does not deny. However, as we saw above, the Christian 

(Augustinian) re-appropriation of the Platonic legacy does change the conception of the 

highest Good. The latter is now both transcendent and immanent, both ‘in’, and greater 

than, the human self. The re-conceptualisation of constitutive goods into sources of the 

self therefore also weakens the dominant thesis that such goods and individual freedom 

are antithetical. On the contrary, if one follows Taylor’s reasoning, individual freedom 

is only possible if these sources are allowed to constitute individual selves. In this sense, 

a source itself cannot be mutilating. This does not, however, mean that oppression is 

impossible in the name of God, of nature, humanity, and so on. The sources of the self 

are therefore not just another name for the highest principles, which are, in a way, 

‘outside’ our-selves. To be ‘moved’ by a source is not to be understood 

‘psychologically’ or mechanically. It is neither purely emotional nor cognitive: 

‘recovering moral sources opens us to something which empowers. It does more than 

rearrange the furniture of the psyche’.101 Constitutive goods or moral sources are not 

‘just’ ideas regarding the good; a ‘constitutive good does more than just define the 

content of the moral theory. Love of it is what empowers us to be good’.102  

  The nearly fastidious distinction between sources and ideas is less superfluous 

than it may seem when one recollects readers’ reactions to the Sources of the Self, 

namely, their conception of these sources as the highest principles.103 Related to this 

misunderstanding is the tendency among some academics to see Taylor as a proponent 

of either Platonism or projectivism (and hence, subjectivism). They thereby overlook 

the fact that he has been articulating a third way. Hence, a Heideggerian like Arto 

Laitinen holds that Taylor, by adding the notion of constitutive goods, compromises the 

insight that ‘the world of meanings is irreducibly relational to subjects’, and 

correspondingly, tries to give ‘answers to questions, which should not arise at all’.104 

Frederick Olafson, on the other hand, simply does not see what is achieved by an 

‘acknowledgement of moral sources’. He does not understand why Taylor did not 
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confine himself to a critique of the Cartesian/Lockean version of the self; this could 

have become the ‘foundation’ for a stronger, more ‘definite philosophical 

standpoint’.105 Besides the fact that Taylor’s lifetime endeavour to correct what he 

perceives as the ‘homogenising’ tendency in moral philosophy resists such ‘definite 

standpoint’, it seems more likely, as I have implied, that his purpose is more 

‘constructive’ than ‘deconstructive’. He certainly reappraises philosophical traditions, as 

Olafson notes, but he also wishes to release the spiritual force that sustains 

modernity.106 And this is precisely where his moral sources come in. Hence, for Taylor, 

it is not simply a matter of ‘acknowledging’ them, but rather a matter of allowing them 

to change our thoughts, feelings and practices. His historiography and his 

‘deconstruction of epistemology’, in several senses, pave the way for a different level. 

What the above criticisms illustrate is not only an obliviousness to this more ambitious 

(in the positive sense of the term) project, but even more fundamentally, the (cultural) 

incapacity to reconcile transcendence and immanence – or to imagine such a 

reconciliation at all.  

The absence of a ‘definite philosophical standpoint’, his recourse to 

phenomenology, his deconstruction have made it easier for divergent parties to ‘claim’ 

Taylor, more difficult to classify him in known categories, and easier to overlook 

essential differences. This is what Kitchen, for instance, does when he asserts that 

Taylor and John Mackie have much more in common than Taylor himself might think, 

while the latter sees Mackie as personifying ‘the confused inarticulacy of modern 

naturalism’. 107  

 

This [inarticulacy] comes from a deep reticence in talking about foundations 

and an inability to determine how to talk about them (which obviously 

strengthens the reticence)… sometimes they just shift into another register, 
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like John Mackie, and give a sociobiological account of how it is 

understandable that we have the norms we do.108  

 

It is therefore not so surprising that Kitchen should hold that ‘Taylor’s account of the 

importance of identity – and its link with ethical judgement – rings true, and is one of 

the most valuable aspects of his works’, but finds his thesis regarding the human 

orientation to the ‘good’ untenable.109 For Kitchen, phrases such as ‘spiritually 

senseless’, a sense of the ‘incomparably higher’, and ‘goods which command our awe’ 

are too religiously coloured to be called philosophy. Instead, he believes that philosophy 

and human experiences have to tally with the latest scientific findings. He therefore 

personifies the naturalist temper par excellence, which entails the extrapolation of what 

Taylor calls the rationality of the post-Aristotelian natural sciences to other domains of 

human sciences. It is quite unsurprising that the whole language of sources should then 

sound as ‘religious ontology’.  

The closest synonym for the ‘sources of the self’ that I can think of is perhaps 

‘spiritual food’, which can feed our commitments; they are ‘healing’ or ‘empowering’, 

in Taylor’s words. They can also be compared with ‘living waters’ or ‘spring’; but these 

are metaphors, precisely because that which they refer to is not so tangible. Ideals or 

ideas can be formulated, but sources are more elusive. Of course, trees, rivers, sky, 

stars, and mountains – ‘nature’ – are quite solid and can be described; yet, there is more 

than their sight required to command our allegiance. Human passions or sentiments and 

the intellect can be described (to some extent), but do they constitute ‘human dignity’ 

and command our respect? As far as God’s love is concerned, there is a difference 

between its conception and its actual ‘effects’. In all these cases, the working of sources 

involves personal ‘activity’ (even if it is passive activity) or some kind of symbiosis. I 

will come back to this issue when I consider the ways in which we can ‘tap’ sources. 

Taylor’s aim is not so much to recover the highest ideas as to uncover what we could 

love. Such love would in turn be constitutive of integral personhoods. However, on this 

level, one might disagree because one might disagree with this understanding of the 

human, which is non-anthropocentric and non-naturalist. This means that those who 
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agree with his deconstruction of epistemology and reconstruction of the conflict of (life) 

goods, and yet back off at his idea of ‘sources’, are still endorsing some form of 

anthropocentrism and/or naturalism.  

Hence, despite the fact that Taylor highly values Adorno’s ‘undistorted 

recognition of the conflict between goods’, he considers the latter’s view as still too 

narrow.  

 

It is still entirely anthropocentric and treats all goods which are not 

anchored in human powers or fulfillments as illusions from a bygone age… 

This means not only that it is closed to any theistic perspective, but that it 

can’t even have a place for the kind of non-anthropocentric exploration of 

sources which have been an important part of modernist art, be in Rilke, 

Proust, Mann, Eliot, or Kafka… In this sense it is tied to subjectivism.110  

 

The same issue separates him from the influential John Dewey (and from Rorty, as we 

saw above), despite obvious similarities, such as their attempt to reform traditional 

moral philosophy, their criticism of deontological theories (and hence, ‘nomolatry’), 

despite Dewey’s emphasis on ‘social goods’, ‘intellectual goods’, and the dependence 

of material goods – their production, consumption and distribution – on ‘intelligence, 

skill and character’.111  

 

Why am I [Taylor] not happy to make my peace with Deweyan social-

democracy, plus a sense of the importance of expressive creativity? Because 

I’m not yet satisfied with the Deweyan constitutive goods. Worse, I’m not 

even sure that Dewey saw the issue that I’m here trying to delineate about 

constitutive goods. It seems to me that every anthropocentrism pays a 

terrible price in impoverishment in this regard. Deep ecologists tend to 

concur from one point of view; theists from another. And I am driven to this 

position from both.112  
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Though the three ‘sources’ can be traced back to the works of those who have preceded 

us, they are not so self-evident that any historical study would reveal them as sources. It 

should be stressed that they are not just historical sources valid for the past, but they are 

still relevant for us, contemporaries, who live in an ‘immanent frame’. Taylor’s 

‘selection’ might seem arbitrary, and be readily labelled as ‘romanticist’ or ‘idealist’; 

yet, such denigrations would overlook the challenge that he has taken up, namely, to 

release the moral forces that sustain modernity, through modern selves. As I have been 

arguing, modernity and the modern self are closely related: one cannot respond to 

modern crises regardless of human persons. A constitutive good, or source, will have to 

be, by definition, constitutive of the human self – in particular, of the human will – and 

not destructive. This presumes a particular understanding of the human self, of what 

constitutes it, and what mutilates it. Taylor’s ‘history of ideas’ is therefore itself 

dependent on a particular anthropology, or rather, on the high valuation of a particular 

understanding of the modern self. The ideals that underpin modern individualism, 

namely, the aspirations to reflexivity, to the transformation of the will, and to the 

realisation of the original path of every individual, are also endorsed by Taylor himself. 

This also means that he has no difficulty with what the modern ‘strong human-centred 

ethic’ affirms – among other things, human dignity and the ideal of self-fulfilment. He 

only ‘bridle[s] at its denial of all sources outside’.113 The atrophy of sources, as it has 

been argued, is harmful on both personal and cultural levels. In the next section, we 

shall see why this state of affairs is so persistent. 

 

V. The secularist spin 

The crisis of modernity can be countered if the will or personhood is enabled to 

constitute itself through its sources. And this can only be done if the ‘limits of the 

regnant versions of immanent order’, both in terms of theories and (political) practices, 

are overstepped.114 In other words, what Taylor calls the ‘secularist spin’ can no longer 

be taken for granted and has to be critically re-examined. However, since we are living 

in a particular kind of climate, which Taylor characterises as ‘exclusive humanist’, 

‘naturalist’, or ‘post-revolutionary’, that is, ‘inhospitable to anything that goes beyond 
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ordinary human flourishing’, such an enterprise is bound to meet (and, has indeed met) 

with much resistance.115 Disagreements are not uncommon and certainly not 

undesirable in matters concerning human goods. Yet, the antagonism to ‘transcendence’ 

is of such a peculiar nature that it deserves further and closer examination. For one 

thing, this rejection of anything beyond the ‘immanent frame’ is presented as being 

based on science or on empirical evidence, and hence as being resolutely anti-

metaphysical. And for another, freedom or liberation, and ‘humanity’ are often 

allegedly defended. In this section, it will be shown how Taylor disputes these claims 

and once again reveals the ‘human’ and hence thoroughly ‘moral’, and even 

‘metaphysical’, dimension of the anti-transcendental attitude. While the ‘immanent 

frame’ may be a fact of modern life, its closed reading is not. Both this closed reading 

and what Taylor calls the ‘mainstream secularisation’ narrative rest on a particular 

understanding of the highest human good. They rest on the ‘metaphysical primacy of 

life’.  

‘Secularisation’ can be defined as a process of desacralisation, so that society is 

no longer defined in relation to God (or, religion), but is instead ‘self-referential’. This 

is also what is called the ‘immanent frame’, an important concept in Taylor. The 

immanent frame refers to the new, modern understanding of social order as ‘self-

sufficient’, definable on its own terms, without reference to outside influences. It is the 

‘disenchanted world’, free from the caprices of good or evil spirits, which, in the ancient 

cosmology, were all very much part of human reality and had the power to upset human 

affairs, making them quite unpredictable. Instead, moderns are no longer vulnerable to 

the influence of spirits, but are deemed capable of bearing responsibility for their deeds 

(and thoughts). In a strong sense, Judaism and Christianity are themselves the source of 

the modern immanent frame, through the demonisation of various forms of ‘paganism’ 

and ‘superstitions’, and the idea that ‘ordinary life’ can be hallowed. This religious 

demythologisation has been worked out by Horkheimer and Adorno in their Dialectic of 

the Enlightenment. As Taylor recalls, the distinction between ‘natural’ – ‘ordinary life’ 

– and ‘supernatural’ or the transcendent took place within theology, and did not prevent 

the ardent defenders of ‘secular’, that is, ‘earthly’ life from also being (fervently) 
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religious.116 Even if the conceptualisation of the modern order does not start with the 

Cosmos, Nature, or Creator, it does not mean that there is no longer an issue of ‘whether 

we have to suppose some higher creative power behind it [the modern order]’.117 The 

modern moral order certainly did not mean the end of the transcendent for early 

moderns; there is no reason why it should mean its end now, unless one endorses what 

Taylor calls the ‘metaphysical primacy of life’, that is, the belief that there is necessarily 

nothing beyond ‘ordinary’ human flourishing.  

It was, is, not unusual for moderns who are committed to modern ideals to start 

from the immanent, secular order to get to a Creator, even a benevolent Creator. This 

conception of secularity, or of the immanent order, stands in stark contrast to a 

‘subtraction’ account of secularisation, in which the very existence of religious realities, 

aspirations, ideas andpractices are cleared off. At the very beginning of his A Secular 

Age, Taylor points to two prevailing definitions of ‘secular’ or ‘secularity’, namely, in 

terms of ‘public spaces’ without references to God or ‘ultimate reality’, and a ‘falling 

off of religious belief and practice’.118 He proposes a third definition, related to the other 

two and yet different. 

 

The shift to secularity… consists, among other things, of a move from a 

society where belief in God is unchallenged and indeed, unproblematic, to 

one in which it is understood to be one option among others, and frequently 

not the easiest to embrace.119  

 

This condition is also what he calls the ‘Jamesian open space’, which is our modern 

condition in the ‘West’.120 Another term for this space is ‘pluralism’, which includes 

religious and non-religious modes of life. From this it follows that the closed reading of 

the immanent frame is not necessary; it is not the version of the immanent frame that all 

sensible and well-learned people are expected to embrace. The view that closure is 

‘obvious’ or necessary is dubbed by Taylor as the ‘secularist spin’, which he especially 
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119 Ibid., 2-3, 19-20. 
120 Ibid., 49. 

 
 

sees in intellectual and academic circles.121 His concept of spin is a kind of repartee to 

those, from Weber onwards, who have been accusing believers of intellectual 

dishonesty. Taylor notes that his use of ‘spin’ is ‘less dramatic and less insulting; it 

implies that one’s thinking is clouded or cramped by a powerful picture which prevents 

one from seeing important aspects of reality’.122 His argument is that those who think 

that the modern order necessarily means that there is nothing beyond the ‘natural order’ 

or ‘ordinary human flourishing’ suffer from such imprisonment. They are what Taylor 

calls – following Wittgenstein – ‘captured by a picture’.123 

According to Taylor, it is the picture or image of the ‘mature’ self, capable of 

‘self-authorisation’ and disengaged reason that holds moderns captive. It dominates 

modern imagination in such a way that no alternative images seem possible. The 

attraction of this self-understanding can be read in the works of Descartes and Kant, for 

instance; but Taylor also discerns it in Isaiah Berlin.124 The reading of modern history as 

one of emancipation is not new. The originality of Taylor’s reading lies in his revealing 

the hidden mechanisms through which such self-understanding becomes compelling. 

Rationality, however defined, hardly plays a role in this process. It is not ideas, science, 

or sudden revelation, but the background understanding and social imaginary that push 

towards the closed reading, making ‘stories’ and scientific ‘discoveries’ plausible and 

appealing.125 Humans, Taylor explains, only respond to ‘facts’ or ‘discoveries’ against a 

certain ‘background’, which makes sense of these crude facts: we still have to make the 

information that we receive an ‘internal source’, and hence, the question arises as to why 
                                                   
121 Ibid., 549-550.  
122 Ibid., 551. ‘We can sometimes be completely captured by a picture, not even able to imagine 
what an alternative would look like; or we can be in somewhat better shape: capable of seeing 
that there is another way of construing things, but still having great difficulty making sense of 
it’. Ibid., 549. 
123 There is, according to Taylor, also a ‘spin of openness’, which he discerns among certain 
religious people. The latter’s thinking is also cramped by a powerful picture, which prevents 
them from acknowledging the Jamesian open space. Religious fundamentalism follows from 
this spin of openness. This spin should, of course, not be confused with the open reading of the 
immanent frame. I will not further deal with the spin of openness here, since the atrophy of 
sources (the narrow ontology of the human) is especially a problem of the secularist spin. 
However, I do think that the spin of openness is also related to the failure to tap God as source. 
God is, in this case, primarily an arbiter or an idea, not a source. See section VI, where I deal 
with this difference.  
124 According to Taylor, the narrative of ‘childhood to adulthood… to the point of being capable 
of self-authorization’ lies behind Berlin’s ‘ideal of freedom to choose ends without claiming 
eternal validity for them’. See Taylor, SA, 582.  
125 Taylor, MRPS, 215.  

46 47



Chapter 1 The Recovery of Sources

 
 

religious.116 Even if the conceptualisation of the modern order does not start with the 

Cosmos, Nature, or Creator, it does not mean that there is no longer an issue of ‘whether 

we have to suppose some higher creative power behind it [the modern order]’.117 The 

modern moral order certainly did not mean the end of the transcendent for early 

moderns; there is no reason why it should mean its end now, unless one endorses what 

Taylor calls the ‘metaphysical primacy of life’, that is, the belief that there is necessarily 

nothing beyond ‘ordinary’ human flourishing.  

It was, is, not unusual for moderns who are committed to modern ideals to start 

from the immanent, secular order to get to a Creator, even a benevolent Creator. This 

conception of secularity, or of the immanent order, stands in stark contrast to a 

‘subtraction’ account of secularisation, in which the very existence of religious realities, 

aspirations, ideas andpractices are cleared off. At the very beginning of his A Secular 

Age, Taylor points to two prevailing definitions of ‘secular’ or ‘secularity’, namely, in 

terms of ‘public spaces’ without references to God or ‘ultimate reality’, and a ‘falling 

off of religious belief and practice’.118 He proposes a third definition, related to the other 

two and yet different. 

 

The shift to secularity… consists, among other things, of a move from a 

society where belief in God is unchallenged and indeed, unproblematic, to 

one in which it is understood to be one option among others, and frequently 

not the easiest to embrace.119  

 

This condition is also what he calls the ‘Jamesian open space’, which is our modern 

condition in the ‘West’.120 Another term for this space is ‘pluralism’, which includes 

religious and non-religious modes of life. From this it follows that the closed reading of 

the immanent frame is not necessary; it is not the version of the immanent frame that all 

sensible and well-learned people are expected to embrace. The view that closure is 

‘obvious’ or necessary is dubbed by Taylor as the ‘secularist spin’, which he especially 

                                                   
116 Taylor, SA, 542. 
117 Ibid., 832.  
118 Ibid., 2.  
119 Ibid., 2-3, 19-20. 
120 Ibid., 49. 

 
 

sees in intellectual and academic circles.121 His concept of spin is a kind of repartee to 

those, from Weber onwards, who have been accusing believers of intellectual 

dishonesty. Taylor notes that his use of ‘spin’ is ‘less dramatic and less insulting; it 

implies that one’s thinking is clouded or cramped by a powerful picture which prevents 

one from seeing important aspects of reality’.122 His argument is that those who think 

that the modern order necessarily means that there is nothing beyond the ‘natural order’ 

or ‘ordinary human flourishing’ suffer from such imprisonment. They are what Taylor 

calls – following Wittgenstein – ‘captured by a picture’.123 

According to Taylor, it is the picture or image of the ‘mature’ self, capable of 

‘self-authorisation’ and disengaged reason that holds moderns captive. It dominates 

modern imagination in such a way that no alternative images seem possible. The 

attraction of this self-understanding can be read in the works of Descartes and Kant, for 

instance; but Taylor also discerns it in Isaiah Berlin.124 The reading of modern history as 

one of emancipation is not new. The originality of Taylor’s reading lies in his revealing 

the hidden mechanisms through which such self-understanding becomes compelling. 

Rationality, however defined, hardly plays a role in this process. It is not ideas, science, 

or sudden revelation, but the background understanding and social imaginary that push 

towards the closed reading, making ‘stories’ and scientific ‘discoveries’ plausible and 

appealing.125 Humans, Taylor explains, only respond to ‘facts’ or ‘discoveries’ against a 

certain ‘background’, which makes sense of these crude facts: we still have to make the 

information that we receive an ‘internal source’, and hence, the question arises as to why 
                                                   
121 Ibid., 549-550.  
122 Ibid., 551. ‘We can sometimes be completely captured by a picture, not even able to imagine 
what an alternative would look like; or we can be in somewhat better shape: capable of seeing 
that there is another way of construing things, but still having great difficulty making sense of 
it’. Ibid., 549. 
123 There is, according to Taylor, also a ‘spin of openness’, which he discerns among certain 
religious people. The latter’s thinking is also cramped by a powerful picture, which prevents 
them from acknowledging the Jamesian open space. Religious fundamentalism follows from 
this spin of openness. This spin should, of course, not be confused with the open reading of the 
immanent frame. I will not further deal with the spin of openness here, since the atrophy of 
sources (the narrow ontology of the human) is especially a problem of the secularist spin. 
However, I do think that the spin of openness is also related to the failure to tap God as source. 
God is, in this case, primarily an arbiter or an idea, not a source. See section VI, where I deal 
with this difference.  
124 According to Taylor, the narrative of ‘childhood to adulthood… to the point of being capable 
of self-authorization’ lies behind Berlin’s ‘ideal of freedom to choose ends without claiming 
eternal validity for them’. See Taylor, SA, 582.  
125 Taylor, MRPS, 215.  

46 47



Chapter 1 The Recovery of Sources

 
 

we ‘internalise’ some claims and reject others.126 Taylor discerns four variants of the 

‘narrative of maturation’ that push towards the closed reading.127 The first facet tells the 

‘epistemological story’ of science-driven modernity: it narrates how modern science has 

proven that materialism should replace the mythical belief in the existence of God. 

Religion is thus understood as an infantile (primitive) way of explaining things.128 

Comte’s law of the three states and positivism in general belong to this category. The 

second facet tells the story of exclusive humanism, and contains a much more explicit 

moral component. It is what Taylor calls the ‘subtraction story’, which is ‘deeply 

embedded in modern humanist consciousness’, defining ‘modern’ as being morally free 

from old horizons.129  

In both these cases, the image of self-sufficient and courageous humanity 

prevails, and science is generally taken as having ‘dispelled’ old errors. The other two 

variants of the ‘coming of age’ narrative are more intricate, building forth on the first 

two. The third one regards the rise of the modern spaces of ‘citizen sociability’, which is 

perceived as the defeat of an old order characterised by values opposed to modern 

liberty, power, mutual benefit and rational discussion.130 The subtraction story, says 

Taylor, makes it seem as if the morally superior ‘intuitions’ of equality and non-

discrimination were always there, only to be thwarted by hierarchy and elites (supported 
                                                   
126 See Taylor, SA, 568.  
127 He calls them ‘closed world structures’: ‘These facets function as unchallenged axioms, 
rather than as unshakeable arguments… they rely on very shaky assumptions, are often 
grounded on illegitimate naturalizations of what are in fact profound cultural mutations, and in 
general survive largely because they end up escaping examination in the climate in which they 
are taken as the undeniable framework for any argument’. See Taylor, SA, 590.  
128 Ibid., 561. Even if this view is nowadays widely repudiated, it is still embedded in the 
modern social imaginary. And, as Taylor stresses, this view is sometimes justified. He 
characterises religion by three dimensions of transcendence: there is some good beyond 
‘ordinary human flourishing’, with the corresponding possibility of transformation; the belief in 
a higher power, the transcendent God of faith in the Christian case; the belief that our lives 
extend beyond ‘this life’, beyond the bounds of the ‘natural’ scope between birth and death. See 
Taylor, SA, 20. In this sense, Taylor sees himself ‘implicitly taking a stand on an issue which 
tends to divide theorists of ‘secularization’, the question of how to define ‘religion’. For some, 
the account is functional, in terms of what religion does for people or society… For others, the 
definition ought to be substantive, and most of these want to make some reference to 
supernatural beings or forces criterial’. What interests him is religion in a substantive sense. 
However, he has chosen his ‘own way of circumscribing the phenomenon, finessing the 
reference to the ‘supernatural’, because the distinction natural/supernatural is far from universal, 
and only arises really in the Western tradition (with possible exception of Islam), via the place 
accorded to human flourishing’. See Taylor, SA, 780-781. 
129 Ibid., 572.  
130 Ibid., 578.  

 
 

by Christianity).131 The fourth facet follows directly from the ‘death of God outlook’: 

since all transcendental authorities are fictions, human beings have to create their own 

norms and values, ‘on their own authority’. Hence, not only are humans able to 

‘establish the true facts about the world’ – according to the first science-driven 

argument – but they also ‘come to dictate the ultimate values by which they live’.132 

Neither the story of modern social spaces, nor the sense of our own responsibility to live 

up to high moral demands, created by ‘ourselves’, necessarily implies a closed reading 

of the immanent framework. The experience that disciplined and responsible individuals 

are able to carry out collective actions in a constructed social space may well enhance 

the ‘sense of collective power and efficacy’ of the sovereign people, but – as in the case 

of Rousseau and Kant – does not exclude the idea of Providence.133 It is only if the 

secularist stance has already been taken that these stories function as ‘proofs’ or 

confirmation of the self-sufficiency of humanity or the absolute sovereignty of the 

people. However, the secularist stance is not taken on the basis of arguments or 

discoveries.  

 

My [Taylor’s] goal has been to give some sense of how lively and powerful 

these narrations can be, how exciting and engaging, in particular the last 

two, and how they associate the closed take with various virtues, mainly 

those of courageous, clear-sighted adulthood. It is easy to see how, if no 

other considerations impinge, they could generate anticipatory confidence in 

a take of closure within the immanent frame. But as supposed conclusive 

proofs they don’t make the grade. The narrative dimension is extremely 

important, because the force of these CWS [closed world structures] comes 

less from the supposed detailed argument (that science refutes religion, or 

that Christianity is incompatible with human rights), and much more from 

the general form of the narratives, to the effect that there was once a time 

when religion could flourish, but that this time is past’.134  

                                                   
131 Ibid., 577. 
132 Ibid., 580. 
133 Ibid., 543. 
134 Ibid., 590. Since the ‘closed world structures’ (CWS) is a recurrent concept in Taylor, it is 
important to understand what he means by it. It is helpful to bear in mind his concepts of 
‘background understanding’ and ‘social imaginary’, which the CWS seems to presume. The 
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Along this line of reasoning, it is not the case that those who are caught by a picture are 

so dull that they can easily be deceived. They are no victims. Neither is it the case that 

they all agree – in the strong sense of intellectual acquiescing – with the ‘scientific 

facts’ that have revealed or confirmed that the closed reading as well as the naturalistic 

anthropology is ‘true’. Instead, they are drawn to, and identify themselves with, the 

implicit vision of human agency, which underlies these various narratives. This means, 

Taylor argues, that neither arguments and other technicalities – including fallacies, 

flaws and wrong assumptions – nor the norms and practices of the immanent frame that 

may incline to closure play a decisive role in ‘convincing’ people to keep or abandon 

their understandings of their selves and the world.135 As pointed out above, it is, 

according to him, the ‘narrative dimension’ of the stories told about moderns that has 

the power to attract human beings ‘capable of forming beliefs’; and, not so much 

arguments that they generally cannot verify. 

Taylor points to the parallels between his ‘critique of the official story and the 

deconstruction of epistemology [as done by Heidegger and Wittgenstein]… In both 

cases, what is being claimed is that some move is being passed off as a simple 

discovery’.136 The similarities between Taylor and ‘deconstructionists’ like Lyotard, 

Foucault and Derrida, who have all along been dismantling ‘grand narratives’, are also 

clear. However, Taylor does ‘not share the postmodern aversion to grand narratives’, 

because he thinks that they are, in a way, inescapable.  

 

This is because I think we all operate with our own (perhaps confused) 

version and that the best way to deal with this is to be as clear as we can 
                                                                                                                                                     
CWS are ‘ways of restricting our grasp of things which are not recognized as such’ (ibid., 551). 
‘World structures’ refer to the ‘aspects or features of the way experience and thought are shaped 
and cohere, but not the whole of which they are constituents’ (ibid., 557). In other words, they 
do not refer to worlds in their entirety as such. Obviously, since these CWS are not simply some 
sorts of physical objects that most people would unmistakably recognise, their articulation or 
disclosure ‘involves an intellectualization; one has to get at the connections in lived experience 
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about the one we’re relying on, while being as open as possible to 

objections to and criticisms of it.137  

 

More importantly perhaps, though Taylor agrees that ‘neo-Nietzscheans’ have made us 

aware of how ‘visions of good are connected to certain forms of domination’, he does 

not agree with their view that all moral ideals are by definition sources of dominion.138 

According to him, neo-Nietzschean theories presume that it is possible to live a human 

life without goods, precisely the ‘self-delusion’ that he reproaches naturalism and 

utilitarian philosophy.  

The four variants of the narrative of maturation are not ‘completely false’, but 

those who embrace them fail to recognise that they are attracted to a particular moral 

outlook or good that underlies these stories, and that it is one among many. And they 

forget that these goods (ideals), like all goods or values, need to be critically and 

continuously assessed. The hegemony of this moral outlook, Taylor argues, has 

endangered the ‘practical primacy of life’.139 This may seem to be quite a paradoxical 

observation since proponents of the closed reading of the immanent order claim a 

greater affirmation of life because there is nothing beyond the natural order to which we 

owe our allegiance.140 Taylor, on the contrary, holds that the adherence to the 

metaphysical primacy of life makes it more difficult to fully affirm life, including 

suffering and death, in the practical sense: ‘clinging to the primacy of life in the second 

(let us call this the “metaphysical”) sense is making it harder for us to affirm it 

wholeheartedly in the first (or practical) sense’.141 The valuation of ordinary human 

flourishing as the highest good makes death and suffering inacceptable, enemies to be 

combatted at all costs. This, of course, has been the recurrent theme in Nietzsche, but 

also in Baudelaire and Mallarmé.142 There is yet an even more interesting way in which 

                                                   
137 Taylor, DC, 214. 
138 Taylor, SS, 100. ‘Nietzsche himself has a much richer and more believable philosophy, 
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Taylor relates to Nietzsche, namely, in hearkening to his (and Dostoyevsky’s) warning 

that the modern aspiration to universal justice and benevolence could backfire. But 

contrary to Nietzsche, Taylor does think that we can avoid this abyss because we have 

sources to support (feed) our fragile love and desire for justice.  

 

VI. Between two forms of mutilation 

Taylor is aware of the danger of oppression in the name of high ideals, and hence 

acknowledges the (neo) Nietzschean insight that values or visions of the (hyper) good 

are linked to domination. ‘Values’, ideals, or ends are to be feared since they can 

certainly be ill-motivated. On the other hand, living a human life without goods, ideals, 

or values is a contradiction in terms: we do not have some kind of ‘raw’ human, on the 

one hand, and values, goods, or ideals, on the other. But ideals can be utopian; they can 

demand too much from humans. The dilemma that Taylor confronts and confronts us 

with, the challenge that he urges us all to take up is: ‘to find a way in which our 

strongest aspirations towards hypergoods do not exact a price of self-mutilation’.143 A 

dilemma it is because the aspiration to moral ideals is typically human and cannot be 

repressed without mutilation. This means that we are stuck between two forms of 

mutilations: we can strive after oppressive ideals or we can give up our being human by 

not striving at all. However, if our ideals do correspond to our capacities – that is, if we 

are capable of genuine love and justice – our task will then be one of cultivation and of 

discernment. How to distinguish between legitimate and illegitimate aspirations? How 

do we prevent our ideals from exacting high, unbearable tolls? Taylor provides us with 

a few guidelines: firstly, we have to constantly assess the motivations underlying our 

ideals; secondly, we have to examine whether they correspond to our capacities. In 

other words, we have to be able to reflect on our motivations, and we have to be able to 

improve our motivations (moral or spiritual capacity) if we wish to uphold the 

constitutive ideals of our civilisation.  

 Radical reflexivity, in the sense used by Taylor, can be traced back to Descartes 

and Montaigne (and further back to Augustine), and might well be very much 

‘Western’, but it cannot be taken for granted. Taylor patiently explains why we do have 

to exert this capacity of ours, again and continuously: 
                                                   
143 Taylor, SS, 107.  

 
 

 

Seeing better what a certain good involves can change your stance toward it 

– in either direction of course. May increase or decrease your attachment to 

it. Even more importantly, appreciating what is good about a good can be an 

essential condition of making finer discriminations about what it means to 

realize it.144  

 

Such reflection, in the case of modern goods, reveals the complexity and ambiguity of 

prevailing ideals or values (the meaning of justice and freedom, for instance). It sheds 

critical light on what we take for granted and consider being the only possibility. Is our 

notion of justice truly just? Reflexivity also helps us to critically examine the sustaining 

force of our commitments, and to consider other possibilities that could strengthen our 

commitment.145 There is a difference between, on the one hand, accepting public 

standards like human rights, respect for life and justice because they are public 

standards – enforced by social and legal sanctions, – and on the other hand, accepting 

them because one is ‘moved by a strong sense that human beings are eminently worth 

helping or treating with justice, a sense of their dignity or value. Here we have come 

into contact with the moral sources which originally underpin these standards’.146 These 

standards have to be wanted, willed, or desired; otherwise, they are what Taylor calls 

‘powered negatively’. In the case of a morality powered negatively, one cannot speak of 

true benevolence, in the sense of goodwill or love towards the recipient because he 

(she) is perceived as having inherent ‘worth’, as demanding one’s generosity or 

compassion. The ‘deep insight of Nietzsche’, Taylor recalls, is to have seen how 

benevolence (pity) can destroy the giver and degrade the recipient. Nietzsche’s 

‘unsettling conclusion is that the ethic of benevolence’ undermines the affirmation of 

being because it may be driven by the wrong kind of pity.147  

 Nietzsche, however, has a yet greater master of suspicion, namely, Augustine. 

The latter pitilessly describes the mad compassion of the one who takes pleasure in 

pitying the other. Compassion becomes impure when the ‘stream of friendship’ runs 
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into the ‘torrent of pitch which boils out in great waves of vile lust’.148 There true 

compassion becomes corrupted; deep down, one enjoys ‘helping the other’ and 

shedding tears with the other. Compassion should certainly not be given up; it is 

inherent to our human ties. But Augustine warns us for ‘uncleanness’. The apparent will 

to benevolence and to justice, Taylor notes, can hide self-righteousness, contempt, or a 

sense of superiority.149 The Devils of Dostoyevsky, to whom he frequently refers, has 

certainly played a decisive role in his thought.  

 

Dostoyevsky’s Devils is one of the great documents of modern times, 

because it lays bare the way in which an ideology of universal love and 

freedom can mask a burning hatred, directed outward onto an unregenerate 

world and generating destruction and despotism.150  

 

This is the reason why ‘a defective account of what moves us’ requires our full attention 

even if its inadequacy does not prevent us from complying with public standards. In 

other words, we should not contend ourselves with doing the good. We should probe 

deeper. Our motivations could be in need of radical, inner corrections (transformations). 

But established public standards could also be in need of improvement. Indeed, the 

meaning and concrete (social) manifestations of justice, freedom and solidarity are not 

fixed. These goods or ideals can become corrupted. And the reflexive turn can help us 

discover such ‘aberrations’.  

 Radical reflexivity, however, is not simply a faculty that can be switched on, or 

conjured up at will. Even more importantly, it does not, in and of itself, enable us to 

respond to Nietzsche’s challenge. Indeed, it is unclear how the inward turn as such can 

purify an unclean compassion or restore a corrupted friendship. And it may be 

wondered whether the inward turn can reveal to us the picture or ideology that holds us 

in thrall. If it does, the question of how to get rid of it without self-disintegration (or, on 

a broader level, without national or social dissolution) still remains. On condition that it 

is rightly understood and practised, radical reflexivity is the indispensable preparation 
                                                   
148 Saint Augustine, Confessions (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 2007), Book III, chapter II, 
§3, 38. 
149 Taylor, SA, 693, 702. For Taylor’s conceived relationship between high standards and 
scapegoating, see Taylor, DC, 188-213.  
150 Taylor, SS, 517. 

 
 

for the ‘way upward’, for growth and expansion, which all presuppose the non-enclosed 

self who is open to the sources of his (her) transformation. Radical reflexivity, as Taylor 

understands it, does not imply absolute self-sufficiency and self-control, and does not 

aim at certainty. It is no ‘inwardness of self-sufficiency’.151 Above all things, it is 

radical reflexivity as it is understood by Augustine (and Pascal). In these cases, the 

inward turn eventually enables the contact with sources, which in turn empower us to 

commit to our ideals without succumbing to our own depravity. According to Taylor, 

‘only if there is such a thing as agape, or one of the secular claimants to its succession, 

is Nietzsche wrong’.152 And it is precisely on this belief that modernity is based, as 

argued earlier. In other words, modernity itself is only possible if we have reasons to 

hope for radical moral transformation. Taylor is lucidly delineating our options: we can 

choose to be modern or we can give up this aspiration. In both cases, we have to take 

into account human greatness (the aspiration to transcendence) and depravity.  

If we choose to strive after universal justice and benevolence, we should know 

that we carry the seeds of their contraries in us, and we should find ways of preventing 

them from germinating and infesting everything. Which source is powerful to do so? 

Taylor points out how ‘human dignity’ and ‘nature’ have, from the very beginning of 

modern times, been questioned as to their adequacy. Theism is contestable, but then on 

the score of its truth; the theistic source depends on whether God exists (is) or not. If 

God is, his adequacy as source is generally not disputed; and logically or 

‘hypothetically’, cannot be.153 Of course, ‘God’ has to be further qualified as Creator, 

goodness, almighty, and so on. Such reasoning cannot simply be perceived as the 

expression of a personal ‘theistic preference’ or ‘belief’ turned into a philosophical 

argument. To put it slightly differently, an agnostic could argue the same thing. 

Dostoyevsky, Taylor notes, has articulated in an unsurpassable manner why ‘the 

potential of a certain theistic perspective is incomparably greater’ than naturalist sources 
                                                   
151 Ibid., 158. 
152 Taylor, SS, 516. 
153 Cf. Nicholas Wolterstorff’s ‘hypothetical argument’: ‘I have articulated a theistic grounding 
of human rights, arguing that if God loves, in the mode of attachment, each and every human 
being equally and permanently, then natural human rights are grounded in that love; they inhere 
in the bestowed worth that supervenes on being thus loved. I have not argued that God does in 
fact so love every creature who bears the imago dei. I have argued that a grounding of natural 
human rights is available to the person who holds the theistic convictions indicated. I have not 
argued for those theistic convictions themselves’. See Nicholas Wolterstorff, Justice: Rights and 
Wrongs (Princeton NY: Princeton University Press, 2010), 360. 
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(however great their power might be).154 Such passages have led some to believe that 

Taylor thinks that a ‘return to God (or religion)’ is the remedy to our modern ills. 

Whatever this ‘return to God’ might mean, it will not be a remedy to any of our troubles 

unless God happens to be a source.  

Though it is true that the adequacy of ‘God as source’ – if God be – can hardly 

be questioned, there seems to be quite some confusion regarding its meaning. Hence, 

Susan James remarks that Taylor proposes a return to ‘a God who is an external arbiter 

of right and wrong’.155 Such a comment is quite surprising when one knows that Taylor 

has precisely been resisting such narrowness in moral – and religious – thinking. He 

therefore replies that ‘to look first for an arbiter is to reverse the proper order. No one 

can find an arbiter in God who has not first found a source therein’.156 We should once 

again remember the difference between source and an idea, a difference that has 

hopefully become clear by now. ‘God’ who is an arbiter without being a source can lead 

to morbid states of affairs: one can act in the name of God, and be moved by very 

different motivations. In other words, the allegiance to a particular belief, ideal, 

tradition, or identity is not equivalent to being moved by the source to which it 

(implicitly) refers (and draws on). The issue here is not simply about hypocrisy or 

‘inauthenticity’ – of which so many ‘believers’ and politicians are rightly accused – but 

is about the possible failure to tap a source. Taylor rightly notes that theories that 

perceive the essence of religion as offering an answer to the question of meaning are ‘in 

an important way off the track’.157 The so widely taken-for-granted scheme of religion 

as ‘answer’ does not take into account the transformative power of God as source. 

Taylor aptly recalls that God as source entails ‘experience-cum-transformation’.158  

Why agape? Why God’s love as source? Precisely because ‘the love which 

empowers here is not just ours for God, but also his (agapē) for us’.159 Can modern 

humanism also be such a source of radical transformation, can the (Kantian) human 
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dignity command enough respect, which in turn can empower?160 In opposition to 

Taylor, Quentin Skinner asserts that the ‘death of God’ provides us with an 

‘opportunity’ and ‘duty’ to affirm the ‘value of our humanity’.161 But the question 

regards precisely the extent to which one can affirm one’s own humanity and that of 

others within the limits ‘set in theory by exclusive humanisms’.162 Can exclusive 

humanism guarantee that one’s love does not turn into the contempt and hatred of some 

humans, if not of humanity itself? However much Taylor may admire the courage of 

those (like a Camus, for instance) who reject both the ‘closed world structures’ and the 

consolation of a meaningful world, he doubts whether such a courage can be upheld by 

all humans.163 It can be argued that it is the strangeness of the human condition – 

greatness and depravity – that very much underlies (and guides) Taylor’s thinking. 

There is a form of evil that is intimately related to the aspiration to transcendence. 

Along this line, radical anthropocentrism, be it in the form of exclusive humanism or of 

naturalism, underestimates evil because it fails to grasp the particular nature of the 

human aspiration to transcendence.  

 

There is now something higher in one’s life, a dimension of something 

incomparably higher, which one can’t turn one’s back on totally, a 

dimension of longing and striving which one can’t ignore. Evil is capturing 

this for something less than, other than God. This is a tremendously 

powerful temptation. It is constitutive of human life as we know it that it has 

felt and succumbed to this temptation. Modes of life are built around this 

succumbing. The untransformed is endowed with some higher, even 
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numinous power. So the self-feeling of power becomes pride, philotimo; but 

also the wild frenzy of killing, or sex, can be endowed with the numinous.164 

 

Hence, besides the doubt as to whether all humans are capable of the ‘admirable human 

self-overcoming in Nietzsche’s sense’, Taylor points out yet another problem with the 

after-the-death-of-God-attitude, especially if the latter is presented as the only possible 

one in our times.  

 

If the act of faith in God should be well-founded, then one must see this 

Stoic courage in a new light. It is still admirable as human self-overcoming 

in Nietzsche’s sense – as is its cousin, root-and-branch Schopenhauerian 

misanthropy – but it is achieved at the expense of turning oneself, and 

possibly many others, away from the path towards a much more powerful 

and effective healing in history.165  

 

In this sense, it would be less (self) mutilating to presume that there is a way ‘upward’ 

and that there are sources to enable it. On another level, the idea or consciousness that 

our moral capacities are not only ‘our’ capacities is liberating. There is an open future. 

It is both a lesson in humility and a reason for us to strive. It goes without saying that 

Taylor does not expect everyone to become a theist (in particular, a Christian). But what 

he proposes, as we shall see in the next part, does presume receptivity to what may be.  

 

 

VII. The exploration of sources through personal resonance  

 

If one assumes that it is necessary and desirable to uphold modern goods, then we shall 

have to ensure the constitution of integral personhoods. Taylor does not think that this 

can be done through political measures though his claims do have political 
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implications.166 Instead, he believes that ‘we need new [‘subtler’] languages of personal 

resonance to make crucial human goods alive for us again’.167 Does it mean that 

Frederick Olafson is right to remark that Taylor ‘feel[s] that it is only in the medium of 

epiphanic art that his own deepest philosophical convictions can find expression’?168 If 

Taylor’s philosophy is considered as ‘art’, if certain words are excluded from 

philosophical discourses because they do not fit dominant categories, then Olafson is 

correct. But if one holds that it is philosophical to try to articulate that which cannot be 

objectified – such as sources – because there is something mysterious about human 

realities, one will then have to broaden one’s conception of philosophy. How does one 

express the ‘demands’ of nature, the ineffable human dignity that arouses our awe or 

respect; or how does one say something coherent about ‘God’? The issue here is not one 

of disciplinary jurisdiction, but about the ways of knowing, of ‘getting in touch with’, 

gaining insight into ‘reality’. Such ‘knowledge’, Taylor emphasises, is not ‘only 

important for its experiential relevance’, but would also ‘help staving off ecological 

disaster if we could recover a sense of the demand that our natural surroundings and 

wilderness make on us’.169 Such consciousness can be acquired through one’s being in 

touch with nature, human dignity, or God; and this ‘contact’, in the modern world, can 

be achieved through what Taylor calls ‘personal resonance’.  

‘Sources’, as I have pointed out earlier, have an elusive dimension to them. This 

makes the very idea of re-tapping them quite incoherent: what is to be tapped? And 

how? Nature and human dignity play prominent roles in the writings of many of our 

predecessors; as far as the theistic source, God is concerned, there are multiple 

traditions in which precisely the contact with God is so central. Taylor therefore holds 

that sources are to be found in and through what he calls great ‘epiphanic works’, be it 

literature, art, or philosophy.170 He says to borrow ‘epiphany’ from Joyce, but to use it 

in a slightly wider sense than the latter does. Along this line of thought, a work of art 

can initiate us into a reality that cannot be fully described:  
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A work of art [is] the locus of a manifestation which brings us into the 

presence of something which is otherwise inaccessible, and which is of the 

highest moral or spiritual significance; a manifestation, moreover, which 

also defines or completes something, even as it reveals.171  

 

Though such works may contain descriptive components, they are not simply a 

‘mimesis’. In a stronger sense, not only do these works reveal the sources that are 

(implicitly) tapped, but they put us in contact with them, they can ‘realise the 

contact’.172 For instance, the works of a Rilke or Pound – writers to whom Taylor 

frequently refers – not only reveal the sources of these authors, but touch (move) the 

reader. Rilke is the one to whom Taylor has recourse when it comes to understanding 

the ‘demands of nature’. ‘Ecological restraint and responsibility’, Taylor admits, can be 

‘couched in anthropocentric language’, in which case, such restraint is perceived as 

being necessary for human welfare (of present and future generations). However true 

this may be, he does not believe that such perception of nature and of our relationship to 

nature captures ‘the full extent of our intuitions’.173 What such responsibility does not 

capture is the ‘love’ of nature, and the corresponding commitment that such love entails. 

 

To read, for instance, Rilke is to get an articulation of our farther, stronger 

intuitions, of the way the world is not simply an ensemble of objects for our 

use, but makes a further claim on us. Rilke expresses this claim in images of 

‘praising’ and ‘making inward’, which seem to lay a demand of attention, of 

careful scrutiny, of respect for what is there. And this demand… is not 

simply one of self-fulfilment. It emanates from the world. It is hard to be 

clear in this domain, just because we are deep into a language of personal 

resonance. But something extremely important to us is being articulated 

here through whatever groping and fragmentary one-sidedness. To declare 
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this whole kind of thinking without object is to incur a huge self-inflicted 

wound.174  

 

Not only is Taylor here fighting a strong prejudice against ‘poetry’ (‘hazy language’), 

but even more significantly, he is echoing Nietzsche in his resolute anti-

anthropocentrism. He is advocating a sort of de-centring, or even a kind of ‘ecstasy’, 

which expresses itself in gratitude and praise, in the affirmation of life. There is a 

transformation involved in this process. Why is the failure to reach this nearly non-

human level a ‘wound’? Because somehow or other, to be human is to strive after this 

de-centring. Our humanness entails a certain discontent with ordinary self-fulfilment. 

Taylor is thereby expressing his alternative philosophical anthropology, in which the 

human is conceived as having a vocation beyond ordinary human flourishing. To be 

able to respond to this vocation is to accept the transformation that the contact with the 

sources of the self involves. This ‘contact’, including its ‘effects’, is captured by what 

Taylor calls ‘experience-cum-transformation’. The term expresses both the shortcoming 

of the contemporary notion of ‘experience’ and its rectification.175 To ‘experience’ 

nature, God and human dignity as sources of empowerment therefore involves a 

transformation of ourselves. This line of thought is inseparable from Taylor’s reform of 

epistemology, which also enables him to avoid both Platonism and projectivism.  

‘The search for moral sources outside the subject through [subtler] languages 

which resonate within him or her’ constitutes Taylor’s ‘third alternative’ between two 

extremes.176 According to him, though we live in an age in which a ‘publicly accessible 

cosmic order of meanings is an impossibility’, there is no reason for assuming that 

persons can no longer understand themselves as part of a larger order.177 By repeatedly 

saying that we could never recover such a public understanding of the natures of things, 

he is emphasising the irreversible and irreducible pluralism of modernity. Our 

background understanding is no longer constituted by one uniform theistic or Platonist 

                                                   
174 Ibid., 513. 
175 What Taylor is rectifying is the ‘notion of experience, as distinct from the object and the 
continuing nature of the subject (experiencer)… quintessentially modern, and [which] springs 
from the modern philosophy of mind and knowledge which comes down to us from Descartes 
and other writers of the seventeenth century’. Taylor, SA, 730. 
176 Taylor, SS, 510.  
177 Ibid., 512. Italics mine.  

60 61



Chapter 1 The Recovery of Sources

 
 

 

A work of art [is] the locus of a manifestation which brings us into the 

presence of something which is otherwise inaccessible, and which is of the 

highest moral or spiritual significance; a manifestation, moreover, which 

also defines or completes something, even as it reveals.171  

 

Though such works may contain descriptive components, they are not simply a 

‘mimesis’. In a stronger sense, not only do these works reveal the sources that are 

(implicitly) tapped, but they put us in contact with them, they can ‘realise the 

contact’.172 For instance, the works of a Rilke or Pound – writers to whom Taylor 

frequently refers – not only reveal the sources of these authors, but touch (move) the 

reader. Rilke is the one to whom Taylor has recourse when it comes to understanding 

the ‘demands of nature’. ‘Ecological restraint and responsibility’, Taylor admits, can be 

‘couched in anthropocentric language’, in which case, such restraint is perceived as 

being necessary for human welfare (of present and future generations). However true 

this may be, he does not believe that such perception of nature and of our relationship to 

nature captures ‘the full extent of our intuitions’.173 What such responsibility does not 

capture is the ‘love’ of nature, and the corresponding commitment that such love entails. 

 

To read, for instance, Rilke is to get an articulation of our farther, stronger 

intuitions, of the way the world is not simply an ensemble of objects for our 

use, but makes a further claim on us. Rilke expresses this claim in images of 

‘praising’ and ‘making inward’, which seem to lay a demand of attention, of 

careful scrutiny, of respect for what is there. And this demand… is not 

simply one of self-fulfilment. It emanates from the world. It is hard to be 

clear in this domain, just because we are deep into a language of personal 

resonance. But something extremely important to us is being articulated 

here through whatever groping and fragmentary one-sidedness. To declare 

                                                   
171 Ibid., 419. ‘The aim is not just to portray but to transfigure through the representation, to 
render the object “translucent”’. 
172 Ibid., 512.  
173 Ibid., 513. 

 
 

this whole kind of thinking without object is to incur a huge self-inflicted 

wound.174  

 

Not only is Taylor here fighting a strong prejudice against ‘poetry’ (‘hazy language’), 

but even more significantly, he is echoing Nietzsche in his resolute anti-

anthropocentrism. He is advocating a sort of de-centring, or even a kind of ‘ecstasy’, 

which expresses itself in gratitude and praise, in the affirmation of life. There is a 

transformation involved in this process. Why is the failure to reach this nearly non-

human level a ‘wound’? Because somehow or other, to be human is to strive after this 

de-centring. Our humanness entails a certain discontent with ordinary self-fulfilment. 

Taylor is thereby expressing his alternative philosophical anthropology, in which the 

human is conceived as having a vocation beyond ordinary human flourishing. To be 

able to respond to this vocation is to accept the transformation that the contact with the 

sources of the self involves. This ‘contact’, including its ‘effects’, is captured by what 

Taylor calls ‘experience-cum-transformation’. The term expresses both the shortcoming 

of the contemporary notion of ‘experience’ and its rectification.175 To ‘experience’ 

nature, God and human dignity as sources of empowerment therefore involves a 

transformation of ourselves. This line of thought is inseparable from Taylor’s reform of 

epistemology, which also enables him to avoid both Platonism and projectivism.  

‘The search for moral sources outside the subject through [subtler] languages 

which resonate within him or her’ constitutes Taylor’s ‘third alternative’ between two 

extremes.176 According to him, though we live in an age in which a ‘publicly accessible 

cosmic order of meanings is an impossibility’, there is no reason for assuming that 

persons can no longer understand themselves as part of a larger order.177 By repeatedly 

saying that we could never recover such a public understanding of the natures of things, 

he is emphasising the irreversible and irreducible pluralism of modernity. Our 

background understanding is no longer constituted by one uniform theistic or Platonist 

                                                   
174 Ibid., 513. 
175 What Taylor is rectifying is the ‘notion of experience, as distinct from the object and the 
continuing nature of the subject (experiencer)… quintessentially modern, and [which] springs 
from the modern philosophy of mind and knowledge which comes down to us from Descartes 
and other writers of the seventeenth century’. Taylor, SA, 730. 
176 Taylor, SS, 510.  
177 Ibid., 512. Italics mine.  

60 61



Chapter 1 The Recovery of Sources

 
 

understanding of reality.178 Taylor is therefore also assuring us that the exploration of a 

greater order – through personal resonance – and its acceptance certainly do not entail 

the exclusion of others.179 On this level, he says to disagree with thinkers like Weber 

and Habermas, who perceive such a self-understanding as pre-modern; they have 

overlooked his ‘third alternative’, and succumbed to the dominant understanding of 

modernity as the negation (or supersession) of an old order. The perception of 

modernity as, also or primarily, the affirmation of a new moral outlook, does not 

exclude drawing on ‘sources’. The closed reading of the immanent frame is not 

compelling and obvious, as I have argued above. However, the ways in which these 

sources can be tapped differ from those of other times: since writers and poets no longer 

have the ‘firm background’ to move against, they have to go through their personal 

sensibilities.180 And we in turn have to have recourse to our own sensibilities to 

‘understand’ their ‘subtler languages’. Of course, these ‘sensibilities’ do not exclude our 

intellect, and should not be reduced to ‘emotions’; they refer to our personal receptivity, 

which involves all our faculties (and any sixth or seventh sense), our whole personhood.  

Taylor explains that the order that is explored and discovered through personal 

resonance is not an ‘objective’ order that is independent of human existence: such an 

understanding of reality or of the order of nature is no longer part of our background 

understanding. This also means that no such order can be publicly appropriated and 

claimed as the only true order. Yet, Taylor does not see why, for example, the angels in 

Rilke’s order are ‘mere projections’; the fact that it is an ‘articulated sensibility’ – 

instead of a ‘medieval treatise on the ranks of cherubim and seraphim’ – that tells us 

something about angels, life and death does not make the insight less insightful. ‘Rilke’s 

“order”’ can become ours ‘through being ratified afresh in the sensibility of each new 

reader’.181 Such expressions of his can arouse the impression that he cannot avoid 

projectivism. However, the danger of projectivism is only a significant one if one 

assumes that the reality that we are trying to understand (or, love) is completely 

independent of us, in the sense of being of a radically different nature. But this is 
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precisely what Taylor has been contesting. We are therefore not endorsing projectivism 

when we say that natural phenomena get their ‘meaning’ through their resonance in us 

because the very reason why they are able to ‘resonate’ in us is because there is a 

‘meaning really expressed in them, by God or a world spirit’.182  

There are scholars who have trouble digesting Taylor’s understanding of art and 

literature. Koenraad Geldof’s remark that, in Taylor, ‘just like art and literature, 

language and form are not self-sufficient: they mediate…’ represents a more widely 

held idea regarding the ‘autonomy’ of disciplines.183 In his reply to Mette Hjort, Taylor 

once again recalls that he does not believe or agree that ‘the aesthetic is a domain quite 

unrelated to any other, and in particular, the moral or spiritual’.184 I wonder whether we 

are not terribly missing the point when we are only able to think in terms of ‘master-

servant’, as Geldof does. Are we not engaging in some kind of futile disciplinary 

politics, in total oblivion of the higher stakes? Both art and philosophy are potentially 

epiphanic. Even ‘counter-epiphanic’ works that strive to portray nothing besides 

themselves – no epiphanies ‘of being, either of nature or of a spiritual reality beyond 

nature’ – can potentially empower.185 Though they stem from a rejection of ‘depth’, 

‘expressed meaning’, or ‘ideals’ (especially moral ideals), the ‘transfiguratory intent’ in 

them, as Taylor notes, is just as present as in their Romanticist counterparts.186 The 

powerful portrayal of meaninglessness or banality – in the realism or naturalism of a 

Flaubert for instance – constitutes some sort of ‘transfiguration’.187 Taylor speaks of a 

‘naturalist epiphany’ in the case of most ‘materialist/realist paintings’: they ‘carry 

something of the power and titanic force of raw nature, a force which declares irrelevant 

all judgements made on this nature as crude or imperfect from more refined and 
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spiritual points of view’.188 It is Baudelaire, according to him, who ‘inspired the heroic, 

almost self-destructive attempt to create an art of total self-sufficiency, the “pure” art of 

Mallarmé and the Symbolists’.189 This strand of thought (or art) strives to be free from 

personal feelings and thoughts, to allow the words or paintings to ‘speak’ for 

themselves. This is what Taylor refers to as the ‘ideal of the auto-telic work’, and 

associates with a ‘rejection of the world and of being’.190 Yet, even the aspiration to 

subject-decentring, de-individuation or the transpersonal can only be reached through 

personal sensibility. In other words, though the anti-subjectivist thrust is opposed to 

subjectivism, it cannot express itself outside personal subjectivity or resonance.191  

Epiphanic works are ‘contagious’. However, it is dubious whether such contact 

just ‘happens’ without any predisposition of the reader or viewer (in the case of art). 

While the ‘subtler languages’ of modern literature and poetry are necessary to explore 

non-anthropocentric orders, within the immanent frame, they cannot realise the contact 

regardless of the reader or art-contemplator (already a qualified term). Individuals 

generally do not passively absorb information; the same complexity applies to the 

relationship between selves and epiphanic works. ‘Personal resonance’ not only refers 

to the particular significance that subtler languages have for a particular self (person), 

but also presumes depth and some degree of permeability. A two-dimensional surface 

(flatness) does not resonate, while three-dimensionality entails volume, that is, space. 

Some form of permeability is therefore necessary to receive those subtler languages, to 

endorse them in one’s own sensibility (to borrow Taylor’s words). But how does one 

create such space or sensibility? What prevents such reception from being a simple 

merging with the depths? How can the slopes to subjectivism, inherent in such 

exploration, be prevented?192 In other words, when are sources ‘really’ tapped? Taylor 

                                                   
188 ‘Courbet’s Stonebreakers portrays not only deprivation; it also captures the strain, the 
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which holds all these together’. See Taylor, SS, 481. 
192 ‘The danger of a regression to subjectivism always exists in this enterprise. It can easily slide 
into a celebration of our own creative powers, or the sources can be appropriated, interpreted as 

 
 

is far from being clear on this matter. But since it is his argument that we have to re-tap 

sources, that it is desirable that we read Pound or Rilke, we should at least know how to 

do so. The dialogical approach of the ‘hermeneutic philosophers’ – with whom Taylor 

is intimately connected – is certainly relevant here. A few elements can be recalled: the 

reader has to acknowledge the text as a sort of dialogue partner, a serious one; he (she) 

has to be aware of the distance between the text and him (her) self. The process of 

bridging the distance entails a transformation of the reader; he (she) is not the same after 

this ‘dialogue’. The text confronts the reader with certain questions, with certain 

challenges and demands, which necessitate self-reflection, an inward turn, and 

eventually a transformed selfhood. 

 

 

Concluding remarks  

 

In this chapter, I have argued, following Taylor’s line of thought, that the spiritual crisis 

of our age has arisen because of the loss of faith in the possibility of moral ascent, and 

of the atrophy of sources, which make this moral ascent possible.193 This means that 

both the faith in moral ascent, including the transformation that this entails, and the 

necessary sources have to be (conceptually) recovered as well as (practically) re-tapped. 

At this point, I would like to distinguish between two ‘levels’ or steps, without 

separating them: on the one hand, the articulation of the sources, that is, Taylor’s works, 

and on the other hand, his proposed way of re-tapping these sources. Re-articulation is 

necessary to re-introduce or recall the dimensions of an ontology that have been erased 

from the background understanding. While this articulation is essential, it is not as yet 

an actual re-tapping of sources, which takes place through personal resonance. Whether 

or not sources are re-tapped depends on ‘us’. This ‘us’, the public for whom Taylor 

writes and speaks, is much broader than in the case of most other philosophers. Ruth 

Abbey rightly points to ‘the nontechnical, relatively jargon-free style in which Taylor 

typically writes, making his ideas more accessible to a general audience than is the case 

                                                                                                                                                     
within us, and represented as the basis for ‘liberation’. But at its best, in full integrity, the 
enterprise is an attempt to surmount subjectivism’. See Taylor, SS, 510. 
193 This loss of faith and the atrophy of sources seem to be related, but the sequence is difficult 
to ascertain.  
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with much professional philosophy’.194 However, I tend to think that his particular style 

is not only meant to reach a wider public, but also constitutes a reform of philosophy 

itself. Taylor therefore has recourse not only to a nontechnical jargon, but also to a 

richer language, one that is widely judged as belonging to other disciplines. The 

philosophy that Taylor espouses is not independent of concrete human realities, in the 

two senses of the expression. Not only does it start from these concrete human realities, 

but it also intends to change them.195 I am emphasising the philosophical nature of his 

works because the issues that he reintroduces tend to be discarded as ‘religious 

ontology’, poetry, or theology.  

By upsetting established categories and demarcations, Taylor has made it 

difficult for people to classify him. But even more importantly, he has broadened the 

scope of philosophy and hence of the ways of getting to know human realities. This 

transcendence of certain prevailing limits – anthropocentric limits – also constitutes the 

core of Taylor’s ‘correction’ of exclusive forms of humanism. Conversely, it is the 

essential dimension of what I have called his Christian humanism. The transcendence of 

the limits of the dominant versions of the immanent order enables a fuller affirmation of 

the human, precisely because the human is, in a robust sense, essentially and ineffably 

‘more than anthropos’. Or, as Taylor holds, because the human as human aspires to 

more than ‘ordinary human flourishing’. Central to his humanism is the conception of 

the human as innately open. One may, of course, choose to close oneself off to the 

world, to others, to nature, and to God; or, more precisely, to the demands made by the 

other (human or non-human). This closure, however, cannot simply be interpreted as 

egoism. As Taylor remarks, the ‘buffered self’ attitude becomes more tempting when 

we are confronted with so much suffering and ugliness around us. Bufferedness is a 

protection shield, in these cases. By opening oneself, one therefore accepts the 

possibility of being hurt. This possibility of being hurt through the suffering of others, 

for instance, manifests an intrinsic interdependence that has been vilified by the 

narratives of self-authorisation. In this sense, these narratives propagate a false 

knowledge of ourselves. Instead of liberating us, they may well be preventing us from 

living our full humanity by distancing us from certain sources of fullness. The 
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narratives of self-authorisation – or the ideal of autonomy – have been legitimising the 

atrophy of sources, especially God and nature.  

 The openness to sources, I have argued, does not imply that we have to give up 

our freedom. But it does require us to recast our taken-for-granted understanding of 

freedom, which is inseparable from the dominant conception of the human as self-

enclosed. The latter approach to the human and to freedom is, I believe, the formula for 

unfree human beings, because it prevents the constitution of the human will and/or love. 

It therefore undermines modernity itself by disabling individual persons from living up 

to their moral commitments. The atrophy of sources is, according to Taylor, what leads 

to a morality powered negatively. High moral ideals without the moral capacity to 

sustain them are mutilating. Nietzsche and his followers are rightly suspicious of high 

ideals, Taylor admits. However, the notion of sources is absent in their works. 

Correspondingly, the conception of immanence as intimately related to transcendence is 

also lacking. The so-called ‘horizontal level’ – the practical primacy of life – and the 

‘vertical dimension’ have wrongly been separated from each other in various theories. 

As I have pointed out, Taylor corrects this misconception, and once again, relates 

immanence and transcendence in a way that avoids Platonism and projectivism. The 

openness to the vertical dimension provides us with sources to fully affirm life, and to 

live up to the demands of our ties. Tutu and Mandela are, for Taylor, great examples of 

wise leaders who have guided many towards this vertical space, where reconciliation 

and forgiveness are possible. Sources can be explored in the modern, immanent order. 

Epiphanic works can help us get in touch with one or more of the three sources (God, 

nature and human dignity) in and through our personal sensibility. In the last chapter, I 

will tentatively explore the ways in which the theistic source is ‘available to those who 

do not consider themselves to be Christians’.196  

Taylor can rightly call his narrative ‘liberating’ because what he offers us is a 

different, loftier, conception of ourselves, and of our possibilities. That said, it is 

perhaps the right place in these last concluding remarks to critically examine a few 

premises in his works. I would especially like to consider his idea that the human self is 

‘inevitably’ oriented to the good, or inevitably finds him (her) self in a space of 

questions regarding the good; and, related to this, his approach to violence, his 
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conception of modernity as being spiritually powered, instead of being the product of 

capitalism, instrumental reason, and so on; and correspondingly, his distinction between 

‘good’ ideals and their distorted versions. His historiography, as any other 

historiography, can be disputed. One could contest his conceptualisation of modernity. 

This, however, would not be a very relevant discussion here and now. A more fruitful 

question is whether his proposed ‘remedy’ to the spiritual crisis would be less effective 

if his conception of modernity and of the modern identity would happen to be too 

‘upbeat’, as it has been accused of being?197 I do not think we need to fear this for the 

simple reason that what is not can still be. Taylor is not simply describing things as they 

are; his historiography does not primarily aim at historical accuracy, or at an ‘accurate’ 

description of how things have evolved.198 He is also expressing a view as to how they 

could and should be, and history – if one looks (or digs) well – manifests these 

alternatives.199 In other words, the possibility of moral ascent and of a truly civilising 

modernity rests on some potential (and precedents), and is therefore not utopian. It 

would be ludicrous to claim that Taylor has been writing a fairy tale.  

However, Taylor’s narrative does contain ideas that have graver implications. 

Let me start with his ‘cultural’ conception of modernity, which involves the refutation 

that modernity is essentially materialist (or, determined by capitalism, industrialisation, 

and instrumental reason) and relativist. In reaction to his relentless distinctions between 

the essential elements of the modern order and its deviant versions, it is tempting to 

wonder whether modernity is not in fact constituted by these aberrations, and whether 

Taylor is not trying to create a different modernity? Or, since there are inherent tensions 

within modernity itself – as he points out – is it not more plausible to say that there are 

various versions of modernity possible – both in theory and practice? This would mean 

that Taylor is arguing for one particular form of modernity because the latter is the most 

humanising. In the end, his argument is largely based on the reading of the ancients and 

moderns, and on the assumption that great ideas eventually – in very intricate, even 

obscure, ways – do shape our practices. But what about the legitimate observation that it 

is unreason or power that determines history? Taylor clearly has difficulty with this 
                                                   
197 See Taylor, RR, 230. 
198 I am thereby not implying that such an impersonal description is possible. I am just saying 
that he does not have this ambition.  
199 His style of writing tends to overshadow the ‘normative’ dimension in his works. I am, 
however, not suggesting that it is possible to create works without normative dimension.  

 
 

idea, and this is, I believe, the major reason why he is constantly at odds with Foucault. 

His refusal to give primacy to sheer power is subtly illustrated in his approach to the 

closed reading of the immanent framework. As we have seen, according to him, it is the 

implicit moral outlook that pushes to the closed reading. While this is highly plausible 

in the case of Camus, Derrida, and Berlin – to whose works he refers – one may wonder 

whether this really holds for the ‘less intellectual’ (non-derogatively meant) among us? 

Are these individuals really attracted – perhaps implicitly, but not unwittingly – to a 

particular image or ideal of the courageous being? 

By raising this question, I am not suggesting that the converse holds, that the 

closed reading is indeed based on scientific arguments and discoveries. Instead, I am 

wondering whether Taylor is not underestimating the numerous manipulative 

mechanisms in social and political affairs, and the scope of an oppression that is not 

self-inflicted? In the latter case, contrary to what he says, the norms and practices of the 

immanent frame may well incline to closure. Taylor’s underrating of power has been 

remarked by others. But whereas Abbey suggests that it is his ‘dialogical approach’ in 

his (political) philosophy that leads him ‘to downplay the state’s coercive power and 

potential’, I would argue that it is his notion of the human orientation to the good that 

underpins his vision of power (and violence).200 Along this line, even violence, 

genocide in particular, follows from the aspiration to perfection, or the ‘purification’ 

from evil.201 However, it is unclear how this approach to violence and evil might 

explain why people in particular contexts have been incapable of accepting evil, chaos, 

imperfection, and so on in themselves. Why are we not able to bear the evil and chaos in 

or around us, which is supposedly the reason why we have recourse to scapegoating? 

‘To remain pure’ begs the question.  

What if one instead rejects the assumptions that humans are inevitably oriented 

to the good, that the aspiration towards purity and perfection, and the ‘sense of our 

falling short’ are perennial (in some sense, ‘pre-cultural’)?202 One might then be willing 

to admit that both brute forces and moral ideals make up a social order (culture or 

civilisation) precisely because the will is naturally volatile, swaying between good and 

evil, life and death. We might then be more afraid of ourselves and of our collectivities 
                                                   
200 Abbey, ‘Another Philosopher-Citizen’, 267. 
201 Taylor, SA, 683-686.  
202 Taylor, DC, 192. 
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197 See Taylor, RR, 230. 
198 I am thereby not implying that such an impersonal description is possible. I am just saying 
that he does not have this ambition.  
199 His style of writing tends to overshadow the ‘normative’ dimension in his works. I am, 
however, not suggesting that it is possible to create works without normative dimension.  
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(including the State, religious communities and non-religious associations). Our task 

would then consist in not only distinguishing between ideals and their aberrations, but 

also in discerning darkness itself. And the latter cannot be explained by having recourse 

to moral motivations. If we no longer take the orientation to the good for granted, then 

this orientation to the good becomes the very aim and measure of a civilisation. That is 

to say, a civilisation is humanising insofar as it is able to bring forth ‘humanised 

humans’. Only then is Taylor’s conception of the self in the moral space plausible. The 

idea of humanisation constitutes the core of Paul Valadier’s thought, which is the 

subject of the next chapter. While there is an uneasy relationship between Taylor and 

Nietzsche, a genuine dialogue relates Valadier and Nietzsche. This means that Valadier, 

much more than Taylor, is able to integrate ‘tragic wisdom’ with Christian wisdom.  
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Chapter 2 

The Recovery of the Desire for Humanisation 

 

 

Valadier does not seem to have attracted many critics or commentators, except for 

reviews of his books and articles. Yet, he is a public figure in France, and an 

acknowledged Nietzsche scholar.1 His being a defender of ‘French laïcité’ (as opposed 

to ‘laïcisme’), a (political) philosopher and theologian sympathetic to the Nietzschean 

legacy has led some to believe that he condones ‘postmodern preferences’.2 Similarly, 

his recourse to the concept of ‘humanisation’ and ‘self-creation’ can be misinterpreted.3 

In both cases, the criticism is (mostly) theologically motivated. However, Valadier does 

expect resistance to his thought from sovereignists and ‘laïcists’, especially when it 

comes to rethinking the relationship between ‘immanence’ and ‘transcendence’. But 

these possibly controversial elements constitute, I believe, an invigorating philosophy of 

man and society. His ‘plaidoyer pour l’homme’, that is, his defence of man manifests 

what I would call a ‘pastoral’ concern.4 The latter is clearly expressed in his exhortation 

to contemporaries to ‘get up and walk’, to desire themselves again.5 Similarly to Taylor, 

he construes the nature of our contemporary predicament as a ‘moral’ one, and more 

precisely, as a ‘moral paralysis’. In his case as well, ‘morality’ has to be well qualified. 

This moral paralysis refers, in the first place, to the incapacity to accept the tedious 

                                                   
 Part of this chapter has been published as Roshnee Ossewaarde-Lowtoo, ‘Sicut Dei as our 
Moral Vocation: Paul Valadier's Rethinking of Nietzsche’ in International Journal of 
Philosophy and Theology 74 (3) (2013): 196-213. 
1 A popular, ‘secular’ newspaper like L’Express has regularly interviewed him. 
Retrieved 23 September 2014, from http://www.lexpress.fr/infos/pers/paul-valadier.html; 
http://www.franceculture.fr/personne-paul-valadier.html; 
http://www.lavie.fr/religion/catholicisme/paul-valadier-l-intransigeance-est-inhumaine-et-
immorale-23-11-2010-11807_16.php. 
2 See, for instance, Henri Blocher, ‘Le retour du religieux: intégrisme, intégrité’, Fac-Réflexion 
1 (Juin 1995): 19-28.  
3 While the process of ‘hominization’ often refers to the evolution of humanity from animality 
(over a timespan of thousands of years), ‘humanisation’ refers to the permanent task of ‘self-
creation’ (rightly understood) incumbent on every single human being.  
4 Valadier, MD.  
5 Paul Valadier, ‘Lecture croyante de la culture et de la vie du jeune dans le cadre d’une école 
catholique’, Actes du Congrès européen la mission d’éduquer: témoigner d’un trésor caché, 
Rome, 28-30 April, 2001. Cf. Mark 2: 3-10; Luke 5: 18-24. Paul Valadier, ‘Permanence du 
théologico-politique: politique et religion, de nouvelles donnes’, Recherches de Science 
Religieuse 94 (4) (2006): 568.  
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process of ‘acquiring one’s humanity’; or, to borrow the Nietzschean terminology, to 

the weakness of the ‘will’, too weak to accept the process of self-creation, and 

correspondingly, too weak to affirm an overabundant life.  

Nihilism (that is, ‘weary’ or ‘passive’ nihilism) is, for Valadier, the greatest ill 

of our times. It is a problem because it prevents humans from wanting themselves, and 

from wanting to become truly human. In this context, the (Christian) message that ‘man 

is called to life, not to death, to hope and not to despair or void’ is not superfluous.6 

Valadier’s emphasis on the need to acquire one’s humanity is, I believe, an 

indispensable complement to Taylor’s notion of the human self as inevitably moral. 

‘Man’ as such, that is, by virtue of his (her) belonging to the ‘species’ homo sapiens, 

does not automatically or necessarily find him (her) self in the moral space. Only those 

who have accepted the process of humanisation, either personally or collectively – 

explicitly and implicitly – dwell in such a space.7 It is a subtle but important distinction, 

which is significant in discussions regarding the morality of animals and the animality 

of human beings. But just as relevant it is in our conceptualisation, creation and 

maintenance of a good – humanising – human civilisation. In the present chapter, as in 

the previous one, the stakes are twofold: human persons and their civilisations. Western 

civilisation, especially if one looks at its ‘values’ or ‘ideals’ (universal justice, for 

instance), manifests the influence of Christianity.8 In fact, as I will show, Valadier 

convincingly argues that any civilisation is umbilically related to the religious (the 

source of symbolisation). Quite unsurprisingly, Nietzsche and others after him therefore 

attacked both Christianity and modernity. Valadier’s rethinking of the Nietzschean 

legacy, on the other hand, leads to the conclusion that nihilism cannot be resisted by 

giving up modern (Christian) values.  

In what now follows, I will first show how Valadier’s reading of Nietzsche 

sheds new light on the modern – and human – condition, and also provides us with an 

alternative understanding of the relationship between nihilism and modernity (modern 

                                                   
6 Valadier, ‘Lecture croyante de la culture’.  
7 ‘Process’ does not refer to some kind of necessary evolution. Neither is it to be interpreted in 
the same way as ‘process’ theory and theology. It simply refers to the non-linear progression 
towards a fuller personhood.  
8 This is also the reason why I use the expression ‘modern (Christian) values’. ‘Influence’ is 
perhaps not the right term since Valadier, as we shall see, characterises the relationship between 
the religious and the ‘secular’ as ‘dialectical’.  
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values). Valadier (differently from Nietzsche and many others after him) does not 

believe that modernity necessarily entails nihilism. Certain modern tendencies may 

cause the slope towards nihilism to become steeper. Yet, in a certain sense, nihilism is 

the permanent temptation of humans in all ages and places because the will sways 

between the affirmation of life and its denial. This also implies that the weakness of the 

will cannot simply be blamed on Christianity. Valadier is able to make the latter claim 

by drawing on the Nietzschean conception of values as intimately related to the ‘instinct 

of life’. Section II focusses on the relationship between these values and self-creation. 

Here as well, Valadier ‘corrects’ Nietzsche by expanding his underdeveloped 

‘philosophy of the body’. Along this line, self-creation is never a solipsistic process, and 

this further means that the isolation of the will from other wills is one of the main 

causes of nihilism. The perceived need for, and possibility of, humanisation itself 

depends on an anthropology that includes both evil or sin and human dignity (III). 

Valadier discerns three philosophical and religious traditions that help us recover the 

‘faith in man’, without illusion. The same ideology that isolates wills from their values, 

thereby maintaining their weakness, is also preventing citizens and democracies from 

drawing on resources (IV). Valadier therefore critically re-appraises the dominant 

version of state sovereignty. In part V, I will try to show that the desire for life can be 

‘directly’ aroused through gratuity, to which the Church owes its existence. In the final 

part, I further elaborate on the public role of the Church, and on how it can enkindle 

democratic vitality without playing the game of nihilism.  

 
 
I. Nietzsche, modernity, and nihilism 

 

‘Modernity’, for Valadier, besides being a ‘vague and broad term’, refers to ‘the original 

cultural situation that is now ours’.9 This means that it cannot be reduced to one 

particular dimension, such as materialism or atheist humanism. Though he has not 

refuted various theses of modernity as extensively as Taylor has done, his own approach 

– which one could similarly call ‘cultural’ – does run counter to these theses. Hence, he 

disagrees with Michel Foucault’s and Gilles Lipovetsky’s conception of modernity, and 
                                                   
9 Paul Valadier, ‘L’anarchie des valeurs’, Cultura: International Journal of Philosophy of 
Culture and Axiology 3 (1) (2006): 89. 
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thereby does not believe that morality and modern (democratic) times are antitheses.10 

Though Valadier categorically rejects the equation of modernity with atheism (and 

materialism), he does not have any objection to its association with the ‘death of God’, 

at least if this Nietzschean terminology is properly understood as the collapse of a 

public theistic order.11 Since the ‘death of God’ did not mean the end of the divine for 

Nietzsche, living in the ‘death of God’ era – whether one wants to call it modern, post-

modern, or late-modern – does not imply living in a world in which the divine has been 

banned to the illusory. The modern condition does mean more individual responsibility. 

Individual persons are expected to ‘exercise a reasonable freedom’.12 However, there 

are certain factors that turn this ‘autonomy’ into a burden, leading to paralysis instead of 

freedom. The conversation between Valadier and Nietzsche reveals that both thinkers 

agree that nihilism – ‘passive’ nihilism, for Nietzsche – is an ‘illness of the will’ or of 

desire. The sick will is incapable of bearing the totality of reality and chooses naught. 

However, they disagree on the ‘causes’ of nihilism, and certainly on whether ‘active’ 

nihilism is necessary and desirable. Valadier’s main argument is that though the ‘death 

of God’ (modernity) implies an ‘anarchy of values’, it does not fatally lead to the 

devaluation of the highest values because these values are not intrinsically empty.13 

 Nietzsche’s conception of modern man as weak and slavish, and of modernity as 

decadence depends on his particular view of Christianity and of Christian values. 

Modernity and Christianity are so intimately related that Nietzsche saw the necessity of 

supplanting both. Yet, he did not advocate a cold materialist atheism. Dionysius, as 

Valadier argues, is the alternative that Nietzsche offers to us.14 Nietzsche’s concept of 

‘radical’ or ‘complete’ nihilism and his perceived necessity of this event therefore rest 

                                                   
10 However, Valadier does distinguish between an ‘authentic modern morality’ and a servile 
morality. See Paul Valadier, ‘La morale après l’individualisme’, Projet 271 (2002): 64, 70.  
11 This is the sense in which both Valadier and Taylor seem to understand the ‘death of God’.  
12 Valadier, ‘L’anarchie des valeurs’, 96.  
13 Ibid., 91.  
14 The dominant (Heideggerian) reading of Nietzsche, Valadier argues, ‘deletes’ an essential 
part of the Nietzschean text by ignoring the fact that ‘Christ haunts the Nietzschean thought’ in 
a profounder way than a simple adversary or reference would do. Referring to Jean-Luc Marion, 
Valadier agrees with the latter that we can speak of an ‘inverted Christology’. See Valadier, 
JCD, 35. It is noteworthy that Henri de Lubac similarly remarks that the figure Jesus ‘haunted’ 
Nietzsche till the end. De Lubac suggests that it is a ‘secret jealousy’ that explains Nietzsche’s 
swaying between admiration and denigration, between affection and sarcasm with respect to 
Jesus. See Henri de Lubac, Le drame de l’humanisme athée, 7th Edition (Paris: Les Editions du 
Cerf, 1983), 521.  
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on his conception of the nature of Christian values. The question here is whether 

‘modern’ values like benevolence, justice, equality, peace, and ‘modern’ institutions 

like democracy and civil society indeed originated out of weakness. And 

correspondingly, whether we should overcome modernity and invent new values (and 

institutions). The need for (new) values was never doubted by Nietzsche since a great 

human culture depends on great, noble values. He points out how ‘attempts to escape 

nihilism without revaluating our values… produce the opposite’, making the problem 

more acute.15 Christian values – such as charity, hope, faith, and humility – and other 

modern values are motivated by fear, hate, human pettiness, and cowardliness, says 

Nietzsche. For instance, hope and consolation are necessary because the human is 

incapable of accepting decay and death. He (she) is incapable of bearing full reality, 

which includes the tragic. Pity is simply a sign of weakness; acts of charity hide 

smugness and contempt. This is also the reason why Nietzsche could therefore say that 

we have had no true ends till now. There is an interesting parallel between the 

Enlightenment narrative of ‘coming of age’ and Nietzsche’s conceptualisation of the 

different types of nihilism. He distinguishes between ‘active’ and ‘passive’ (‘weary’) 

nihilism. Active nihilism finally occurs when spirits are strong enough to repudiate 

previous convictions and goals – Christian ideals. It is therefore a sign of vitality. 

Passive nihilism, on the other hand, is a sign of the ‘recession of the power of the 

spirit’.16 In this case as well, goals and values are no longer believed in, but this 

incapacity, nay-saying, stems from weariness, the exhaustion of spirits.17 This essential 

difference cannot be overlooked: strong spirits or wills eventually revalue values 

whereas weak spirits cannot do so.  

Following Nietzsche’s line of reasoning, active nihilism would not have been 

necessary if Judaic and Christian moralism had not been allowed to order social life. 

Passive nihilism would also not have arisen since the rule of the strong spirits would 

have prevented such weakness. Active nihilism, along this line, is a necessary ill, a 

necessary ‘purification’ of beliefs, a necessary destruction of old values before new 

values can be created. What Nietzsche feared is passive nihilism, and it is this weary 

nihilism that Valadier sees prevailing today. Nihilism does not mean that ‘everything is 
                                                   
15 Nietzsche, The Will to Power, 19. 
16 Ibid., 12. 
17 Ibid., 18.  
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10 However, Valadier does distinguish between an ‘authentic modern morality’ and a servile 
morality. See Paul Valadier, ‘La morale après l’individualisme’, Projet 271 (2002): 64, 70.  
11 This is the sense in which both Valadier and Taylor seem to understand the ‘death of God’.  
12 Valadier, ‘L’anarchie des valeurs’, 96.  
13 Ibid., 91.  
14 The dominant (Heideggerian) reading of Nietzsche, Valadier argues, ‘deletes’ an essential 
part of the Nietzschean text by ignoring the fact that ‘Christ haunts the Nietzschean thought’ in 
a profounder way than a simple adversary or reference would do. Referring to Jean-Luc Marion, 
Valadier agrees with the latter that we can speak of an ‘inverted Christology’. See Valadier, 
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Nietzsche till the end. De Lubac suggests that it is a ‘secret jealousy’ that explains Nietzsche’s 
swaying between admiration and denigration, between affection and sarcasm with respect to 
Jesus. See Henri de Lubac, Le drame de l’humanisme athée, 7th Edition (Paris: Les Editions du 
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on his conception of the nature of Christian values. The question here is whether 
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carried by a flux of nothingness’.18 People still find different spheres of life, such as 

work, art, science, technology, politics, sport and relationships, meaningful. But the 

weakness of the will makes them incapable of engaging themselves, to say yes, to them; 

instead, immediate experiences are preferred. As Valadier notes, it is this weakness that 

leads to the degradation of activity into activism, of the ‘adventure of love’ into 

‘temporary and repeated trials’, and of ‘religious pilgrimage into butterflying’.19 

Nihilism is therefore a very subtle and elusive evil, consisting in that ‘meanings [values] 

are devaluated, degraded from inside’.20  

Active nihilism, that is, the total destruction of the highest values that support 

modern civilisation, cannot be something to be applauded, according to Valadier, 

because these highest values are life-sustaining. Active nihilism could have been a 

positive event if the highest values were contrary to the instinct of life; that is, if they 

sapped the desire for life and reduced reality (life) to petty proportions. But this is not 

the case, Valadier holds. While Nietzsche perceives Christian values as ‘ideas’, contrary 

to the instinct of life, ‘moral interpretations of the world and history’ imposed on reality 

– Platonism for the masses –, Valadier argues that Christianity is not just a continued 

(or reversed) Platonism, but ‘has penetrated the ‘instinct’ of the European’.21 In other 

words, Christianity is not primarily a system of beliefs; and Christian values are truly 

values, in the Nietzschean sense. I will come back to this issue in a few moments. The 

fact that Christian values are life-affirming values means that the disintegration of a 

public Christian framework does not entail their emptiness. They are already embodied 

in individuals and social relationships:  

 

What modernity degrades in symbolic relations, are the symbolised 

symbols, not the symbolising symbols… The institutions that carry meaning 

or are invested with social significance are effectively weakened or deprived 

of their specific role; but the source of symbolisation through which the 

individual finds meanings, the desire to live his body and the relations that 

constitute it, remains alive: it is actualised in the very interplay of relations 

                                                   
18 Valadier, EP, 135. 
19 Ibid., 135.  
20 Ibid., 135.  
21 Valadier, JD, 14. 
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that constitute social existence (relation man-woman, man-nature, man-

man).22  

 

This is the reason why Valadier can affirm that the ‘belief in God has a bright future 

because man wants to live, because he finds meaning in living, and because, thinking 

about this meaning, he can relate it to his source of life that he calls God’.23 

While Valadier admits that certain historical forms of Christianity may appear as 

the products of the weak will that ‘seeks to give itself the illusion of holding the true 

world’, he chides Nietzsche for his ‘unilateral reading of the Christian tradition’, 

especially regarding the relation between God and man. The sovereign power of the 

Ockhamian system, which Nietzsche clearly assumes, is not a feature of all Christian 

traditions.24 In other words, the Christianity that incites Nietzsche’s wrath is one that 

paralyses humans, and prevents them from embracing the ‘luxuriance of the life of the 

real’, from accepting the ‘totality of [their] being’.25 Valadier, on the contrary, notes that 

there is a Christianity according to which the vocation of humans is to be like the God 

who is gift, love, reason, and wisdom. He recalls that ‘divine by participation and 

election, man is hence ontologically related to God… The more man exercises his 

possibilities, the more he glorifies God and conforms to his image, makes himself what 

he must become’.26 It is difficult to imagine a more powerful message and a more 

concrete way of making contemporaries desire themselves again. Nietzsche, on the 

other hand, argues that the ‘denatured’ values of Christendom were made authoritative 

through that highest end, ‘God’, or the ‘Common Good’. Once this highest end 

collapses, all other pre-given ends, supposedly held together by the former, are also 

discredited. As a result, the already weak will is left with ‘empty’ values, becomes 

confused and paralysed.  

One has to be ‘more nietzschean than Nietzsche’, says Valadier, and understand 

that ‘the instinct of life is more tenacious, that it can survive the decline of values and 

                                                   
22 Valadier, EP, 89. 
23 Valadier, JCD, 209. 
24 Ibid., 185. 
25 Valadier, NCC, 595; Paul Valadier, ‘Maladie du sens et gai savoir, chez Nietzsche’, Laval 
Théologique et Philosophique 52 (2) (1996): 428-430.  
26 Valadier, MD, 204. 
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non-sense, because it is source of meaning’.27 In other words, a value is not that which 

gives ‘meaning’, is not that which arouses the desire to live, but the converse is truer, 

namely, it is a strong desire for life – a strong instinct of life, or spirit – that is the 

source of values. I will come back to this coming-to-be (the ‘nature’) of values in the 

next section. While Nietzsche agrees that this holds for the aristocratic, noble values, he 

makes an exception for the more ‘plebeian’ and Christian values. Different accounts of 

the ‘nature’ or origin of moral and religious ‘values’ therefore separate Nietzsche and 

Valadier. Nietzsche’s predicted collapse of values – as well as his advocacy of the 

active supersession of these values – depends on his belief that these particular values 

necessarily hide naught. Nietzsche himself tells us that he sees these values as no more 

than explicit finalities, articulated ideals that stem from weak psychological forces. This 

is also why they have to be, and will necessarily be, destroyed by strong spirits. But was 

he right? Which values do originate from strong spirits, and which ones are the products 

of weak spirits? The exception that Nietzsche makes for Christian or Christian-inspired 

values stems from what Valadier calls his intemperance when it came to Christianity. 

He attacks the motivations or psychological forces that he allegedly discerns behind 

these values, like the need to find consolation and harmony. This Nietzschean long-

distance psychoanalysis is also that which constitutes the Achilles heel of the analysis.28  

Valadier certainly agrees that the Nietzschean insight into the possible obscure 

origins of ideals (values) has to be taken into account if one does not wish to trivialise 

human evil (violence). In this regard, Nietzsche is not the first one to have found out 

that the practices of charity or benevolence can hide baseness. Valadier’s major point of 

criticism is that his ‘deconstruction’ of values bears the mark of rationalism, which is 

extremely contradictory given his merciless condemnation of those who professed the 

‘new faith’ in science. By making reason completely subservient to the will, ‘to the 

point that all that is expressed by reason can be reduced to the contradictory game of 

affects and explained by them’, Nietzsche opts for psychological explanations.29 Hence, 

the only reason why adherents of moral and religious traditions do not realise that their 

values are imaginary (illusions) is because they refuse to see the ‘psycho-physiological 

conditioning’ of the experienced sentiments. In this way, Nietzsche substitutes one 
                                                   
27 Valadier, JCD, 209. 
28 Ibid., 186. 
29 Valadier, JCD, 82, 186. 
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system of causal explanation for another, and ‘raises biological sensations to the rank of 

ultimate explanation’.30 Valadier sees here the so fiercely criticised ‘will to truth’ at 

work, ‘the manifestation of the intemperance of a method typical for a triumphalist 

rationalism’.31 The contradiction between a Nietzsche who claims that man is so ill that 

he cannot accept the plurality of reality, and a Nietzsche who mercilessly condemns 

religious and moral values on the ground of his own rationalist psychoanalysis is too big 

to be accepted. Valadier therefore concludes that one has to be ‘more faithful to 

Nietzsche than he is himself, and hence forbid oneself to fixate morality and religion, 

Christianity in particular, on the side of illness and illusion’.32  

From the above we can conclude that our challenge today is not so much the 

creation of ‘new values’ as making existing values become creative values. There is, 

indeed, no reason to hold that existing values are intrinsically and necessarily empty. 

Note that there is a difference between claiming that values are empty (emptied), and 

the actual destruction of these same values. In the second case, also real, humanising 

values can be destroyed. Of course, this does not mean that values cannot hide works of 

death, but this mechanism holds for all values, aristocratic, plebeian, and so on. 

Vigilance, which is what Valadier tirelessly advises, is perhaps even more Christian 

than Nietzschean. Crucial is the distinction between the commitment that stems from a 

strong will and the ‘commitment’ that stems from a weak will. This is why ‘value’ 

cannot, or should not, be detached from the tedious process of (self) creation: only the 

constituted will can commit out of strength. A value that hides the hatred of life (or, of 

some mode of life) has to be critically scrutinised. But such an examination also 

requires reason and practical wisdom, whose cultivation or transformation is part of the 

process of self-creation. All this means that the one who has accepted the continuous 

process of humanisation is also more capable of resisting the temptation of reducing the 

complexity of the real, and correspondingly, the dehumanising ends that create false 

unities. He or she is able to continuously question what he or she wants in his or her 

                                                   
30 Ibid., 195-196.  
31 Ibid., 197.  
32Ibid. 
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commitment to certain values: ‘Does the will want justice out of resentment, vengeance 

or egalitarianism, or out of an informed sense for alterity and distance?’33  

 
 
II. Creative values 

 

Like Taylor, Valadier retrieves the ‘richer dimensions’ of Nietzsche’s thought, his ‘yea-

saying’ – the ‘benediction of life’ – which includes the struggle for ‘transvaluation’.34 

Interpretations of Nietzsche as the one to have exalted immoralism or amoralism, non-

sense or a ‘painless’ ethics of non-obligation – which Valadier refutes – may well be 

traced back to his works, but largely overlook the Nietzschean notion of self-creation, or 

of becoming-free as a tedious, repetitive process that involves the continuous 

transformation (metamorphosis) of the will, the ‘mastery over one’s own chaos’.35 

Valadier therefore recalls that ‘the transmutation demanded by the Dionysian yes, if it is 

inspired by overabundance and not by a destructive weakness, should not be 

underestimated: it goes through suffering and even death’.36 That it is here about a well-

qualified yes – a commitment without bending knees – is perhaps clearer in Valadier’s 

case than in Nietzsche’s. However, the latter does distinguish between the affirmation 

and negation that stem from weakness, on the one hand, and the affirmation and 

negation that stem from a powerful spirit, on the other. But since weakness or strength 

depends on whether we have accepted the painful constitution of the will (of our 

‘personhood’), it means that the values to which we are committed are intimately related 

to the ‘overabundant life’ that we carry in ourselves. Conversely, there can be no true 

self-creation or humanisation without values. The focus of the present section is on the 

intimate relationship between the ‘instinct of life’ (the desire for life), self-creation, and 

values. Valadier’s approach to values and humanisation provides us, I believe, with a 
                                                   
33 Paul Valadier, ‘Penser la morale en terme de valeurs’, Études 390 (2004): 641-650.  
34 See Taylor, SS, 100; Taylor, SA, 320; Taylor, RR, 214. 
35 The nietzschean ‘will to power’, Valadier insists, is in the first place the ‘mastery over one’s 
own chaos’. The aim is to ‘become master of the chaos that one is, to force one’s chaos to 
become form’. See Valadier, JCD, 62. Indeed, according to Nietzsche, the weak will stems from 
the ‘multitude and disgregation of impulses and the lack of any systematic order among them’, 
while ‘their coordination under a single predominant impulse results in a “strong will”’. 
Nietzsche, The Will to Power, 28-29. 
36 Valadier, NCC, 569.Nietzsche claims that ‘the highest state a philosopher can attain [is] to 
stand in a Dionysian relationship to existence... is amor fati’. Nietzsche, The Will to Power, 536. 
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way to critically assess both our ‘commitment to values’ and our conceptions of ‘self-

creation’. Any form of spontaneous and necessary becoming is excluded. In a strong 

sense, this line of thought represents a third way between subjectivism (scepticism) and 

objectivism (the belief in absolute certainty).37 

 When Valadier says that it is ‘beautiful and good to construct [one’s] humanity’, 

or that the ‘vocation of each and every one is indeed to be creator of himself’, he is 

reminding us not only of Nietzsche, but of a crucial Christian message that tends to be 

overshadowed by other priorities.38 The desire to humanise (create) oneself, as Valadier 

notes, can be perceived as the human response to the divine calling to be sicut dei, to 

become like one’s Creator. But as we shall see, this self-creation is far from being a 

solipsistic enterprise, just as ‘God’ in Valadier is not a Sovereign but ‘God Logos, Word 

and reason, wisdom that orders everything, and source of a Law that makes [one] live, 

merciful love, overabundant and inexhaustible’.39 In other words, self-creation can be 

considered as part of the Christian legacy, which Nietzsche has recovered from the 

debris of a Christianity that had not been able to resist the currents of rationalism and 

irrationalism, and had turned into a religion of mortification. Humanisation, or self-

creation (which is what morality is, according to Valadier), can be compared to the 

creation of the artist who gives form to raw material; ‘chaos’ being the shapeless 

overabundant material. The ‘mastery over one’s chaos’ therefore involves giving shape 

to the overabundant life that the human has in himself (herself). This understanding of 

self-creation, in Valadier’s thinking, holds for both the Christian and the non-Christian.  

The Nietzschean metamorphosis of the will, Valadier stresses, is – to a certain 

extent – comparable to Christian conversion. Both the Nietzschean metamorphosis of 

the will and Christian conversion, by structuring the human will (and heart and mind), 

enable a fuller affirmation of life. Both presume the receptiveness to the divine. The 

difference between the Nietzschean and Christian messages should nonetheless not be 

trivialised. As Valadier concludes in his Jésus-Christ ou Dionysos, there exists a small 

but ‘unbridgeable gap’ between the ‘God who comes to wipe away all tears from our 

eyes [Revelation 21: 4]’ and ‘the quartered god Dionysius’.40 He explains that different 

                                                   
37 See also the previous chapter. This is arguably the same challenge that Taylor takes up.  
38 Valadier, ‘Lecture croyante de la culture’. 
39 Valadier, MD, 204. 
40 Valadier, JCD, 236. 
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33 Paul Valadier, ‘Penser la morale en terme de valeurs’, Études 390 (2004): 641-650.  
34 See Taylor, SS, 100; Taylor, SA, 320; Taylor, RR, 214. 
35 The nietzschean ‘will to power’, Valadier insists, is in the first place the ‘mastery over one’s 
own chaos’. The aim is to ‘become master of the chaos that one is, to force one’s chaos to 
become form’. See Valadier, JCD, 62. Indeed, according to Nietzsche, the weak will stems from 
the ‘multitude and disgregation of impulses and the lack of any systematic order among them’, 
while ‘their coordination under a single predominant impulse results in a “strong will”’. 
Nietzsche, The Will to Power, 28-29. 
36 Valadier, NCC, 569.Nietzsche claims that ‘the highest state a philosopher can attain [is] to 
stand in a Dionysian relationship to existence... is amor fati’. Nietzsche, The Will to Power, 536. 
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way to critically assess both our ‘commitment to values’ and our conceptions of ‘self-
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37 See also the previous chapter. This is arguably the same challenge that Taylor takes up.  
38 Valadier, ‘Lecture croyante de la culture’. 
39 Valadier, MD, 204. 
40 Valadier, JCD, 236. 
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conceptions of human existence and of death correspond to these two Gods. Dionysius 

is the symbol of a ‘quartered existence, broken and exploded… of finitude’; it is part of 

the ‘tragic wisdom’ whose ‘asceticism is far more rigorous and implacable than 

Christian asceticism’.41 Yet, according to Valadier, ‘life’ is more tragic than Nietzsche 

thinks: the wager can only be made once, it cannot be renewed; one cannot jump out of 

finitude. One cannot play with death and chaos: ‘death can only be affirmed once’ at a 

time not determined by oneself.42 God in Christianity, on the other hand, is the ‘God of 

the Living, not of death’; in Christianity, Valadier affirms, death gets its right place.43  

Despite the essential difference between the Christian and the Nietzschean 

accounts of self-creation (or, divinisation), the latter – as conceptualised by Valadier – 

does provide us with useful resources to rethink the modern concept ‘values’. It is, in 

fact, quite remarkable that Valadier has recourse to the concept at all since many have 

pointed out the incoherence, flatness and relativistic connotation of ‘values’. He does 

agree that values can be confused with, or put on the same level as, financial matters 

(with the corresponding fluctuations, crises and collapses), and can seem to make moral 

references such as the ‘good’ or ‘duty’ superfluous, hence promoting relativism.44 But 

since he finds it more fruitful to use the language that is the most akin to modern 

consciousness, he prefers using the concept ‘critically’, to ‘appreciate its strength and 

measure its ambiguities’, rather than discarding it.45 It is noteworthy that Valadier holds 

that the very traits – emptiness, subjectivism and inconsistency – which make the 

concept ‘values’ so controversial, also make it so interesting: 

 

True, the idea or value of justice or peace is indeterminate… The illusion is 

to believe that we know it. However, justice and peace remain indeterminate 

values, formal and even empty, as long as we have not invested in them 

                                                   
41 Ibid., 234.  
42 Ibid., 235.  
43 Ibid., 235. Cf. ‘Now he is God not of the dead, but of the living; for to him all of them are 
alive’. Luke 20: 38.  
44 Valadier, ‘Penser la morale’. Taylor tends to perceive discourses about values as a ‘relatively 
colourless subjectivist talk’. See Taylor, SS, 507. The concept certainly does have subjectivist 
connotations because it is dependent on the modern separation between subject and object, 
values and facts.  
45Valadier, ‘Penser la morale’. 
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personally, as long as we have not given them a certain ‘value’ in a given 

context.46  

 

In other words, values are values only if they are desired, and they are necessarily 

desired if the process of humanisation is accepted. Neither the desire for (acceptance of) 

humanisation nor the actual process of humanisation need be explicit, as I shall argue. 

This line of thought, which Valadier recovers in Nietzsche’s account of self-creation, is 

less circular than it may seem. This will hopefully soon become clear.  

The absolute prerequisite for humanisation is therefore the desire to ‘become 

who we are’; this expresses itself in the ‘acquiescence to the body’. In order to be a 

creation, the same process ‘needs to fix itself an end, an ideal, a finality in relation to 

which it can surmount becoming and unite itself’.47 This is the function of values. A 

‘value’, Valadier explains, ‘designates that through which a complex formation’ – the 

individual or a social institution – ‘wants to give itself a relative unity, to exist and 

escape disintegration’.48 This is the reason why we can speak of human ‘societies’ at all. 

Indeed, Valadier explains that our living-together is made possible by an ‘ethos’, 

composed of rules and codes, daily gestures, ‘decency norms’ and language, which is in 

a way pre-given in any society. In the case of the individual, it is therefore not enough 

that he (she) accepts him (her) self, his (her) body – including conflicting passions or 

affects –, but he or she also needs direction in order not to be torn apart. Although such 

a process of creation, in which values are involved, may seem very intentional or 

conscious, it is rarely so. Even more pertinently, it does not take place in a vacuum, but 

always within a network of relationships. Both the desire for humanisation and the 

‘availability’ of the necessary values depend on the nature of these relationships. Are 

they themselves constituted by genuine – creative – values? And is the one who 

happens to be born in that context constantly encouraged to create himself/herself? 

Nietzsche himself, Valadier points out, does not seem to have worked out what could 

have been an inspiring ‘philosophy of the body’. As a result, he has overlooked the fact 

that self-creation always takes place in a network of relationships because the 

acquiescence to the body is the acquiescence to that which is mediated by bodies. In 
                                                   
46 Valadier, ‘L’anarchie des valeurs’, 96. 
47 Valadier, JCD, 207. 
48 Ibid., 206. 
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other words, our being bodies entails our interrelatedness. Underlying this reasoning is 

not only a phenomenological approach, but also an alternative epistemology in which 

fact/matter/body and value/spirit/soul are reconciled. On a theological level, it 

constitutes a re-valuation of Creation.  

What separates Valadier and Nietzsche is the latter’s more solipsistic approach 

to self-creation, which some have called ‘elitism’, the ‘heroism of sovereign selves’, or 

the ‘solitary subject’s self-overcoming’.49 Valadier reminds us that other wills are 

required to get the individual will out of its solipsistic slumber, and to make it vigilant. 

By acquiescing to one’s body, Valadier explains, one acquiesces to the ‘whole network 

of meanings [signifiants] that is provided in a given society’.50 This means that the 

acquiescence to one’s body is not simply the acquiescence to conflicting instincts, but is 

primarily an acceptance of one’s embodied life, which takes place in what Valadier calls 

a ‘social body’. The latter is constituted by relations, which are themselves formed by 

values – love, friendship, solidarity, respect, human dignity, courage, and so forth. 

Through the participation in this social body, one gets in touch with the values that 

constitute it, but just as importantly, one is moved to want to create oneself and hence to 

really want these values. Indeed, values become ‘real’, life-affirming values for us when 

they make us who we are. But we first need to want to become fuller beings. This desire 

has to be nurtured; it does not arise spontaneously. Even the acquiescence to one’s 

embodied life depends on whether such desire is culturally embedded. There are 

copious instances of the contrary, both in ‘Western’ and ‘Eastern’ contexts. The creation 

of oneself by oneself is therefore not a solipsistic process, but takes place in a network 

of social relationships, starting with the one between child and parents. The relationship 

between parent and child is what Valadier calls ‘strong’, because it, in principle, 

involves an element of heteronomy, a rule, or interdict.  

It is only in strong relationships (which ought not be confused with 

authoritarianism) that human persons can be moved to transcend their chaos, and to 

want their humanity, their freedom, and that of others. According to Valadier,  

                                                   
49 See, for instance, Daniel Brandes, ‘Nietzsche, Arendt, and the Promise of the Future’, 
Animus: The Canadian Journal of Philosophy and Humanities 14 (2010): 18. 
50 Valadier, JDC, 207-208. 
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The rule in and of itself is not humanising [but only when] vehicled or 

proposed in human relations. The rule like God, no one has seen it. But one 

has seen faces, those of parents, brothers and sisters, who have engaged the 

child to be clean, to speak an intelligible language, to hold his promises… 

Even better, it is the desire that drove them when they proposed these rules 

that has had some chance to arouse, in the child, the desire to enter the 

complex of social relationships in which he was expected, and to find his 

own, unique place.51  

 

Such relationships constitute a kind of language and confirmation of the goodness of 

life. The converse is unfortunately also true, but does not refute the proposition. Instead, 

the effects of perverted relationships only attest to the need for contexts in which 

humanisation is possible. It is in an affective context that the will is moved to want the 

humanity in the person himself/herself and in others, rather than nothingness. By 

acquiescing to the body, one therefore acquiesces to the relationships that are mediated 

by the body, and by acquiescing to these relationships, one acquiesces to the values that 

constitute them. It is in this way that one integrates values in one’s own process of 

humanisation, on condition that one accepts it. But, once again, such desire for life – 

instinct of life – has to be aroused. It can also be destroyed or weakened. Hence, the 

destruction of particular types of relationships, as well as the isolation from them, 

maintains nihilism in two ways, namely, by preventing the desire for life from being 

enkindled, and by preventing the contact with values.  

 Self-creation, and correspondingly, the ‘revaluation’ of values can only be 

allowed to take place if the dominant understanding of individual freedom is 

challenged. The latter, Valadier observes, unjustly dichotomises autonomy and 

heteronomy, thereby associating the latter with subjugation and oppression. However, 

this ‘libertarian ideology of radical autonomy’, as he calls it, rests on a flawed 

anthropology that perceives the human being as a unified whole or atom. It ‘consecrates 

the solitary individual’ while in fact abandoning him (her) to his (her) ‘distress and 

despair’.52 Valadier notes that ‘in reality the supposedly autonomous individual rarely 

                                                   
51 Valadier, ‘Lecture croyante de la culture’.  
52 Valadier, ‘La morale après l’individualisme’, 69. 
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reaches the autonomy ascribed to him by theoreticians’, but is at the mercy of his (her) 

own violence, helplessness and anguishes, and all sorts of manipulations.53 ‘A just 

approach of man’, on the other hand, includes the insight into the ‘contradictory 

tendencies [in man]… which lead him in diverse directions’.54 Sometimes, he (she) can 

want the good for him (her) self and others, and at other times, he (she) can will the 

contrary. The individual ‘lives an intern duality’, and education (human cultivation in 

general) precisely tries to make the torn, divided individual get some mastery over him 

(her) self. It therefore also follows that neither a Rousseauist nor a utilitarian education 

model satisfies the requirements of a genuine cultivation. Valadier’s criticism of 

liberalism should not be confused with the advocacy of authoritarianism. As noted 

above, an interdict or rule in and of itself is not humanising. It has to be coupled with 

the desire – for life, of course – of the one who proposes this interdict. It is this desire 

for life – for the other to be – that arouses the same desire in the other; at the same time, 

the distance between the person and the source of heteronomy – or, its ‘otherness’ – 

allows the former to create him (her) self.55 That such ‘self-creation’ cannot refer to 

some sort of Promethean self-creation becomes clear in the next section. It is not only 

beautiful to create oneself, but also necessary. Such twofoldness corresponds to the ‘two 

faces’ of our humanity.  

 

III. The two faces of humanity 

 

In his L’exception humaine (2011), Valadier once again defends the idea of ‘human 

exceptionality’, specifically against Jean-Marie Schaeffer’s thesis, La fin de l’exception 

humaine (2007), but also against the ‘obscurantist neo-scientism’ of a Gilbert Hottois, 

                                                   
53 Ibid., 68. 
54 Paul Valadier, ‘Pourquoi la politique?’, Groupes de Recherche et d’Action Paysans (2005): 1-
8. Retrieved 3 October 2014, from http://www.ifocap.fr/docs/59_GRAP_Paul_Valadier.pdf. 
55 Valadier, ‘Penser la morale’; Valadier, IM, 57. Cf. Taylor’s tapping of sources through 
personal resonance. The desire for life is ‘contagious’. The distance that is involved in such 
relationships is essential. It enables the child to become a unique person, and prevents him (her) 
from becoming the extension or replication of the parent. The practice of cloning ignores this 
insight.  
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who predicts the radical transformation of humanity through technology.56 The idea of 

human exceptionality – of which ‘human dignity’ is the most common translation – is 

caught between two fires, namely, a new animism and a new Prometheanism. ‘New’ is 

the latter today because those who promise and believe in the possibility of 

postmortality (postmortal societies) do not always see the need of presuming any human 

exceptionality or dignity since the evolution of the species may bring forth something so 

different that the characteristics that are now seen to be properly human will not be so 

anymore.57 Schaeffer, on the other hand, defends the new animism, but he does so 

jubilantly, with the scientistic self-satisfaction that is immune to doubt.58 These two 

contemporary tendencies manifest the incapacity to face the contradictions inherent in 

the human, and to recognise that we can – have to – speak of human greatness as well as 

of human depravity and fragility. Valadier reminds us that humanity has ‘two faces’: 

one that commands our respect and one that makes us tremble. The expression 

‘humanity is a heavy burden’, which he borrows from Hannah Arendt, articulates these 

two inseparable facets of humanity.59 It is a burden, in the two senses of the term: as 

something that is difficult to carry and as something that has to be protected, taken care 

of, towards which we have a responsibility. However much the human species or human 

societies might ‘evolve’, one cannot forget these two (conflicting) ‘natures’ of the 

human. What Valadier calls a jubilant ‘scientistic humanism’ tends to forget why 

humans – including those who are trying to ‘improve’ or surpass it – are to be always 

feared.60 However, giving up the notion of human exceptionality, on which a whole 

civilisation rests, might not be an option.61 I will now try to show that Valadier’s 

approach to the human provides us with a new understanding of human exceptionality, 

and thereby resists both Promethean and animistic tendencies. 

                                                   
56 Valadier, EH, 37; Jean-Marie Schaeffer, La fin de l’exception humaine (Paris: Gallimard, 
2007). Valadier refers to Gilbert Hottois, Dignité et diversité des hommes (Paris: Vrin, 2009).  
57 This is Hottois’ view.  
58 Valadier rightly remarks that Schaeffer’s thesis is no ‘thesis’ at all since it is propounded as 
an irrefutable matter of fact, ‘beyond all doubt’. Valadier, EH, 26 
59 Paul Valadier, ‘La morale sort de l’ombre’, Archives de Philosophie 64 (2001): 17. 
60 Valadier, ‘Exceptionnelle humanité’: 773-784. 
61 Both Taylor and Valadier hold that the ‘faith in the human’ – expressed in ‘human dignity’ – 
supports modern Western civilisation. The unwillingness to think in terms of human 
exceptionality can be conceived as the loss of faith in our moral capacity for radical 
transformation. Such dejection, self-hatred (as Valadier calls it) is symptomatic of the weakness 
of the will. 
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III. The two faces of humanity 

 

In his L’exception humaine (2011), Valadier once again defends the idea of ‘human 
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53 Ibid., 68. 
54 Paul Valadier, ‘Pourquoi la politique?’, Groupes de Recherche et d’Action Paysans (2005): 1-
8. Retrieved 3 October 2014, from http://www.ifocap.fr/docs/59_GRAP_Paul_Valadier.pdf. 
55 Valadier, ‘Penser la morale’; Valadier, IM, 57. Cf. Taylor’s tapping of sources through 
personal resonance. The desire for life is ‘contagious’. The distance that is involved in such 
relationships is essential. It enables the child to become a unique person, and prevents him (her) 
from becoming the extension or replication of the parent. The practice of cloning ignores this 
insight.  
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who predicts the radical transformation of humanity through technology.56 The idea of 

human exceptionality – of which ‘human dignity’ is the most common translation – is 

caught between two fires, namely, a new animism and a new Prometheanism. ‘New’ is 

the latter today because those who promise and believe in the possibility of 

postmortality (postmortal societies) do not always see the need of presuming any human 

exceptionality or dignity since the evolution of the species may bring forth something so 

different that the characteristics that are now seen to be properly human will not be so 

anymore.57 Schaeffer, on the other hand, defends the new animism, but he does so 

jubilantly, with the scientistic self-satisfaction that is immune to doubt.58 These two 

contemporary tendencies manifest the incapacity to face the contradictions inherent in 

the human, and to recognise that we can – have to – speak of human greatness as well as 

of human depravity and fragility. Valadier reminds us that humanity has ‘two faces’: 

one that commands our respect and one that makes us tremble. The expression 

‘humanity is a heavy burden’, which he borrows from Hannah Arendt, articulates these 

two inseparable facets of humanity.59 It is a burden, in the two senses of the term: as 

something that is difficult to carry and as something that has to be protected, taken care 

of, towards which we have a responsibility. However much the human species or human 

societies might ‘evolve’, one cannot forget these two (conflicting) ‘natures’ of the 

human. What Valadier calls a jubilant ‘scientistic humanism’ tends to forget why 

humans – including those who are trying to ‘improve’ or surpass it – are to be always 

feared.60 However, giving up the notion of human exceptionality, on which a whole 

civilisation rests, might not be an option.61 I will now try to show that Valadier’s 

approach to the human provides us with a new understanding of human exceptionality, 

and thereby resists both Promethean and animistic tendencies. 

                                                   
56 Valadier, EH, 37; Jean-Marie Schaeffer, La fin de l’exception humaine (Paris: Gallimard, 
2007). Valadier refers to Gilbert Hottois, Dignité et diversité des hommes (Paris: Vrin, 2009).  
57 This is Hottois’ view.  
58 Valadier rightly remarks that Schaeffer’s thesis is no ‘thesis’ at all since it is propounded as 
an irrefutable matter of fact, ‘beyond all doubt’. Valadier, EH, 26 
59 Paul Valadier, ‘La morale sort de l’ombre’, Archives de Philosophie 64 (2001): 17. 
60 Valadier, ‘Exceptionnelle humanité’: 773-784. 
61 Both Taylor and Valadier hold that the ‘faith in the human’ – expressed in ‘human dignity’ – 
supports modern Western civilisation. The unwillingness to think in terms of human 
exceptionality can be conceived as the loss of faith in our moral capacity for radical 
transformation. Such dejection, self-hatred (as Valadier calls it) is symptomatic of the weakness 
of the will. 
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Post- or anti- humanism can be understood in the light of the horrors of the last 

century (the Shoah, among others), at least in the case of several thinkers. Such seems 

to be the case with Elisabeth de Fontenay, to whom I will come back later on.62 Others, 

like Peter Singer, propound some sort of ‘post-enlightenment’ utilitarianism and 

advocate ‘unsanctifying human life’.63 What Singer calls ‘the human prejudice’ is 

accused of having led to factory farming, ecological disasters, and even to slavery and 

genocides.64 It therefore seems logical to lower man to his ‘proper’ place, which is 

among other animals. But this view presumes that ‘human exception’ necessarily 

invokes megalomania. It is noteworthy that both those who defend such human 

exception and those who reject it often rely on a conception of the uniqueness of the 

human that can indeed lead to megalomania. Singer’s conception of the ‘person’, and 

correspondingly, of a worthwhile, non-degraded (human) life is a good illustration of 

such instance.65 By discarding the ‘human prejudice’, Singer deems it possible to 

consider certain animals as persons and certain humans (members of the species homo 

sapiens) as non-persons. The ‘person’, as Singer defines it, is not only sentient but ‘can 

[also] see that he or she actually has a life -that is, can see that he or she is the same 

being who exists now, who existed in the past, and who will exist in the future’.66 

Infants, those who suffer from dementia and from severe brain damage therefore do not 

fall under the category ‘person’. This distinction is useful in the allocation of scarce 

                                                   
62 De Fontenay cannot be called a ‘utilitarian’. She appears to embrace a post- or anti-humanism 
in the line of Nietzsche. Her thought compares quite well with that of Peter Sloterdijk. It is 
noteworthy that both de Fontenay and Singer have Jewish backgrounds, though de Fontenay is 
explicitly and actively affiliated with Jewish culture. She is, among other things, president of the 
‘Commission Enseignement de la Shoah’, one of the commissions of the ‘Fondation pour la 
Mémoire de la Shoah’.  
63 Peter Singer, Unsanctifying Human Life: Essays on Ethics, edited by Helga Kuhse (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 2002). It can hardly be a coincidence that Hans Joas’ book is titled The Sacredness 
of the Person. 
64 In the latter case, the distinction is made between true humanity (or, humans) and a lesser 
form (the slaves or the superfluous). Such classification would have been more difficult without 
the distinction between humans and animals (or, nature). More generally, the idea of human 
exceptionality is conceived as having led to anthropocentrism, and correspondingly, to the 
mastery of nature and to Western imperialism.  
65 Singer’s utilitarian-consequentialist reasoning leads to some remarkable conclusions, 
perceived as loathsome by some, humane and reasonable by others. He was chosen as the 
Australian Humanist of the Year in 2004 by the Australian Humanist Association. He advocates 
more concern for animals, which are, just as human animals (‘great apes’), sentient beings that 
can feel pain. He also campaigns for the reduction of absolute poverty. Retrieved 3 October 
2014, from http://www.princeton.edu/~psinger/faq.html.  
66 See Peter Singer, http://www.princeton.edu/~psinger/faq.html. 
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resources, or in situations of crisis when only some lives can be saved. Though Singer’s 

reasoning does involve weighing the ‘worth’ of different beings (and things), the worth 

of the human (or, of a mouse, for that matter) is conditional, depending on the qualities 

and characteristics that he/she/it possesses.67  

Singer’s distinction between persons and non-persons is confused, Valadier 

warns.68 However, the former presumes nothing less than a modern understanding of 

human dignity that is deeply ingrained in modern consciousness. It is specifically the 

Kantian conception of the person as the ‘rational agent’ – and hence as autonomous – 

that Singer takes for granted.69 According to Valadier, 

 

The Kantian posterity has let itself be caught in a trap. The high evaluation 

of the human person on the ground of reason, free will, communicational 

language, the capacity to dominate time (memory and projects anticipating 

of the future) turns into its contrary as soon as one sees that certain 

‘persons’ are lacking these eminent qualities or have lost them.70  

 

In other words, it is presumed that ‘humanness’ or human exceptionality (dignity) – that 

second face of humanity – can be clearly defined and even described. And this is 

precisely what Valadier contests, instead suggesting that man’s ‘nature is perhaps to 

escape all definition that would include him within the limits of clear, precise and 

exhaustive parameters’. 71 The ‘exceptional aptitude to deny’ disputes these same limits 

time and again. According to Valadier, ‘this negativity… is a constitutive part of 

                                                   
67 Singer thinks that he is ‘doing the right, courageous thing’ when he rejects ‘speciesism’, 
while Bernard Williams prefers living with ‘the human prejudice’. See Bernard Williams, ‘The 
Human Prejudice’, in Jeffrey A. Schaler (ed.), Peter Singer Under Fire: The Moral Iconoclast 
Faces His Critics (Illinois: Carus Publishing Company, 2009), 77-96. Peter Singer, ‘Reply to 
Bernard Williams’, ibid., 97-101. 
68 Valadier, ‘Exceptionnelle humanité’, 778. 
69 The matter cannot be settled through a debate about the ‘correct’ interpretation of the Kantian 
legacy. One could argue that, for Kant, our rational capacity manifests that which cannot be 
defined. But even if human dignity is not derived from our rational capacity, the present 
problem (or, confusion) remains: the intimate association between rational capacity and human 
dignity, in whichever direction, is being used to legitimise disputable practices, like the denial 
of life, selective pregnancies (and correspondingly, abortions), as well as certain forms of 
euthanasia. I am thereby not so much condemning abortion and euthanasia as pointing to the 
possibly mistaken assumptions that may motivate such practices in particular cases.  
70 Valadier, PPC, 78. 
71 Valadier, EH, 779. 
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humanity itself’.72 Against Elisabeth de Fontenay, who sees this negativity as an 

‘illusion’, he points to the discontent with the present and the immediate, and 

correspondingly, to the aspiration to ‘surpass’ oneself.73 The relation between de 

Fontenay and Valadier is a fascinating one because they draw on common sources, and 

yet get to very different conclusions. Both of them draw on the Nietzschean legacy, 

Greek tragic thought and the sceptical legacy of Montaigne, both are acutely aware of 

the horrors that man can commit. Yet, while de Fontenay does not see how the horrors 

committed by humans can be tallied with a dignity unique to humans, Valadier still 

wants to speak in terms of human exceptionality and hence of a humanising 

humanism.74 Indeed, according to him, the remark attributed to Nietzsche that ‘apes are 

too good for men to be their descendants’, is ‘funny merely in appearance… Friends of 

animals are right to pity animals, but it is especially ourselves whom we should pity, 

capable as we are of horrors’.75  

Valadier discerns three important philosophical and religious legacies, namely, 

the Judeo-Christian tradition(s), Greek tragedy (Sophocles) and Montaigne, which 

contain sources that can inspire a lucid, non-Promethean humanism.76 They all 

articulate the two faces of humanity. The ‘religious wisdom’ that Valadier sees in the 

Judeo-Christian tradition is a ‘daily wisdom’ that all persons need in order to view 

reality ‘with realism’, in all its human depth.77 Only such wisdom can resist its self-

mutation into folly, and can prevent us from confusing evil for good, and good for 

evil.78 Valadier therefore holds that it is especially the Christian reference to ‘sin’ or 

‘original sin’ that nourishes this wisdom: it exhorts reason to vigilance, and hence to 

responsibility. A wisdom informed by the awareness of sin resists all discourses on the 

‘innocence’ of the human, which, as Valadier notes, if taken seriously, ‘could well mean 

falling back into barbarism’.79 This does not mean that the non-Christian is doomed to 

choose folly and evil. This particular kind of wisdom is not confined to Christianity 

                                                   
72 Ibid., 779. 
73 Ibid. 
74 Valadier, ‘Exceptionnelle humanité’, 783. 
75 Ibid., 783. 
76 Ibid., 784; Valadier, PPC, 82-83. I am aware of the fact that the term ‘Judeo-Christian’ is 
contested among academics. However, since Valadier has recourse to it, I can hardly avoid it.  
77 Valadier, DPFR, 101.  
78 Ibid., 104. 
79 Ibid., 100.  
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(and Judaism). According to Valadier, this religious wisdom is not so far removed from 

the sceptical wisdom of Montaigne and the tragic wisdom of Sophocles. This common 

wisdom teaches that ‘many things are worrying, but none is more worrying than man’.80 

Hence, he notes that ‘if, according to the Bible, true wisdom begins with the fear of 

God, one can add with Greek tragic thought, that it also goes through the fear of man’.81 

In other words, none of these traditions commits the mistake of believing in the 

‘innocence’ of the human, in the reign of innocence – now or ever – and in a future 

devoid of morbidity or violence.82 The vigilance that they demand safeguards alterity, 

and prevents values from hiding evil. At the same time, these same valuable legacies – 

treasures of humanity, as Valadier calls them – also provide us with reasons for not 

despairing of ourselves. They provide cautious answers to the question of whether we 

can hope in ourselves, in the humanity that we carry, that is, whether we can hope in our 

willingness to accept the process of humanisation, thereby making ourselves more 

resilient to the temptation of choosing nothingness. As Valadier remarks, ‘only those 

who know the worst of which man is capable can hope in him, without illusion and in 

truth’.83  

 In these three traditions, Valadier discerns an understanding of human dignity 

that does not suffer from the same shortcomings as the Kantian one, and that can 

therefore counter the effects of a distorted conception of human dignity. He asserts that 

they all contain the message that man is to be respected in his ‘indignity’ (that is, his 

vulnerability or nakedness). This means that ‘man is not so much respectable because of 

certain eminent qualities… but precisely when he loses the traits of this sublimity’.84 In 

order to understand this intriguing claim, it is helpful to consider Valadier’s reading of 

Sophocles, Montaigne and biblical scriptures. His interpretation of a particular remark 

of Sophocles’ Oedipus at Colonus is quite illuminating, precisely because one cannot 

‘directly’ read it in the text itself. In response to Ismene’s announcement that the oracles 

have prophesied that he (Oedipus) ‘will be desired some day, in life and death, by the 

men of that land for their safety’s sake’, Oedipus replies ‘when I no longer exist, then I 

                                                   
80 Valadier, PPC, 82-83.  
81 Paul Valadier, ‘Le mal politique moderne’, Études 394 (2001): 207. 
82 Valadier, JCD, 86. 
83 Valadier, ‘Le mal politique moderne’, 207.  
84Valadier, PPC, 81. Needless to say, this somewhat strange assertion is not to be crookedly 
interpreted as licensing the oppression of people, so that they may lose their traits of sublimity!  
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am a man?’85 Valadier reads the latter phrase as a statement (that is, without question 

mark): ‘it is when I am nothing that I really become a man’.86 He points to these 

remarkable words of Oedipus, who, having transgressed all fundamental interdicts that 

constitute the human community, now claims to be nothing, and in this very 

‘nothingness’, claims to be really human. According to Valadier, Oedipus is laying 

claim not to any title or nobility, but to an ‘authentic humanity’.87 Valadier sees a 

convergence between Oedipus and the ‘Servant’ (in the bible) in the affirmation that 

‘one is not less human and worthy of respect’ because one is not able to enumerate the 

qualities that allegedly qualify one as human.88 The ‘sceptical’ Montaigne, he further 

remarks, has also resisted a rationalistic anthropology: ‘every man carries the entire 

form of the human condition’; while the modes of being human are so diverse.89 

Similarly, the Good Samaritan (Luke 10: 25-37) takes care of the stranger without 

qualities not because of any principles, but because the stranger was at the mercy of ‘his 

vigilant attention’, his ‘human compassion… because he [the stranger] had lost all 

human form’.90 In other words, the Samaritan responds to ‘something’ that he, unlike 

the others before him, does ‘see’.  

                                                   
85 Sophocles, The Oedipus at Colonus of Sophocles, edited with introduction and notes by Sir 
Richard Jebb (Cambridge. Cambridge University Press, 1889), lines 385-395. There are several 
translations in which the question mark is left out, as well as Ismene’s ‘Yes’ (in the next 
sentence). The one to which I am referring seems to be the closest to the Greek text.  
86 Valadier, PPC, 81. 
87 The rest of the passage makes it difficult to arrive at Valadier’s conclusion. Ismene: ‘Yes, for 
the gods now raise you up; but before they worked your ruin’. Oedipus: ‘It is a paltry thing to 
raise up age, when youth was ruined’. Oedipus’ words seem to express bitterness and 
powerlessness. But I am here interested in Valadier’s understanding of human dignity, and not 
so much in the correct or incorrect interpretation of a particular passage. 
88 Valadier, PPC, 82. 
89 Ibid., 82. 
90 Ibid., 82-83. Eva Feder Kittay remarks that it is ‘not entirely clear to me [her] that the cases 
he [Valadier] cites are not ones in which the person giving succor is not projecting such 
attributes on to the one he aids, holding the person who apparently is without dignity as 
possessing the potential for the traits conventionally taken as the sources of dignity’. Eva Feder 
Kittay, ‘Equality, Dignity and Disability’ in Mary Ann Lyons and Fionnuala Waldron (eds.), 
Perspectives on Equality: The Second Seamus Heaney Lectures (Dublin: The Liffey Press, 
2005), 102. Kittay’s alternative definition of moral capacity as the ‘virtue of care’ and ‘dignity 
[as] a feature that must be perceived in order to be’ – dignity being ‘a call upon another to 
recognise our intrinsic worth’ – leads her to say that ‘in the case of an infant who has not yet 
been taken into the human community …I think it is appropriate to say that the infant was not 
yet a bearer of equal dignity’. See Kittay, ‘Equality, Dignity and Disability’, 111-116. Kittay’s 
view is an illustration of the difficulty of transcending the level of ‘definition’ and hence of 
avoiding some degree of exclusion.  
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In all these cases, the second face of humanity is too ‘invisible’ to be objectified. It is 

clear that what the Samaritan ‘sees’ is not a humanity that can be empirically described, 

and neither does he project some qualities on this stranger (at least not in Valadier’s 

exegesis). In order to understand Valadier’s approach to human exceptionality (dignity), 

it is helpful to recall the basic thesis that a value – here, the value of the human – has to 

be desired to be, and even more fundamentally, that only the humanised person – in and 

through values – can affirm life, can accept his (her) humanity and that of the other. 

This means that the Samaritan saw the humanity in the other because he himself was 

humanised; he affirmed a value that he already embodied. In other words, however 

much intrinsic or inalienable human dignity may be – in theory –, it is only recognised 

and respected – in practice – by those who have been formed in and through it.91 

Justice, charity and human dignity are no ‘empirical objects’; yet, they ‘are’. They are 

constitutive of persons, of civilisations, and are manifested in the concrete lives of those 

who are committed to them. They regulate our relationships with each other. Vigilance 

and attentiveness discern not only works of naught, but also the ‘full depth’ of reality, 

including these ‘values’. The one who is attentive and vigilant can therefore also ‘see’ 

the invisible, that which cannot be appropriated.92 If God is perceived as other than 

existence, as the ‘non-représentable’, humanity – humans being the image of God – can 

be understood in a similar way, which would then explain the remarkable words of 

Sophocles (as cited by Valadier). The fact that the Samaritan was able to see the 

invisible is reason (hope) enough to hold that it is possible to affirm life, to affirm the 

humanity in ourselves and others, on condition that we accept the laborious process of 

humanisation. In a strong sense, the question of whether we can hope in ourselves – 

which is one that distinguishes post- and anti-humanists from Christian humanists – is 
                                                   
91 This does not make the idea of human dignity dependent on a community/the community’s 
recognition. But whether human dignity is lived up to or not obviously depends on the 
willingness of individuals and collectivities to do so.  
92 Cf. Simone Weil’s interpretation of the parable of the Good Samaritan. The latter embodies a 
‘pure love’ that ‘is completely anonymous and hence completely universal’. It does not take into 
account the personal characteristics of the dying man. It is an unconditional love that is 
independent of personal preferences. In this context, Weil reminds us that faith, for Paul, ‘is the 
sight of invisible things. At this moment of attention, faith is present as well as love’. Love sees 
the invisible. See Simone Weil, Attente de Dieu (Paris: La Colombe, 1950), 136. Since Valadier 
explicitly and appreciatively refers to Weil on various occasions, it is quite likely that he is 
aware of her reading of the parable, which, I believe, sheds more light on his own approach. He 
has recently written an article on Weil and Arendt. See Paul Valadier, ‘Deux pensées du social: 
Hannah Arendt et Simone Weil’, Études 420 (10) (2014): 53-62. 
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85 Sophocles, The Oedipus at Colonus of Sophocles, edited with introduction and notes by Sir 
Richard Jebb (Cambridge. Cambridge University Press, 1889), lines 385-395. There are several 
translations in which the question mark is left out, as well as Ismene’s ‘Yes’ (in the next 
sentence). The one to which I am referring seems to be the closest to the Greek text.  
86 Valadier, PPC, 81. 
87 The rest of the passage makes it difficult to arrive at Valadier’s conclusion. Ismene: ‘Yes, for 
the gods now raise you up; but before they worked your ruin’. Oedipus: ‘It is a paltry thing to 
raise up age, when youth was ruined’. Oedipus’ words seem to express bitterness and 
powerlessness. But I am here interested in Valadier’s understanding of human dignity, and not 
so much in the correct or incorrect interpretation of a particular passage. 
88 Valadier, PPC, 82. 
89 Ibid., 82. 
90 Ibid., 82-83. Eva Feder Kittay remarks that it is ‘not entirely clear to me [her] that the cases 
he [Valadier] cites are not ones in which the person giving succor is not projecting such 
attributes on to the one he aids, holding the person who apparently is without dignity as 
possessing the potential for the traits conventionally taken as the sources of dignity’. Eva Feder 
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the question regarding the possibility of self-creation (properly understood) or Christian 

conversion.93 But this self-creation or willingness to convert oneself itself depends on 

the desire for life, which is precisely what is so weak today. And, this weakness is being 

sustained by the ideology that equates ‘modern’ with being emancipated from 

traditions. This is what Taylor calls the mainline secularisation narrative. This 

prejudice, Valadier points out, is paralysing and is depriving citizens and democracies 

of their creative values.  

 
 
IV. The spectre of soft despotism 

Values do not maintain their value independently of human wills. This is why human 

rights and human dignity can be ‘effaced from minds’; because, as Valadier insists, ‘the 

values of the respect of the other, the respect of our traditions, only exist for citizens 

who will [desire] them’.94 In other words, they become more than words when we make 

them life-affirming values in and through our self-creation. We need to be reminded of 

these demands, but this reviving (including re-questioning and re-appropriating) of 

moral and political traditions cannot take place as long as it is believed that ‘matters of 

life and death’ can be resolved by a ‘reason’ that devises procedures and protocols, in 

good technocratic faith, in the silence of offices or through the ‘communicational 

exchanges of elites’.95 The sovereign state, Valadier asserts, constitutes a threat to our 

freedom; totalitarianism is to be feared especially because of an exhausted democracy 

today. ‘Barbarism’ therefore arises, not so much from outside as from inside, when 

democracies slumber; that is, when citizens are no longer willing to be citizens, but are 

only concerned with very narrow self-interests and increasingly give up their civic 

responsibilities.96 The ‘overflowing of the private into the public’, which Valadier 

discerns, everywhere on TV, radio and internet not only has harmful spiritual and moral 

                                                   
93 Post- and anti-humanists point to history to justify their position; however, the influence of 
naturalism in sustaining this lack of hope should not be underestimated.  
94 Paul Valadier, ‘Espace public, espace privé’, Partie Prenante 31 (1997/98). 
95 Valadier, DPFR, 101. He quite rightly notes that ‘those who desire to debate are prepared to 
debate about everything except their own position, which they consider to be coherent with the 
progress of science, the evolution of mores, the refusal of exclusion, the sense of equality… A 
new dogmatism uses democratic references to impose itself’. Ibid., 85. 
96 Paul Valadier, ‘La cité fragile’, La pensée de midi 1 (7) (2002): 27. 
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consequences, but is also symptomatic of the increasing ‘depoliticisation’ of citizens.97 

Since the latter no longer (want to) carry responsibility for their democracies, they 

increasingly assume ‘sensational’ roles like whistle-blowers. Of course, this also means 

that there is a huge gap between government and ‘citizens’, which is radically contrary 

to the very idea of democratic citizenship.98 At the same time, the State is increasingly 

requested and expected to intervene in various matters because citizens feel powerless; 

the increasing recourse to juridical intervention is symptomatic of weakened ‘moeurs’, 

Valadier remarks.99 In other words, the democratic ethos has weakened.  

The complexity of contemporary issues makes a tutelary state that takes care of 

all matters (including ethical issues, such as those concerning abortion, euthanasia and 

bio-technology) all the more desirable for wearied wills, helpless, atomised and 

apolitical individuals. How to discern the issues at stake and how to deal with them in 

the present context, which is a boundless field where all kinds of (global) forces are 

active? The power of populism and lobbyism only reinforces the view that democracy is 

just a field of powers, irrationalities and subjective opinions; and that ‘debates’ are just 

for the show, having no real influence. In this regard, Valadier observes that the ‘quasi-

universal reprobation’ in reaction to the first cloning experiments eventually made place 

for voices that affirmed that such reactions were manifestations of a ‘psychosis of fear’, 

‘an overestimation of risks’, ‘had no grounds’. The initial intuition was therefore 

overruled by the belief that ‘human cloning would be not only possible but desirable’.100 

In other words, popular democracy (in the sense of democracy by and for the people) is 

having a hard time resisting the (old) scientistic conviction that ‘politics’ is a temporary 

necessity, since the perfecting of human life through techniques will eventually render 

                                                   
97 On a fundamental level, such blurring of boundaries is anti-democratic because the distinction 
private-public is an essential feature of democracies. Jean Bethke Elshtain explains that ‘the 
complete collapse of a distinction between public and private is anathema to democratic 
thinking, which holds that differences between public and private identities, commitments and 
activities are of vital importance’. See Bethke Elshtain, Democracy on Trial, 38-39. By 
dissolving this distinction, the person is no longer protected from constant scrutiny, from what 
Bethke Elshtain calls ‘the persistent gaze of publicity’, since the political is, in principle, ‘open 
to public scrutiny and judgment’. Ibid., 39-40.  
98 Valadier refers to the trends of denouncing irregularities such as corruption in government. 
The denunciation of immoralities is as such a good thing, but the habit of accusing without 
proof is imprudent and unreflective. Such practices undermine an already weak democracy, and 
confirm that the latter has lost its meaning.  
99 Valadier, ‘Espace public, espace privé’, 5.  
100 Valadier, ‘La morale sort de l’ombre’, 18.  
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an already quite powerless politics redundant.101The philosopher François Dagognet, a 

self-labelled ‘matériologue’, to whom Valadier frequently refers, represents this strong 

anti-democratic tendency. Similarly to Schaeffer, he considers biology as hegemonic, 

but he goes even further by claiming that all those who have unceasingly warned of the 

dangers of the alliance between power and knowledge, or between State, science and 

technology got it wrong.102 Instead, he holds that the State should be the one to decide 

the course and use of science and technology.103 In his view, initiatives such as Le 

Comité consultatif national d’éthique (composed of representatives of philosophical and 

religious traditions, scientists and other experts) are in fact a waste of time and 

resources, and besides, are just an appearance of ‘democratic freedom’; the outcomes of 

debates, he notes, have already been determined by authoritative voices (experts).104 

Dagognet voices the positivist dream that science will not only replace religion but also 

politics. Like Comte, he does not have much faith in the democratic people.  

Such a rationalistic perspective, Valadier argues, fails to see that an 

anthropology in which it is assumed that man will be less distressed and violent when 

he ‘will no longer have to be afraid of death’ is too simplistic (and highly imprudent).105 

Against the positivist view that politics is ‘not essential, but a transitory condition’, 

Valadier mentions three ‘positive anthropological reasons for politics’, which have 

respectively to do with the ‘nature of man’, the pluralist nature of our democracies, and 

the irreconcilable differences of modern society.106 The human being, as already argued, 

                                                   
101 According to the NBIC report (2003), ‘science and technology will increasingly dominate 
the world, as population, resource exploitation, and potential social conflict grow’ (p. xiii). 
Retrieved 3 October 2014, from 
http://www.wtec.org/ConvergingTechnologies/Report/NBIC_report.pdf. 
102 François Dagognet, Corps réfléchis (Paris: Éditions Odile Jacob, 1990), 8-11. Dagognet 
believes that his ‘golden rule… to save man’ or ‘to serve man and his health’ is sufficient to 
guide his thinking on the ethical questions relating to technology, science and politics. 
According to this rule, the mixture man-chimpanzee is not so safe (ibid., 81), but he does not 
see why other mixtures (for instance something human in the chromosome of a mouse) should 
be dismissed if they serve man and his health, ‘without any possibility to harm him’ (ibid., 82). 
Valadier seems to have been following the academic career of Dagognet over the years, and 
refers to him in several works. 
103 Dagognet explicitly demands a biopolitics, just as he demands a ‘socialisation of production’ 
and a ‘socialisation of bodies’. See Dagognet, Corps réfléchis, 85. 
104 Ibid., 70. However, this state of affairs does not seem to worry Dagognet. Instead, he holds 
that the State and only the State should have the last word in such human matters, ‘one will not 
allow the judgement or the passion of the ones affront those of others’ (ibid., 86). 
105 Valadier, ‘Exceptionnelle humanité’, 776. 
106 Valadier, ‘Pourquoi la politique?’.  
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is a discordant being, full of contradictions that lead him in different directions. Hence, 

man needs to be permanently educated; that is, a permanent humanisation is necessary. 

Valadier reminds us that we are not auto-regulated by instinct like (other) animals.107 In 

this sense, he can say that we are ‘less lucky than animals’ since we have to labour to 

become ourselves, and cannot do so without others who can sustain our desire to create 

ourselves. The pluralist nature of modern democracies implies that there is no unity, no 

common agreement on individual and collective ends, differently from when a society 

was relatively held together by the same ideology or the same religion. In a pluralist 

society, citizens do not agree on the fundamental questions, and no particular moral 

tradition, no ideology can impose itself on all (in theory at least). Recalling Nietzsche, 

Valadier stresses that the role of politics, in this situation, is to give form to chaos, the 

one inherent to such pluralism, without the dream (or illusion) of perfect harmony. 

However difficult or ‘quasi-impossible’ this attempt of regulation might be, it is 

necessary to facilitate living-together in diversity and to avoid an ‘explosion of society’. 

The third reason is related to (and to quite some extent, conflates with) this second one: 

the role of politics is to make the co-habitation of the various, irreconcilable differences 

possible.  

When dealing with the third reason for politics, Valadier distinguishes between 

the ‘maximalist and minimalist perspectives on politics’. The former is the ‘great idea 

of Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas’: the purpose of politics is to bind people through a 

common concern for the good. This presumes a common agreement on that ‘good’, 

which seems to be highly difficult in modern times. Modern politics rests on a 

‘minimalist’ version of politics, whose primary purpose is social pacification through 

the modern sovereign state. Though Valadier, in this particular text, does not seem to 

take a stand with regard to these perspectives, his enumeration of the preconditions that 

the minimalist model has to fulfil shows both its limits and utopian assumptions. At the 

same time, it has to be emphasised he does not embrace what he calls the ‘traditionalist’ 

view, according to which one should have one unifying end, one Good, one 

‘foundation’, which would ignore both ‘secularity’ and ‘plurality’. This means that his 

own political thinking represents a third way besides the minimalist and maximalist 

approaches to politics. ‘Secularity’, or more precisely (French) laïcité (as opposed to 

                                                   
107 Ibid.  
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the minimalist model has to fulfil shows both its limits and utopian assumptions. At the 
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laicism), refers to the potentially ‘felicitous situation’ of the separation between politics 

(public space) and religious power, and more generally between ideology and politics. 

Valadier clearly distinguishes between the present ‘imperfect (French) laïcité’ and one 

that would be less dogmatic in its ‘anti-communitarianism’, in its denial of communal 

and cultural differences, which has been fuelling severe civil tensions.108 Valadier fully 

agrees with Taylor that ‘French laïcité is ‘inhospitable to difference… and particularly 

to religions’.109 The ambition (of the French republican ideology) to create a public 

space in which only an ‘autonomous’ – instantaneous – reason, ‘free’ from 

‘presuppositions’, cultural, moral and religious roots is allowed to rule and decide can 

be seen as the State’s desperate attempt to ‘mask its nakedness (powerlessness)’ in the 

face of the ‘polytheism of values’ and of diversities.110 Such pretensions and tendencies 

are all the more dangerous given the fact that the ‘French republican conception of 

reason is affected from inside by doubt, uncertainty and more seriously by nihilism’.111  

Though Valadier’s context is the French one, the crisis of politics (or, of 

political reason) that he perceives is arguably not only a French crisis. His rethinking of 

concepts like ‘sovereignty’, ‘secularity’ and the relation between ‘religion and society’ 

is certainly valid for all democracies. The modern sovereign state, Valadier notes, is not 

a totalitarian State that ignores other (economic, cultural or religious) powers or 

communities. This modern state is not responsible for ensuring the happiness of 

individuals, nor economic prosperity. It has to maintain justice, and hence, does have to 

control abuses that might undermine its end of social pacification – which might involve 

the correction of markets and the redistribution of goods – but it is ‘neutral’ or ‘laic’, 

devoid of ideology and official religion.112 The modern social contract presumes ‘an 

extraordinary moral faculty’, stresses Valadier, since citizens are expected to ‘obey the 

law as they would obey themselves’.113 This implies that freedom is both obedience and 
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110 A similar emphasis on a ‘neutral public space’ can be observed in other European countries, 
in reaction to the plurality of cultures and values that immigration and globalisation bring about. 
Valadier points out how the State increases its area of jurisdiction, at the expense of other 
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vigilance: it is obedience to a sovereign power, which citizens need to constantly 

supervise; and they need to make sure that plurality is respected, and hence, that 

egalitarian levelling is resisted.114 Contemporary tensions in various European countries 

would suggest that these conditions are not being fulfilled in present democracies. 

Valadier points to the strong tendency to ‘refer to moral values and justify the sword of 

justice by referring to democratic ideals, hence in the name of the Good’.115 Yet, a State 

that ‘takes the sacred to justify its own aim, and notably to legitimise the use of violence 

against the adversary identified with evil’ is no longer this ‘neutral, agnostic or laic’ 

sovereign state, but turns into what Valadier (following Nietzsche) calls a ‘cold 

monster’.116  

It is Machiavelli, according to Valadier, who is the most politically lucid – much 

more than Hobbes and Rousseau.117 He warns us against ‘our blindness concerning the 

latent presence [of death or chaos without natural or transcendent guarantee] and our 

heedlessness as to the preservation of political liberty’.118 The political philosophy of a 

Machiavelli is, for Valadier, also sounder than the one of a John Rawls, Jürgen 

Habermas, or even Claude Lefort. Valadier implicitly criticises the ‘optimism’ 

underlying the Kantian cosmopolitan ideal by stressing that ‘nihilism not only questions 

a too assured optimism of oneself’, it contests the ‘cosmopolitan project’ itself and its 

inspiring values of reconciliation and universal peace.119 This is what happens when 

‘the human will despairs of itself’, ‘has doubts about the soundness of its moral 

aspirations’.120 Valadier discerns the same ‘optimism’ in Rawls. Though he appreciates 

the latter’s theory of justice for its ‘essentially moral conception of man’ (in the Kantian 

tradition), its concern with equity (and not just ‘equality’) and hence solidarity, Valadier 
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reconstructed… This constructivism has led to mortal errors, manipulation and slavery’. See 
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critically remarks that it ‘brackets off the violence of history… his idealism seems to 

ignore that individuals and groups discern principles only according to their own 

violence and hence also that a social debate can be hard and merciless’.121 Rawls’ 

‘imprudent anthropology’ of equal and free citizens, reasonable persons, capable of 

wanting a meaningful participation to a common life is discernible in both early and 

later works.122  

Ironically enough, even Nietzsche, and correspondingly, philosophers who 

subscribe to his ‘perspectivist ontology’ also fall into the trap of a ‘naïve rationalism’. 

Nietzsche’s ‘radical perspectivism’, that is, the idea that truths are transitory since the 

‘world is the eternal return of the same forces, plural, without origin or end’, and the 

existential attitude that corresponds to such ‘nietzschean ontology’, can become the ally 

of apparatuses of domination.123 ‘Nietzsche’, says Valadier, ‘recognises chaos but 

misrecognises the violence of, and in, history… To believe, like Nietzsche, that one can 

sweep this violence out of a whole history to give place to the reign of innocence… is 

the unenlightened naivety of rationalism’.124 His ‘gay science’ consists in accepting 

‘indefinite reinterpretation of what appears’, but when it comes to politics, that is, the 

‘reasoned and reasonable mastery of human violence’, one cannot afford to be the 

‘disinterested spectator’; for one thing, misery, wars and revolutions prevent such a 

‘lightly arrogant attitude’, and for another, it favours the game of ‘modern Leviathans’, 

who ‘assured of their truths’, can manipulate and confuse the masses.125 How can the 

individual, asks Valadier, resist cold monsters, their lies hidden underneath ideals, if he 

(she) ‘cannot refer to an absolute?’126  

Just as with any value, democracy has to be continuously willed to be a value; 

otherwise, ‘democracy’ is just an empty term. Democracies depend on the capacity and 

willingness of citizens to assume their civic responsibilities.127 Valadier stresses that 

this will, that is, desire, means ‘love’ for – a term that is used sparingly in his writings – 

                                                   
121 Paul Valadier, ‘Primauté de la justice’, Études 367 (6) (1987): 635-644.  
122 Valadier, DPFR, 149. Though the later Rawls no longer presumes a ‘veil of ignorance’ 
(which strangely resembles a veil of innocence), his conception of the person seems to have 
remained more or less the same. 
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or affective attachment to the culture and nation (country), which needs to be 

permanently cultivated.128 Rights and duties are either too abstract or not sufficient to 

support citizenship. Valadier remarkably notes that ‘one of the misfortunes of the 

European mind is most probably that it despises itself too much, that it does not love 

itself’.129 The attachment to one particular nation and culture, he remarks, does not 

(necessarily) lead to the exclusion of others. He does not believe in a ‘post-national or 

constitutional citizenship wished by a Jürgen Habermas or a Jean-Marc Ferry, for… one 

does not fight for a constitution and one does have any ‘love’ for a constitutional 

text’.130 An ‘uprooted being, falsely cosmopolitan, would be an abstract being... without 

desire’, he stresses.131 In this regard, he refers to Simone Weil’s concept of ‘rootedness’, 

which, he argues, enables openness to others.132 Weil was indeed able to combine 

patriotism with the Stoic love for the universal city.133 But just as interesting and 

relevant is Weil’s conceived relationship between uprooting and evil – concretely 

expressed in the annihilation of human beings – which runs parallel to Valadier’s 

conceived relationship between the weakness of the will (nihilism) and evil. Uprooting 

was therefore, for Weil, ‘the most dangerous illness of human societies’.134 And, for the 

present purpose, it is relevant to recall that ‘uprooting’ takes place when people are 

conquered, when their past, traditions and hence all roots are destroyed, or when they 
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between love for the universe and respect for the nation. According to her, ‘one owes respect to 
a collectivity, whatever it may be – fatherland, family… not for itself, but as food for a certain 
number of human souls’. This does imply that a collectivity should not be destroyed, since each 
collectivity is unique and cannot be replaced. The duty towards a collectivity might also mean 
total sacrifice if it is in danger, but no obligation to love. See Weil, Attente de Dieu, 79; Simone 
Weil, L’enracinement (Paris: Gallimard, 1949), 15-16.  
134 Weil, L’enracinement, 66.  
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become indifferent to that past. However, there are no traditions, no past and no 

communities that are devoid of perversity. In the next two sections, I hope to show that 

it is precisely this awareness that very much informs Valadier’s view of Christianity and 

of the relationship between Christianity and democracies. 

 

V. The logic of gratuity 

The weak desire for life is the major obstacle to both ‘self-creation’ and the 

‘revaluation’ of values. This means that both human personhoods and their civilisation 

are at stake. The challenge is therefore to arouse this desire: if the human would want 

life for itself, he (she) would find the ‘meaning of life’ in the affirmation of life itself, 

and would try to live it as justly and beautifully possible, he (she) would then desire the 

creative values that constitute this beauty or goodness. In Taylor’s words, he (she) 

would then accept to dwell in the moral space of questions regarding the good, just and 

beautiful life. The failure to do so is what he refers to as ‘the unimaginable limit of total 

breakdown’.135 Valadier therefore argues that man urgently needs to be awakened to 

‘What surpasses him, to a Life that appeals to him without his being able to dominate 

it’; according to him, this is most probably the shortest way to ‘open [man] to the values 

of things and of himself’.136 Christianity, says Valadier, can provide this vital energy 

because ‘the One whom the Church announces as pure gratuity and unconditional Love, 

has accepted in Christ to give himself up to the interplay of signs [the world]’.137 What 

Christianity represents or embodies (incarnates) is also that which liberates and enables 

life itself. Hence, it can, and has to, provide ‘weak wills or those who find it difficult to 

act in our situation, with the Breath, inspiration, dynamism thanks to which they can 

                                                   
135 Taylor MRPS, 257. 
136 Valadier, EP, 73. 
137 Ibid., 130. ‘Church’ (with capital ‘C’) can refer to the ‘universal Church’, though the latter 
concept is itself complicated. Such a Church cannot be confined to official denominations and 
cannot be delimited by physical boundaries. It can be considered as the embodiment of 
Christianity (or, Christ) in the world. The reader can read it this way. However, in other cases, 
when Valadier speaks of the Church, he seems to refer to the Roman Catholic Church, as acting 
agent. When I am using ‘churches’ (small letter ‘c’ and plural), I am referring to concrete, 
localised, churches that consider themselves as Christian in general. The term is therefore not 
restricted to catholic churches. As far as ‘Christianity’ is concerned, it is difficult to conceive it 
independently of the Church. This means that they can sometimes be used interchangeably, as 
long as the ‘Church’ is not defined restrictively.  
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want themselves free’.138 In other words, ‘the fatigue of being (oneself)’ can be 

combatted by the entry in a different order, one in which being also (and, ‘simply’) 

means gratuitously receiving and gratuitously giving. It is one in which human persons 

are inspired to become gifts like their Creator.  

Not very differently from many other theologians and Christian thinkers, 

Valadier defines the ‘Church’ as both a community of believers and institution. He also 

construes it as a ‘‘sacrament of salvation’ according to a dear expression of Karl 

Rahner’.139 Along this line, the Church is ‘the sign, contestable like any sign, that the 

human adventure is not a vain word, that salvation is proposed, that the means of 

salvation are available’.140 In Valadier’s assertion that the Church ‘has to be the sign of 

the One [Celui] who does not let himself be manipulated, appropriated or exchanged’, 

one can read both the normative (theological) statement about what the Church ought to 

be, to be true to itself, and what is most needed from it here and now.141 By emphasising 

that Christianity is, in the first place, ‘wisdom of life, the offer of covenant’, and not so 

much a set of ‘moral obligations nor a body of doctrines to be assimilated’, Valadier is 

not only taking into account a widespread criticism of Christianity that has been vividly 

formulated by Nietzsche.142 He is also proposing and recalling a theology (ecclesiology) 

in which the role and responsibility of Christian churches – both ‘essentially’ and 

contextually – are delineated.143 By the ‘essential’ role and responsibility, I mean that 

which necessarily follows from the ‘nature’ of Christianity, constituting its raison 

d’être. Thinking in terms of the ‘essence’ of Christianity is clearly a theological matter, 

which largely, though not solely, depends on the ‘truth’ of Christianity, which is about 

                                                   
138 Valadier, ‘L’anarchie des valeurs’, 100. It has to be noted that the ‘originality’ of the idea of 
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Benedict XVI (alias Ratzinger). The encyclical letter Caritas in veritate (2009) indeed develops 
this Christian thought. Though it is not exactly correct to assert that the logic of gratuity is an 
‘original’ idea of the former pope since Valadier has been writing about it two decades earlier, I 
do think that the two men would agree with each other’s thought on that matter.  
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142 Valadier, Lecture croyante de la culture’. See also Valadier, EP, 139; Valadier, DPFR, 99, 
240. The perception that Christianity is dead has got to do with the definition of religion. 
Valadier criticises what he calls the Durkheimian or functionalist definition of religion (which 
he sees in the thinking of Marcel Gauchet, too). Hence, religion is not only a religion when it 
organises social life, which would indeed entail the end of Christianity. The latter no longer 
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135 Taylor MRPS, 257. 
136 Valadier, EP, 73. 
137 Ibid., 130. ‘Church’ (with capital ‘C’) can refer to the ‘universal Church’, though the latter 
concept is itself complicated. Such a Church cannot be confined to official denominations and 
cannot be delimited by physical boundaries. It can be considered as the embodiment of 
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138 Valadier, ‘L’anarchie des valeurs’, 100. It has to be noted that the ‘originality’ of the idea of 
the ‘logic of gratuity’ as a powerful counterforce to contemporary crises has been attributed to 
Benedict XVI (alias Ratzinger). The encyclical letter Caritas in veritate (2009) indeed develops 
this Christian thought. Though it is not exactly correct to assert that the logic of gratuity is an 
‘original’ idea of the former pope since Valadier has been writing about it two decades earlier, I 
do think that the two men would agree with each other’s thought on that matter.  
139 Valadier, DPFR, 290.  
140 Ibid., 290. 
141 Valadier, EP, 130. 
142 Valadier, Lecture croyante de la culture’. See also Valadier, EP, 139; Valadier, DPFR, 99, 
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Revelation or the Incarnation. The Incarnation, as narrated by the Church, is the 

ultimate form of divine self-giving, which also becomes the raison d’être of the 

Church.144 Precisely because the Incarnation (including the Crucifixion) is so concrete, 

the ‘essence’ of Christianity (and Church) is not ‘just’ a matter of (conceptual) truth or 

not: the Church will also have to ‘prove’, realise, or incarnate this self-giving. In this 

way, it can testify to a possibly disputed Incarnation. It has to make the incredible 

credible. 

The more context-related task of churches concerns the specific challenge that 

they have to confront in our particular age, which is one characterised by nihilism with 

the corresponding reign of indifference. Indeed, as Valadier notes, though a near violent 

form of militant atheism makes its presence conspicuously felt, it is indifference that is 

the antithesis of life. The atheist or the anti-clerical, he says, still ‘moves in the space’ 

that he refuses, while the indifferent is no longer concerned with religious questions.145 

The religious space, according to him, ‘refers men to their responsibility, arouses their 

autonomy [freedom], engages them in a cult of a God who calls to adoration, and not 

essentially to the observation of social customs’.146 This is why Valadier can say that by 

arousing religious interest, churches are not simply ‘recuperating lost memberships’, but 

stir the very appetite to live; they respond to the nihilistic ‘what for’, to an indifferent 

despondency. The contextual and essential roles can converge; the response that is made 

necessary by actual circumstances may also shed light on the ‘essential’ role of the 

Church. Hence, Valadier holds that the Church has to be publicly present both according 

to the ‘logic of incarnation’, that is, the ‘logic of gratuity’, and because of the ‘signs of 

the times’.147 Carried by the logic of gratuity, it has to give itself to the ‘world’, without 

spectacle.148 Valadier quite provocatively asserts that ‘one does not change social 

practices linked to mentalities or to juridical and administrative structures through 

homilies’.149 Neither can the Church confine itself to diaconal activities or to a 

marginal, silent presence. The argument that the ‘logic of gratuity’, as represented – or, 

                                                   
144 The questions regarding the specific sacrificial or saving action of the 
Incarnation/Crucifixion, including its cosmological scope, need not be addressed here.  
145 Valadier, EP, 67.  
146 Ibid., 117.  
147 Ibid., 130.  
148 Ibid. 
149 Ibid., 135.  
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as it ought to be represented – by the Church, has to be urgently allowed to be, has to be 

understood in relation to the ‘ill of our times’ as diagnosed by Valadier.  

 The ill of our times is nihilism, as we have seen above, and this refers to a 

condition in which all things and beings threaten to be devalued, that is, levelled. Such 

levelling is manifested in what Valadier sees as the perpetual exchange of both humans 

and things, also referred to as the ‘logic of appropriation’. Such ‘exchange’, continuous 

mobility or ‘brewing’ of social categories is, to a certain extent, intrinsic to modern 

society since modernity does entail the decomposition of ‘the symbolic structures 

through which man relates to nature, to others and to himself’.150 However, just as the 

anarchy of values does not necessarily lead to their de-valuation, modern society is not 

necessarily defined by the ‘logic of appropriation’. Yet, there are certain established 

ways of thinking and practices of modern society that facilitate such slide. We have 

already come across one of them: a liberalism that maintains weak wills and ensures 

their manipulation. Consumerism, which is usually perceived as being intimately related 

to the same liberalism, is similarly denounced by Valadier. All these factors combined 

with technocratism and new modes of communication ensure a constant ‘brewing’ that 

‘exhausts the interplay of signs’.151 In other words, ‘fundamental symbolic relations’ – 

man/woman, parent/child, relation to authority – are deregulated. These relations, which 

belong to the logic of gratuity, are undermined, distorted, or subordinated to the logic of 

appropriation. This flux, according to Valadier, leads either to the ‘paroxysm of the 

spectacular’, as an attempt to assert one’s difference, or to the dilution of differences.152 

Though much has been written on ‘differences’, it might be useful to recall why 

Valadier is so wary of the suppression of differences. Such emphasis is, of course, 

inevitable if one holds that reality is irreducibly plural. But, even more concretely, 

alterity – otherness – or heteronomy is that which prevents both individuals and 

societies from withdrawing into themselves. 

                                                   
150 Symbolic structures ‘enable the individual to find references to situate himself and the world 
(cosmos and history), and hence… to decide … These references are the diverse ways that a 
society has to relate itself to its past (myths, legends, fables, historiographies), to its gods, to 
organise its present (rites, law, customs, mores, rules) and to envision its future (education, 
matrimonial and funeral systems, diverse institutions with respect to death)’. Ibid., 37-38. Cf. 
Taylor’s social imaginary and background understanding.  
151 Valadier, EP, 129.  
152 This may partly explain terrorism, religious and ideological extremisms.  
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In our present context, the Church has to be a different order, one that distinguishes 

itself from the dominating order of exchangeability; it has to be the ‘religious universe 

of gratuity’, and it also has to propose the message that ‘gratuity is, that [it] is the source 

of all gift and of all life’.153 The latter message is in and of itself liberating in a context 

where individuals (and social organisms) have to ‘prove’ their worth in order to be. The 

logic of gratuity, Valadier further argues, not only ‘governs symbolic relations’ but is 

the ‘principle’ of the logic of calculus, that is, is that which enables goal-oriented 

actions; it enables and orders it.154 Valadier, drawing on the dialectical approach of 

Gaston Fessard, explains that historically, calculating reason, having dissociated itself 

from the religious empire, ‘has found its energy in the other’, namely, ‘symbolic reason, 

the womb of meaning’.155 Though calculating rationality has ‘its own rules’, it is 

symbolic reason that ‘arouses it, makes it fertile and gives ultimate meaning to its 

enterprises’.156 In virtue of this dialectical relationship, the exhaustion of symbolic 

reason leads to the exhaustion of calculating reason, which in turn expresses itself in the 

dominance of defeatism (in a ‘what for?’ attitude). The ‘symbolic universe of religions’, 

he explains, not only provides ‘the symbolic structures through which man relates to 

nature, to others and to himself’.157 It also acts like a ‘reference’ for calculating reason; 

it provides it with its ends and arouses it when it becomes exhausted, preventing it from 

collapsing into nihilism.158 Valadier is here trying to convey the idea of an intrinsic 

relationship between reason and gratuity, which is not presumed even by those who 

think in terms of the complementarity between reason and faith (or, religion). What is 

implicitly assumed in these cases is a ‘pure’ reason – a ‘buffered’ reason – that then 

takes into account various moral traditions. Following Valadier’s line of thinking, on an 

anthropological-historical-sociological level, it means that the symbolic order typically 

provided by religions is that which precedes – and enables – all other human institutions 

(including science); it is that which shapes the living environment of humans. The 

positivist endeavour to get rid of the so-called ‘primitive stage’ is therefore self-
                                                   
153 Valadier, EP, 136. 
154 Ibid., 94.  
155 Ibid., 89.  
156 Ibid., 89. This argument runs parallel to Valadier’s observation that it is not Platonism but 
Christian education that has generated the technical and scientific conscience. See Valadier, 
JCD, 27. 
157 Valadier, EP, 37. 
158 Valadier, DPFR, 139. 
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defeating: reason cannot be detached from that which gives it direction; it cannot be 

detached from the body, including the social body of symbolic relationships. And, these 

symbolic relationships are typically provided by religions.  

 It is here perhaps relevant to refer to Hans Joas’ recourse to the concept of ‘gift’ 

in his The Sacredness of the Person. Though ‘gift’ is not the exact equivalent of 

‘gratuity’, the sense in which it is used in some of the passages of the book makes 

comparison legitimate. Hence Joas notes that ‘in postmodern circles the theme of the 

gift has become almost fashionable, largely because of Jacques Derrida… Several 

though not all of these authors clearly intend to contrast the logic of the gift with the 

logic of exchange’.159 Joas instead claims that ‘the logic of the gift should not be 

deployed against a calculating conception of justice, as if it required the stigmatisation 

of money, the denigration of economic action, and a reversal of modern processes of 

differentiation’.160 According to him, ‘we do not have to choose between either the 

logic of the gift or the logic of goods exchange’ because different logics apply to 

different fields.161 It is quite evident that Joas relies heavily on the Weberian distinction 

between calculating (goal) rationality and value rationality when he speaks of a 

‘calculating’ conception of justice. And, he adds another distinction/opposition of his 

own, namely, love versus morality: ‘because love is part of a supramoral dimension, it 

can never replace the principles of the organisation of social life such as the principle of 

justice’.162 Joas’ approach to ‘different rationalities’, however much richer than most 

sociological approaches, lacks the profundity of Valadier’s analysis of ‘secular reason’ 

itself, and expresses some common erroneous taken-for-granted notions. Hence, when 

Joas says that ‘Christianity did not replace the principle of justice with that of love’, he 

fails to realise that only love makes justice possible.163 Love is no ‘supra’ entity, but the 

driving force of so-called secular rationality. Joas’ manifold distinctions and oppositions 

are more likely to maintain uniformity and status quo rather than ensuring the openness 

to alterity and justice.  

It is noteworthy that Valadier has recourse to ‘beauty’ – of a deed, of a 

profession, or of self-creation – to convey the idea of the intrinsic worth of humans and 
                                                   
159 Joas, The Sacredness of the Person, 159. 
160 Ibid., 169.  
161 Ibid. 
162 Ibid. 
163 Ibid., 168.  
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things, that is, of a value that is determined by neither market-exchange nor any other 

prevailing force. The human can be said to have entered the order of gratuity when he or 

she discovers the beauty of the say-yes and of ‘self-abnegation’; when he or she 

‘recovers the taste for the divine’.164 He or she discovers the beauty of desiring the good 

and saying the truth; he or she discovers the beauty of living.165 According to Valadier, 

one uproots ‘in oneself the germs of nihilism’ by recognising, experiencing and living 

the gift of life, in all its dimensions; under the dynamic of gratuity, one desires them for 

themselves, and not for their social necessity or usefulness.166 Recalling and reviving 

the order of gratuity would seem to be the ‘logical’ response to nihilism that degrades 

everything and everyone. As I noted earlier, Valadier’s argument that the Church 

represents the logic of gratuity rests on a particular theology. Yet, his contention that 

Christianity or the Church can be a powerful antidote to nihilism is far from being self-

evident after Nietzsche’s fulgurous criticism of Christianity as the product of the weak 

will. How can what has been accused of ‘hating the world’, fearing beauty and 

sensuality – as being the ‘yearning for nothingness’ – arouse the desire for life?167 The 

contradiction is too blatant to be overlooked. Yet, as we saw above, Valadier ‘corrects’ 

Nietzsche’s verdict, or rather, is more Nietzschean than Nietzsche, by refusing to fixate 

Christianity on the side of illness and illusion. At the same time, he warns for nihilism 

within Christian churches: the Church plays the game of nihilism by ‘making God a 

foundation, by making him serve particular aims’.168 ‘God’ is instead transcendence, 

‘Spirit’ that vivifies hearts and minds, and can therefore not be a stable foundation.169 

                                                   
164 Paul Valadier, ‘Nietzsche et le divin’, Le Portique 8 (2001). Retrieved 23 September 2014, 
from http://leportique.revues.org/index199.html. 
165 Valadier, IM, 11. 
166 Valadier, EP, 134-135. 
167 Friedrich Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 9; 
Valadier, NCC, 19. 
168 Valadier, EP, 136. According to Valadier, the just relation between man and God, or 
between Church (the community of believers) and God, is ‘to honour and glorify God’. See 
Valadier, EP, 134. Such ‘worship’ or ‘praise’ is clearly something to be striven after since it 
cannot be commanded at will; the benediction of life is the end of the humanisation process, 
which is itself continuous. Biblical scriptures are not just full of praise and worship, but also 
contain reproaches, incomprehension, and anger with respect to God. The reality of human 
suffering and evil cannot be brushed aside.  
169 Valadier, DPFR, 284-5. According to Valadier, ‘the strength of Christianity’, which also 
constitutes the difficulty to live it, is that ‘it stands in paradoxes, in a tension, so that if one gets 
rid of one element, the whole collapses. The Gospel is like these words… ‘I came to bring fire 
to the earth’ [Luke 12: 49]’. Valadier, ‘Espace public, espace privé’, 12. 
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The Church can resist nihilism in its midst by representing this ‘disruptive’ – ‘modern’ 

– transcendence that inspires and catalyses energies.  

 

VI. Christian transcendence and democratic vitality 

The Church, as argued above, has a public role, which follows from both its calling or 

‘nature’ and the particular context in which it finds itself. Significantly enough, 

Valadier holds that it has the responsibility to guarantee and protect political life; it has 

to revitalise slumbering democracies and lifeless States.170 Hence, it should not wait for 

a so-called ‘Christian civilisation’ and expect politics to make this possible. Valadier’s 

conceived relationship between the Church and politics is perfectly consistent with his 

argument that God cannot be made into the ‘foundation’ of a society. Along this line, 

the Church cannot accept to occupy a marginalised position legitimised by particular 

theories of ‘separation of powers’ or of social evolution (including the ‘subtraction’ 

theory of secularisation). Valadier provocatively remarks that marginalisation is even 

tempting for Christians, who think that they are powerless regarding the affairs of the 

‘City’. By accepting to occupy whatever place that ruling powers might deign to give to 

it, the Church is, in fact, confessing to its incapacity to discern the ‘traces of the 

Kingdom’ in the world and history, so that this Kingdom ‘becomes something for the 

hypothetical end of time’.171 And by doing so, it would be betraying its calling. Valadier 

can only make such a bold statement because the Church does not possess a ‘power’ 

similar or even comparable to that of the State. The only power that the Church has is 

that of ‘non-power’, of the ‘dispossession of the symbols of power’, that of the 

Crucified.172 It has the power of ‘gift and forgiveness’ since the ‘Gospel message does 

not know any other law than that of charity towards all’.173 In what now follows, I will 

work out the relationship between State and Church, as conceived by Valadier. It is one 

that prevents both State and Church from falling into complacency.  

Valadier recalls that the distinction between private and public spaces is 

constitutive for liberal democratic systems. He thereby stresses that the whole idea (and 
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things, that is, of a value that is determined by neither market-exchange nor any other 
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164 Paul Valadier, ‘Nietzsche et le divin’, Le Portique 8 (2001). Retrieved 23 September 2014, 
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167 Friedrich Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 9; 
Valadier, NCC, 19. 
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rid of one element, the whole collapses. The Gospel is like these words… ‘I came to bring fire 
to the earth’ [Luke 12: 49]’. Valadier, ‘Espace public, espace privé’, 12. 

97 
 

The Church can resist nihilism in its midst by representing this ‘disruptive’ – ‘modern’ 
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practice) of tolerance – which is certainly not the same as indifference or the 

‘consecration of relativism’ – depends on the ‘politico-theological’ principle that the 

State ought not to intervene in all domains (especially in matters of belief).174 Yet, 

though this distinction should remain valid, and should be defended, our context of 

democratic weakness calls for a rethinking of the different types of ‘powers’, and as 

mentioned above, of the very concepts of sovereignty, secularity, and the relationship 

between Church and State. He, similarly to Taylor, points to the Christian roots of 

modern secularity, that is, of the separation between religion and politics. He 

emphasises the ‘abnormality’ of this conception, but differently from most thinkers, he 

does not perceive the famous dictum, ‘give to the emperor the things that are the 

emperor’s, and to God the things that are God’s’ as the source of this originality.175 

Valadier argues that this dictum does not constitute a ‘theory of separation of powers’ 

since it can be found in other religious traditions and books (like the Qur’an). It does not 

adequately explain ‘the Christian distinction between politics and religions, political 

community and religious community’.176 Instead, according to him, it is the message 

and the acts (life) of Jesus Christ that constitute the demarcating line by being the 

manifestation of the Kingdom of God. Specifically, Valadier refers to Jesus’ resistance 

to Satan in the desert, and his willingness to submit himself to the judgement of 

Pilatus.177  

From the above it follows that though we may speak in terms of ‘two powers’ – 

State and Church – one cannot perceive them as competing ‘powers’.178 Even 

‘complementary’ does not grasp the relationship between the Church and the City 

because the former’s ‘power’, as said earlier, lies in its being carried by the logic of 

gratuity and hence in its being able to offer a Christian transcendence that can provide 

weak democracies with vitality. Christian transcendence is ‘spirit’, ‘desire’, or the 

necessary leaven for society. In all these cases, it is not a ‘surplus’ to ‘ordinary’ life but, 

as Valadier says, it inspires and enables endeavours of reconciliation in human affairs. 

The Christian message, he notes, does not replace modern freedoms but ‘instructs them 

                                                   
174 Valadier, ‘Espace public, espace privé’. 
175 Cf. Luke 20: 25.  
176 Valadier, DPFR, 192.  
177 Ibid., 192. 
178 I am thereby ignoring other powers (corporate, industrial, etc.) for the time being, though the 
logic of gratuity has to inform these powers as well.  
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by suggesting that the circle of death is not fatal, that birth and resurrection are probably 

also a promise for all’.179 Precisely because the Christian message of gratuity is a 

universal one – that is, concerns everyone, Christian or non-Christian – the Church 

cannot appropriate it. As Valadier remarks, the Church cannot avariciously arrogate to 

itself the promise of life; spirit or leaven has to become embodied, in a culture, society, 

or democracy.180 At the same time, the believer cannot ‘impose’ his or her own ‘faith’ 

onto others without contradicting his or her alleged ‘faith’. Those who are responsible 

for the community of Christians do have ‘power’ but they have the power of a ‘Word 

that creates and arouses liberties… nothing more, nothing less’.181 This is the reason 

why Christianity, Valadier argues, can find its ‘just place’ not by being represented as, 

or in, a power next to, or above, other powers but by being a source of inspiration that 

maintains an open and dynamic democracy.182 Such a source of inspiration is what 

Valadier calls ‘modern transcendence’. 

Valadier discerns three ways in which the transcendence proposed by 

Christianity can contribute towards democratic vitality: by reviving the roots of 

democracies and thereby breaking the deadlock of proceduralism; by being a critical 

force; and, by being a call to hope.183 In the first case, Christian transcendence is active 

when the moral and metaphysical intuitions – that have their sources in religious 

traditions – are allowed to inform democratic decisions, thereby preventing democracies 

from turning into ‘procedural democracies without horizon’.184 Though the procedural 

approach to democracy may be construed as being motivated by the desire for fairness 

(justice) and as being a protection against arbitrariness, it still betrays something of a 

mechanical-materialistic view of civilisation and citizens. The necessity to continuously 

feed the democratic will (or, desire) is not reckoned with. Here again, as in the case of 

Taylor, the rationale is twofold. An ethos can weaken – as it is the case today – or an 

‘ethos’ can become corrupted. This reasoning compares well with Taylor’s argument 

that the moral sources that sustain modern civilisation have to be articulated if we want 

them to be sources of empowerment, but also if we wish to correct aberrations. Of 

                                                   
179 Paul Valadier, ‘Le pardon en politique’, Projet 281 (4) (2004): 72. 
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181 Valadier, DPFR, 284-5. 
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course, having recourse to traditions does not mean blindly adhering to them, but it 

means finding in them treasures that can contribute towards more justice (or, beauty). In 

the case of human dignity, we saw above that at least three traditions – Christian, 

Greek-tragic and sceptical (Montaigne) – can provide us with valuable resources.185 The 

relationship Christianity-democracy or Christianity-politics is perhaps not so evident 

because Christians tend to be perceived as a-political. Yet, the observation that modern 

democracies have Hellenic-Christian roots is not novel; the equality of human dignity, a 

common humanity, solidarity, and the belief that justice can triumph over power are 

such constitutive dimensions.  

In fact, Valadier holds that Maritain – whom he considers as the ‘philosopher of 

democracy’ and the ‘philosopher of the people’ – has convincingly argued that the 

reason why one can hope in a democracy of the people by the people is because of the 

faith in a ‘common humanity’ endowed with reason by the Creator.186 The idea of the 

democratic people, the argument goes on, is derived from the idea of ‘God’s little 

people’, the ‘people of humbles’ to whom ‘the beatitudes are promised’.187 In response 

to the criticism of Christians being apolitical, Valadier refers to Paul’s teaching on this 

matter:  

 

Paul [the apostle] does not in any way ask the faithful to… despise [the 

city’s] laws and values. On the contrary, he recommends them to endorse 

‘whatever is true, honourable, just, pure, lovely, gracious, if there is any 

excellence, if there is anything worth of praise’ (Phil 4:8), therefore to 

endorse whatever in the values of the city and their cultural world deserves 

being retained under the discerning light of Christ’s Spirit.188  

                                                   
185 While these three traditions do share a similar wisdom, it is quite obvious that the Christian 
(Valadier) cannot accept everything from the latter two legacies. Christian hope and 
transcendence are missing in the Greek-tragic tradition.  
186 Paul Valadier, ‘Maritain: philosophe de la démocratie’, Études 399 (10) (2003): 344. This 
common humanity has received from the Creator the gift of reason, and by trusting it, ‘one 
ultimately trusts the Creator himself. Of course, one needs to arouse it, to nourish it spiritually, 
morally and intellectually, and perhaps also, to awaken it from its torpors’. Valadier, ‘Maritain’, 
344. 
187 This ‘people of humbles, and hence, not at all idealised’ has ‘rarely gained much 
consideration from philosophers or experts’ and yet, without it, there can be no democracy. At 
the same time, demagogues can clearly mislead it. Ibid. 
188 Valadier, ‘Éduquer à la citoyenneté’.  
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Besides, says Valadier, a Christian cannot ‘testify to the City above’ if he or she does 

not ‘testify to the present and living relevance of the values of that Kingdom, whose 

names are generosity, gratuitousness, justice, forgiveness, peace, mercy and charity’.189 

This is a Pauline line that runs through the works of Valadier: God is in all things. If the 

Christian cannot discern the traces of God here and now, – which presumes full 

involvement here and now – if he (she) cannot see the invisible in the visible, he (she) 

cannot legitimately claim the faith in an invisible God. He (she) can hardly justify his 

(her) distance from, or hate of, the world on the ground of a faith that is ‘purely’ 

Revelation. In this sense, ‘faith’ is far from being a ‘leap of faith’ – is not an 

‘illuminism’, as Valadier formulates it – but requires the cultivation of discernment.  

The belief that procedures can sustain a democracy and bring about consensus 

rests on very naïve and dangerous assumptions – both anthropological and sociological 

– which Valadier associates with a form of naïve rationalism; unenlightened is the belief 

that conflicts can be resolved through debates, or that consensus can (and should) be 

reached through the universalising of maxims. Valadier does not see how ‘a public 

reason founded on consensus [is] going to deal with questions that divide citizens, in 

moral and ethical matters for instance’.190 The lack of horizon or the allergy to 

‘transcendence’ – what Taylor calls the ‘secularist spin’ – can lead to both 

irreconcilable conflicts and dehumanising conformism. It is also on this (second) level 

that Christian transcendence is relevant. The Church has the ‘ethical duty’ to awaken 

democracies from their apathy, or contest their laxity created by utilitarianism, because, 

as Valadier points out, ‘the Christian figure of transcendence is neither vague nor 

indeterminate.191 It owes its existence to the Incarnation, and possesses the critical 

power of gratuity – gift, charity, forgiveness – in accordance with which the signs that 

emanate from the world are to be measured and judged. As mentioned earlier, it is 

especially the Christian concept of sin (and redemption) that feeds a wisdom that can 

resist conformism. This wisdom ‘warns for false philosophies that, under the pretext of 

liberating from culpability, dream of an innocent superhumanity… It teaches that 
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historical institutions can become corrupt’.192 However, Valadier notes that the Church, 

on this level, has to face the burden of the past. He deplores the ‘dogmatic tone of too 

many magisterial interventions’, which, according to him, has contributed towards 

discrediting the discourse.193 The spokespersons of the Church have to learn to argue, to 

be dialogue partners, that is, to ‘play the game of pluralism’, and hence to refuse to 

‘dictate the only possible solution’.194 The Church has ‘to propose its moral and 

anthropological message, as source of meaning for the one who wants to take it 

seriously’.195 However, ‘proposition’ has a very specific meaning in Valadier’s 

thinking, since the same Church – both faithful and magisterium – that proposes is also 

a ‘symbolic pole’, is the ‘carrier of a Law that arouses and provokes [the Church’s] own 

conscience’.196 To understand this reasoning, it helps to remember the indispensable 

role of heteronomy and the distinction that I made between authoritarianism and a 

humanising heteronomy. It is the desire behind heteronomy that arouses and sustains the 

same desire. In the present case, the Church’s ‘moral proposition’ – that is, proposed 

moral ‘law’ – corresponds to the perpetually necessary ‘invitation’ made to the 

conscience of each and every individual.197  

It is the role of ‘educators’ to awaken the moral will in man, and in a modern 

society, this role can be held by ‘philosophical, spiritual and religious traditions, in 

particular the churches…’.198 The essential task of churches is ‘to give hope to man by 

                                                   
192 Ibid., 240. 
193 Ibid., 286-7. 
194 Valadier, EP, 140.  
195 Ibid., 141. Italics mine. Valadier refers here to the response of Jesus in some passages (like 
the rich young man (Matthew 19: 16-22)): ‘if you want …’. Valadier contrasts this response 
with ‘you must’. This is one of the points on which Bloch disagrees with Valadier. The former 
stresses that the Gospel is full of imperatives. Though Bloch is right to say that Scriptures are 
full of imperatives, the matter here is not a biblical/exegetical one, but concerns the most fruitful 
approach. If Valadier is correct (and I think he is) to perceive the dominance of a paralysed will, 
then imperatives are hardly going to arouse any desire. The proposition in question here is not 
‘just’ a proposition, but is one that appeals to the slumbering desire for life in the person. The 
best illustration of what I am trying to explain is the parable of the healing of paralytic (see, for 
instance, Matthew 9: 6). It is difficult to qualify Jesus’ address to the paralytic, ‘get up and 
walk’ as either a proposition (strictly defined) or an imperative (though grammatically it is an 
imperative).  
196 Valadier, EP, 142. 
197 Ibid., 142. Such law is not so much an imperative as an interdict, necessary for the 
humanisation of persons.  
198 Valadier, IM, 60.  
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leading him to desire to commit himself to his full vocation’.199 This ‘hope’ constitutes 

the third way in which Christian transcendence can be the ‘spiritual energy’ without 

which no society or civilisation can be and last.200 Christian transcendence proposes a 

future to humanity beyond failures and death, very concretely, ‘at the very heart of the 

social exchange’.201 As said earlier, gift and forgiveness define the Church.202 The 

possibility of failing, – to fulfil a promise – of transgressing fundamental interdicts, that 

is, of doing something that cannot be reversed makes forgiveness an important human 

phenomenon. It makes living possible even after the inacceptable has taken place. 

Forgiveness, as Valadier says, enables individuals and societies to ‘invent original ways 

to get out of a past of death and to open up to a reconciled common life’;203 to find ‘new 

possibilities of common life, despite committed mistakes and crimes’.204 However, as 

he rightly stresses, there can be no forgiveness without spiritual energy; far from being a 

sign of weakness or misrecognition of committed crimes, (genuine) forgiveness requires 

‘an exceptional fortitude’.205 Forgiveness in politics, a conception that Valadier owes to 

Arendt, has to be evoked with much wisdom if the Judeo-Christian concept of 

forgiveness is not to be degraded. 206 Such emptying usually results from the 

institutionalisation of what originally belongs to the logic of gratuity. Forgiveness, 

Valadier warns, is neither a political concept nor a political virtue, which would entail 

an obligation; forgiveness is only forgiveness if it is purely an act of gratuitousness. He 

is acutely aware of the possibility of misuse, that is, of the refusal of justice demanded 

by victims (and this is why forgiveness cannot be politicised, though it can be allowed 

to play its part in human affairs).207 The possibility of forgiveness and its rare 

occurrences do constitute an opening towards life (Life) and provide a hope that breaks 

closed systems.208  
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Concluding remarks 

The main endeavour of Valadier could be summarised as the rehabilitation of 

‘ambition’.209 The latter refers to the ambition to transform ourselves because ‘to be 

superior to what we are ourselves is our essence (wesen)’.210 Nihilism, however, 

precisely refers to the lack of this particular kind of desire. As Valadier remarks, it is not 

so much self-sufficiency as pessimism, fear and doubt – and even self-hate or ‘the 

fatigue of being (oneself)’ – that dominate our context today.211 Ambition, properly 

understood, helps wills to want themselves, and what is necessary to ‘exist 

authentically’.212 It is perhaps not so surprising that Valadier should consider the aspect 

of ‘saying yes’ – a Judaic and Christian benediction par excellence – as the core of the 

Nietzschean legacy. This is also what Taylor considers to be the ‘richer’ dimension of 

Nietzsche’s philosophy. Given the nature of the latter’s criticism of Christianity and 

scientism, such a reading does not seem all too absurd. The integration of this 

Nietzschean legacy (critique) with Christianity makes Valadier’s thought particularly 

edifying. And this renders his humanism – his philosophy of man and society – 

exceptionally powerful. Hence my qualification of his writings as ‘pastoral’, for lack of 

a better term. In a strong sense, Valadier has taken upon himself the task that he 

attributes to educators, and religious, spiritual and philosophical traditions; namely, to 

awaken the moral will in man and in society, to ‘give hope to man’ and to assure him 

(her) that his (her) struggles are not in vain.  

Valadier’s dialogue with Nietzsche results in a re-valuation of Creation, of the 

body and of ‘self-creation’ (rightly understood), but it also corrects Nietzsche’s amor 

fati. The say-yes to life, the Judaic-Christian benediction, cannot be equated with 

fatalism. Nietzsche, Valadier argues, acknowledges chaos, but forgets the violence in 

humans and in human history. And this violence cannot simply be blamed on Christian 

asceticism. Instead, the Christian notion of sin prevents us from believing in the reign of 

innocence, and from striving to bring about such innocence. The human, being a ‘little 

less than a god’, is endowed with a unique greatness, but he (she) is not God. Instead, 

human creatures are vulnerable creatures that are to be feared. This is the wisdom that 
                                                   
209 Paul Valadier, ‘Réhabiliter l’ambition’, Études 408 (1) 2008): 54. 
210 Valadier, JCD, 41. 
211 Valadier, ‘Réhabiliter l’ambition’, 54.  
212 Ibid., 59. 
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Valadier discerns in Judaic and Christian traditions, in Greek tragic thought, and in 

Montaigne. The idea of humanity as a charge captures this paradox. This common 

wisdom can help us rethink human exceptionality, thereby avoiding both a promethean 

humanism and misanthropy (or defeatism). An anthropology that takes the complexity 

of the human into account, reckoning with both human exceptionality and evil or sin, 

therefore constitutes the crux of Valadier’s lucid humanism. It is not only good and 

beautiful to create (transform) ourselves, but it is also necessary. The one who has 

accepted the continuous process of humanisation is more capable of resisting the 

temptation of reducing the complexity of the real, and correspondingly, the 

dehumanising ends that create false unities; he or she is able to say no to the 

inacceptable.213  

Concretely, it means that the humanising human continuously questions what he 

or she wants in his or her commitment to certain values. This vigilance, as we have seen 

in the previous chapter, is enabled by what Taylor calls the radical reflexivity of the 

modern self, which he also calls ‘practical wisdom’ in some works. This reflexivity or 

wisdom is certainly no given fact, but is something to be striven after. The need for this 

continuous reflection, critique and evaluation is also one of the reasons why he holds 

that the articulation of the moral aspirations that have driven modern moral ideals might 

provide us with a kind of mirror to examine our own motivations. As I have argued, 

Taylor goes a step further by holding that the empowerment by moral sources – God, 

nature, human dignity – also enables this radical reflexivity; hence his criticism of 

radical anthropocentrism. Valadier adopts a slightly different line of argumentation, in 

which a particular kind of wisdom is also involved, to arrive at a very similar outcome. 

For him, it is the desire for life, the instinct of life itself that can break vicious circles. 

As we have seen, he says to accept a Nietzschean insight when he holds that ‘the 

instinct of life is more tenacious… it can survive the decline of values and non-sense, 

because it is source of meaning’.214  

The one who affirms this life can somehow also get to, and draw on, the source 

of this life, which the religious person (Christian) calls ‘God’. In a somewhat strange 

way, the thoughts of Taylor and Valadier do meet at this point: only the affirmation of 
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life – ‘God’, for many – can prevent the commitment to ideals (values) from turning 

into the allegiance to a death that is worse than ‘natural death’ itself. God, Valadier 

recalls, ‘can speak to humans through realities that are not directly religious’; he can 

relate to them, appeal to their consciences, in their daily lives, be it through their work, 

marriage, or their aesthetic interests.215 This Judaic and Christian (Pauline) thought of 

God being in all things also underlies Valadier’s conclusion that the Nietzschean 

benediction of life opens the way to recovering the ‘taste for the divine’ and the 

‘authentic sense of a Redemption that is not perverted by an undue exaltation of 

suffering and of sin’.216 It is perhaps needless to repeat that the say-yes to ‘reality’ is not 

equivalent to fatalism, religious or philosophical, since this ‘reality’ is not an objective 

given something that simply has to be accepted and lived. To say yes to life is to say yes 

to a life that surpasses us, and such affirmation is only possible if we have been able to 

accept the tedious act of self-creation. It therefore entails resisting all promises of 

spontaneous, immediate, and ‘necessary’ (evolutionary) forms of becoming.  

Self-creation, as it has been argued, does not take place outside the human 

community, which demands, proposes and sustains the tedious labour of self-becoming. 

This (Christian) conception of the relationship between the human community and the 

individual person provides a balance, however precarious it might be, between a 

dehumanising collectivism and a dehumanising individualism. In both the cases of a 

collectivism that subjugates the individual to ‘higher ends’, and a solipsistic 

individualism, one can speak of failed humanisation. The dominant understanding of 

freedom as autonomy is flawed, and even worse, prevents the self-creation of 

individuals, with far-reaching socio-political consequences. Heteronomy, as we have 

seen, is indispensable for the constitution of strong or creative wills that are capable of 

affirming life. The interdict, as Valadier argues, enables the entry into the world of 

covenants, and through them, the contact with the wisdom and treasures in a given 

society. The Church as heteronomy or as symbolic pole has the potential to enable 

humans to transcend themselves, as long as it allows itself to be carried by the logic of 

gratuity, that is, the logic of self-giving. Gratuity, as Valadier suggests, is most probably 

                                                   
215 Valadier, EP, 72.  
216 Though the phrase in 1 Corinthians 15:28 ‘that God may be all in all’ expresses the 
wish/hope/prayer that this may be so. See Valadier, ‘Nietzsche et le divin’. Not exalting sin or 
suffering does not mean eliminating sin or evil from our vocabulary.  
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the most direct way to arouse the desire for life, to make contemporaries want life and 

values for their own sake, and perhaps even more fundamentally, to want themselves.  

However, as Valadier warns, the opening to gratuity does not automatically 

ensure the deliverance from nihilism: the will of both the ‘believer’ and the ‘non-

believer’ continues to sway between the openness to gratuity and the taste for naught. 

There is no will, Valadier reminds us, that has been so structured that it can no longer 

sway between affirmation and negation, between nobility and servitude, weakness and 

strength, illness and health.217 The Church, in any case, has the duty to resist nihilism 

and be the embodiment of a Breath that is unceasingly needed. It should therefore resist 

the temptation of making God a fixed foundation, like a trump card; instead, it has to 

realise what it itself announces, namely, the source of a Christian transcendence that is 

spirit, that invigorates, inspires and destabilises closed systems (including its own). 

Christian wisdom, just like Greek tragic wisdom and sceptical wisdom, as we have 

seen, resists conformism, which also means that the Church has to accept to join the 

democratic debate and ensure that democracies do not withdraw into themselves. 

Valadier’s distinction between the power of the Church and the power of the Prince, 

though not completely novel, is illuminating because it supports his claim that 

Christianity (through the Church) has to protect and revive powerless States, thereby 

‘correcting’ a long history of the Church. The parable of the paralytic who stands up and 

walks (again), to which Valadier often refers, is a highly appropriate illustration of such 

a renewed vitality on both individual and collective levels (such as Europe). 

 

                                                   
217 Valadier, ‘Penser la morale’.  
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Chapter 3 

The Convalescence of Reason 

 

 

Ratzinger’s works have often been categorised as anti-modern or anti-liberal.1 When 

these accusations come from Christians (in particular, Catholics) themselves, they 

allude to his theology, his views on liturgy and sacraments, and to his policies under his 

leadership as Prefect-Cardinal of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, and as 

Pope. As far as non-Catholics and ‘seculars’ are concerned, they can sometimes value 

Ratzinger’s criticism of positivism. But they also find ‘his teachings about sex’, based 

on natural law, ‘repugnant’.2 It has also been suggested that Ratzinger – as pope – has 

taken up an ‘obscurantist challenge’.3 However justified or unjustified these criticisms 

may be, they tend to overshadow the issues to which Ratzinger has responded. Neither 

these issues nor his responses can be grasped in binary oppositions since they pertain to 

human realities, which are, by definition, ambiguous. Some of his addresses can seem 

audacious, surprising, unrealistic, or idiotic, depending on one’s perspective. What to 

make of his intriguing proposition to his ‘non-believing friends’ to live as if God exists, 

‘veluti si Deus daretur’?4 This invitation could, paradoxically enough, also be addressed 

to ‘Christians’ who, according to Ratzinger, live as if ‘it is a matter of indifference 

whether or not God exists and whether or not he speaks to us and hears us’.5 Faith is not 

simply a matter of belief. If one is willing to interpret such propositions in the light of 

his commitment to the ‘transcendent dignity of men and women’, they may make more 

                                                   
1 For example, the Catholic theologian Lieven Boeve claims that Ratzinger ‘rejects modernity’. 
He suggests, drawing on Joseph Komonchak, that there is a strong similarity between 
Ratzinger’s response to the challenges of modernity and Bonaventure’s ‘apocalyptic anti-
Aristotelianism’, his ‘anti-philosophical’, ‘anti-intellectual’, and indiscriminate attitude. See 
Lieven Boeve, ‘Europe in Crisis: a Question of Belief or Unbelief? Perspectives from the 
Vatican’, Modern Theology 23 (2) (2007): 218-222 
2 Andrew Brown, ‘Pope Benedict's Challenge to Positivism in the Bundestag’, The Guardian, 
31 May 2012. That remark of Brown, a journalist, can be considered as typical.  
3 Paolo Flores d’Arcais, La sfida oscurantista di Joseph Ratzinger (Milano: Adriano Salani 
Editore, 2001) 
4 Ratzinger, CCC, 51-52. 
5 Ratzinger, MM, 148-149.  
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his commitment to the ‘transcendent dignity of men and women’, they may make more 

                                                   
1 For example, the Catholic theologian Lieven Boeve claims that Ratzinger ‘rejects modernity’. 
He suggests, drawing on Joseph Komonchak, that there is a strong similarity between 
Ratzinger’s response to the challenges of modernity and Bonaventure’s ‘apocalyptic anti-
Aristotelianism’, his ‘anti-philosophical’, ‘anti-intellectual’, and indiscriminate attitude. See 
Lieven Boeve, ‘Europe in Crisis: a Question of Belief or Unbelief? Perspectives from the 
Vatican’, Modern Theology 23 (2) (2007): 218-222 
2 Andrew Brown, ‘Pope Benedict's Challenge to Positivism in the Bundestag’, The Guardian, 
31 May 2012. That remark of Brown, a journalist, can be considered as typical.  
3 Paolo Flores d’Arcais, La sfida oscurantista di Joseph Ratzinger (Milano: Adriano Salani 
Editore, 2001) 
4 Ratzinger, CCC, 51-52. 
5 Ratzinger, MM, 148-149.  
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sense.6 The underlying concern in all these cases is an integral human development 

(flourishing) whose (in)completeness is no longer measured by anthropocentric – in 

particular, empiricist – standards. This battle of Ratzinger’s against the reduction of 

man to the image of man is, I believe, the key to interpreting his very diverse writings 

and speeches. This means that his criticism of relativism, and his corresponding defence 

of ‘fundamental truths’ cannot be detached from this ‘fidelity to man’.7  

In this chapter, I will work out Ratzinger’s response to what he conceives as a 

‘crisis of humanity’.8 On one occasion, he compared our present condition to the decline 

of the Roman Empire, and on another, to Plato’s time.9 His diagnosis of the present 

condition agrees quite well with Valadier’s. The ‘crisis’ – then and now – is 

characterised by a lack of ‘vital energy’, by turmoil, restlessness, and a doubt that is ‘the 

source of the anxiety and despair that incessantly affect mankind’.10 According to 

Ratzinger, it is the destruction of ‘truth’ (and hence, transcendence) that led to that state 

of affairs then and to our predicament today.11 This comparison with what is widely 

considered as a pre-modern condition makes it somewhat perilous to attribute a concept 

of modernity to Ratzinger. The fact that he sees this rejection of truth as defining our 

times would suggest that he sees relativism as belonging to the ‘essence’ of modernity. 

But such a conclusion would not be fully accurate because his perception of modernity 

seems to concur with the sociological-historical approach. Taylor, as I have argued, 

distinguishes between distorted and genuine ideals of modernity in order to conclude 

that modernity does not necessarily entail relativism and secularism, even if these 

happen to be highly dominant today. Valadier relies much less on a ‘theory of 

modernity’ and much more on a philosophical-theological anthropology according to 

which ‘modern’ does not exclude ‘strong relationships’ and values. Yet, we have also 
                                                   
6 Benedict XVI, CV, 29. By adding ‘transcendent’ to dignity, Ratzinger (like Karol Józef 
Wojtyła) is emphasising that this dignity is inalienable, pre-given, antecedent to human society, 
and independent of any theorisation of human dignity.  
7 Ibid., 9. Conversely, this ‘fidelity to man’ cannot be forgotten in the fight for ‘truth’ or 
‘transcendence’. 
8 Ratzinger, PCT, 359.  
9 Ibid., 359; Ratzinger, WR, 66-67. Cf. Alasdair MacIntyre’s view that ‘civility, intellectual and 
moral life’ were slowly rebuilt by people like St. Benedict throughout the ‘dark ages’ of the 
collapsed Roman Empire. The latter’s moral condition, according to him, is comparable with 
ours. Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory (Indianapolis IND: University 
of Notre Dame Press, 1984). 263. 
10 Ratzinger, PCT, 80.  
11 Ibid., 359.  
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seen how and why nihilism is prevailing today. Ratzinger seems to take note of the 

actual relativism, secularism and destruction of channels of values. This leads him to 

conclude that modern times are characterised by the hegemony of positivism, the 

rejection of metaphysics and the diffidence of reason (in philosophy and theology), 

which have led to various pathologies of reason.  

Ratzinger’s preoccupation with ‘reason’, and specifically with its 

‘enlightenment’, constitution or ‘purification’, distinguishes him from Taylor and, to a 

lesser extent, from Valadier.12 This focus connects him, be it in an ambivalent way, to 

Nietzsche and ‘the great thinkers of the Frankfurt School, Max Horkheimer and 

Theodor W. Adorno’, who have all tried to find ways to heal a sick reason.13 Ratzinger 

would agree with the latter two thinkers that ‘enlightenment’ is necessary for freedom, 

but that we today have a ‘relapse into mythology’ because reason is no longer capable 

of demythologisation.14 The cause of this self-destruction of enlightenment thinking is, 

for both parties, the ‘fear of truth’, even if ‘truth’ is conceived differently in these two 

cases.15 Since truth and reason have traditionally been the prerogatives of philosophy, 

Christianity and science, the causes of their demise need not be sought far from home. I 

therefore start with Ratzinger’s particular understanding of ‘Enlightenment’ – or, of 

enlightened reason – and consider the developments in philosophy, theology and the 

                                                   
12 As we have seen in the previous chapters, these two men especially (though not exclusively) 
focus on the constitution of the will. This difference, however interesting and telling it might be, 
should not be overemphasised. Just as the constitution of the will is, in fact, the constitution of 
personhood (humanisation), the constitution of reason involves the whole person, and not only a 
part of him/her. The ‘purification’ of reason, a recurrent terminology in Ratzinger’s works, is 
equivalent to the constitution of reason because it entails the transformation of reason into a 
creative or moral reason.  
13 Ratzinger explicitly refers to the Dialectic of Enlightenment in CEP, 153. The question of 
hope and reconciliation, which Adorno raises, is addressed by Ratzinger on several occasions. 
See, for instance, Ratzinger, ET, 14 and Benedict XVI, SS, 42, 43. Wolfgang Welsch remarks 
that Nietzsche is often wrongly perceived as having destroyed reason. Instead, Welsch holds 
that he sought a ‘convalescence of reason’, the exact terminology used by Ratzinger. See 
Wolfgang Welsch, ‘Nietzsche on Reason’, International Journal on Humanistic Ideology 2 (2) 
(2009): 37-50. This reading of Nietzsche concurs with Valadier’s.  
14 Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment: Philosophical Fragments 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002), xvi; Ratzinger, CEP, 146; 196. Myths that, 
according to Ratzinger, have to be demythologised include the ‘divine state’, ‘liberated society’ 
or ‘earthly paradise’. 
15 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, xvi. Ratzinger therefore highly values 
Habermas’ re-introduction of the concept of truth in political and philosophical debates. See 
Benedict XVI, ‘Intended Lecture at the University of Rome La Sapienza’, 17 January 2008. 
Thereafter referred to as Sapienza lecture.  
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sciences that have led to the isolation of reason from its ontological root, the Logos.16 

The primacy of the Logos, it is argued in the second section, is not so much a vague 

hypothesis as the invisible ground that supports the belief in science and human 

development. I suggest that the primacy of the Logos can be ‘assumed’ in the same way 

as God is ‘assumed’ in the ‘veluti si Deus daretur’. The existential implications of this 

‘faith’ are worked out. Ratzinger’s recourse to ‘images of God’ to speak about human 

affairs contrasts with Horkheimer’s and Adorno’s specific form of ‘agnosticism’. 

Images of God cannot be banned because man is made in the image of God (section III), 

and because this is the case, we can also hope for a common morality. The (in)famous 

universal moral law that is written on the heart of every human being is dealt with in the 

fourth part. Finally, Ratzinger’s conceived relationship between Church (Christianity) 

and State (world) is considered.  

 

I. The two sources of Enlightenment 

The ‘Enlightenment’, although a much disputed concept, is generally taken to refer to 

the ‘modern’ ideas – and movements – that were especially influential in the 17th and 

18th centuries. It may therefore be rather confusing to hear Ratzinger saying that it is 

anachronistic to associate ‘Enlightenment’ solely with the modern era.17 Instead, for 

him, Socrates and the prophets of the Old Testament are ‘truly Enlightenment men’ 

because they tried to liberate their contemporaries from lies and idols, for the sake of the 

Truth.18 In other words, genuine enlightenment, as conceived by Ratzinger, has been 

traditionally defended by two sources – philosophy and the ‘Judeo-Christian 

tradition’.19 Since liberation or emancipation – coming of age – is also often presented 

                                                   
16 Human reason is ontologically related to the Logos in the same way and sense as the human is 
ontologically related to God. See the previous chapter, or Valadier, MD, 204. 
17 Ratzinger, PCT, 338-339 
18 Joseph Ratzinger, ‘Vérité du christianisme?’, lecture given at the Sorbonne, 27 November 
1999. This address of his is generally perceived as one of his greatest speeches; it has been 
republished as ‘Christianity – The True Religion?’ in Ratzinger, TT, 162-183. See also Joseph 
Ratzinger, ‘In Search of Freedom: Against Reason Fallen Ill and Religion Abused’, Logos: A 
Journal of Modern Society & Culture 4 (2) (2005): 1-5; Joseph Ratzinger and Paolo Flores 
d’Arcais, Est-ce que Dieu existe?: dialogue sur la vérité, la foi et l’athéisme (Paris: Éditions 
Payot & Rivages, 2006), 28. 
19 This possibly controversial term concerns here the Creation account, which, according to 
Ratzinger, has evolved from the old testamentary accounts (Genesis, the Ten Commandments 
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as the project of modern Enlightenment, this would suggest that moderns have the 

prophets and Socrates as intellectual or spiritual ancestors.20 The awareness of the 

nature of this legacy – as well as its re-appropriation – could be desirable if, as 

Ratzinger contends, ‘genuine’ Enlightenment has indeed made place for unreason 

disguised as modern rationalism. Unreason, for him, manifests itself the most vividly in 

the ‘myths of progress, science and freedom’.21 And, this has been taking place because 

reason has severed itself from its (ontological) root, namely, the Logos – by ‘confusing 

itself with the divine reason and thus surrendering the communication with the divine 

reason from which it lives’.22 But this irrationalism also holds for religions, including 

many historical forms of Christianity, that did (do) not aspire to be ‘religions of the 

Logos’.23 It goes without saying that ‘irrational’ means something else than that which 

cannot be empirically verified. Indeed, the dominant conception of rationality is itself 

part of the problem. In this section, I will expound Ratzinger’s understanding of 

Enlightenment, and the reasons for its degeneration.  

According to Horkheimer and Adorno, ‘the demise of idolatry follows 

necessarily from the ban on mythology pronounced by Jewish monotheism and 

enforced against the changing objects of adoration in the history of thought by that 

monotheism’s secularized form, enlightenment’.24 But unlike the first form of religious 

demythologisation – which took place in the ‘name’ of God –, its secularised form, 

which Horkheimer and Adorno conceive as ‘mythical fear radicalised’, carries the seeds 

of its own destruction so that ‘even the concepts of mind, truth, and, indeed, 

                                                                                                                                                     
and the Psalms) to the ‘conclusive and normative’ account in the prologue of the Gospel of 
John. The Book of Wisdom is the bridge between the old and new accounts of Creation. Joseph 
Ratzinger, ITB, 15.  
20 In their Dialectic of Enlightenment, Horkheimer and Adorno start by defining 
‘Enlightenment’ as always having ‘aimed at liberating human beings from fear [of the 
unknown] and installing them as masters… Enlightenment’s program was the disenchantment 
of the world. It wanted to dispel myths, to overthrow fantasy with knowledge’. See Horkheimer 
and Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, 1. 
21 Ratzinger, VTU, 25.  
22 Ratzinger, CEP, 153.  
23 For Ratzinger, there is one religion of the Logos, and that is Christianity. Yet, since he also 
holds that all great traditions of peoples are open to the Logos, there is arguably no reason – 
theoretically speaking – to exclude the possibility that religions, on certain conditions (which 
are touched upon in later sections), are able to come close to being religions of the Logos. That 
said, I am aware of the fact that the latter suggestion (which is not Ratzinger’s) may be 
controversial.  
24 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, 89. 
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enlightenment itself have been reduced to animistic magic’.25 This conception of 

enlightenment, as demythologisation, is precisely the one that Ratzinger takes up when 

he holds that the creation ‘stories’ in Genesis are to be understood in opposition to co-

existing myths of origin.26 They, along with some other old testamentary texts, have a 

demythologising function, and therefore resist these same myths. The world, according 

to Ratzinger’s reading of Genesis, is no longer the result of the marriage between 

obscure forces, but is the willed creation of a God greater than the waters and chaos. 

Similarly, the Moon and the Sun, perceived as gods in some ancient religions, are 

portrayed as ‘lamps for measuring time’, that is, as creatures.27 In this way, the faith in 

the only One God-Creator is proclaimed. This ‘de-idolisation’ is also clear when this 

God is referred to elusively as ‘YHWH’, thereby challenging existing images.28 In 

Ratzinger’s exegesis, this demythologising process – for the sake of the ‘true’ God – 

reaches new maturity when the God of an exiled Israel is proclaimed ‘the God of 

heaven and earth’. Yet, slightly differently from Horkheimer and Adorno, Ratzinger 

does not seem to think that philosophical enlightenment is driven by fear.29 The old 

testamentary demythologising, he points out, is analogical to ‘Socrates’ attempt to 

vanquish and transcend myth’ for the sake of truth.30  

                                                   
25 Ibid., 7, 11.  
26 See, for instance, Ratzinger, ITB, 12.  
27 Ibid., 14. See Genesis 1: 14-18.  
28 Benedict XVI, ‘Faith, Reason and the University: Memories and Reflections’, lecture held at 
the University of Regensburg, 12 September 2006. Thereafter referred to as Regensburg lecture. 
Horkheimer and Adorno state that ‘in the Jewish religion… the link between name and essence 
is still acknowledged in the prohibition on uttering the name of God’. Horkheimer and Adorno, 
Dialectic of Enlightenment, 17. I am here leaving out the exegetical and hence theological 
debate regarding the translation (interpretation) of YHWH. In the first place, such exegesis is 
here not really relevant, and secondly, it deserves much more attention than is possible here. ‘I 
am’ is the version that Ratzinger endorses, which is generally considered as the Greek 
philosophical understanding of God as Being itself. 
29 The translator has translated ‘philosophische Aufklärung’ into ‘philosophical rationalism’ 
(instead of Enlightenment) to avoid confusion since Ratzinger is writing (talking) about a 
rationalism that goes back to before 18th century Enlightenment, to the very origins of 
Christianity. See Ratzinger and Flores, Est-ce que Dieu existe?, 90. I make use of both 
‘philosophical rationalism’ and ‘Enlightenment’, precisely because of the close relationship 
between ‘ancient Enlightenment’ and the modern Enlightenment/world.  
30 Benedict XVI, ‘Regensburg lecture’. Ratzinger considers Socrates as some kind of ‘prophet 
of Jesus Christ’. See Ratzinger, VTU, 89. 
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Socrates, just as the prophets, Ratzinger argues, was a ‘demythologiser’; he represented 

the ‘victory of reason over superstition’.31 He is the one who asks Euthyphro whether he 

really believes that gods quarrelled and battled each other, as the poets narrate and the 

artists paint.32 Socrates suggests that he is charged with impiety because he does not 

accept these stories about the gods. And, yes, Euthyphro does believe that they fight 

each other, and besides he knows many other amazing things about the gods. These 

same gods, of course, determine what piety and impiety are. A parallel ‘mocking of the 

gods’ can be found in psalm 115, to which Ratzinger refers in his Regensburg lecture. 

The psalmist praises the God who is ‘in the heavens’ and derides the nations that have 

made idols of ‘silver and gold’.33 He warns them that they will become as lifeless as 

their statues. The uncommonness and ‘impiousness’ of such demythologisation (the 

‘mockery of the gods’) are emphasised in both the dialogue and psalm. Euthyphro, of 

course, believes the myths about the gods, and the Israelites are tempted to create a god 

of silver and gold, just as other peoples. Socrates, on the other hand, says to ‘have no 

particular liking for anything but the truth’.34 And it is this ‘deep and pure religious 

sensibility’ that, Ratzinger notes, related early Christians to Socrates. Whether early 

Christians were really so Socratic – a subject for an endless historical dispute – does not 

matter too much for the present purpose. What is relevant here is Ratzinger’s 

understanding of what it means to be a Christian in the world today. It is significant 

that, for him, it is their concern and search for the truth – admittedly with a face now – 

that qualifies them as Christians.  

Christianity, Ratzinger tirelessly argues, is not another world religion, but ‘a 

religion of the logos’: ‘Christian faith does not rest on poetry and politics, the two great 

sources of religion, it rests on knowledge’.35 This means that Christian faith conceived 

primarily (and solely) as a gift of grace (or, God’s will), in which human reason and 

love play no role, and even worse, stand in the way, clearly does not accord with the 
                                                   
31 Joseph Ratzinger, ‘Self-Presentation of His Eminence Card. Joseph Ratzinger as member of 
the Pontifical Academy of Sciences’, 8-11 November 2002. Retrieved 3 October 2014, from 
http://www.casinapioiv.va/content/dam/accademia/pdf/sv105/sv105.pdf. 
32 Benedict XVI, ‘Sapienza lecture’. Plato, ‘Euthyphro’, in The Trial and Death of Socrates: 
Four Dialogues (New York: Dover Publications, 1992), 5. 
33 Ps. 115: 2-8.  
34 Plato, ‘Euthyphro’, 15.  
35 Christian faith ‘venerates the Being that is the foundation of all that exists, the ‘real God’. In 
Christianity, rationalism has become religion and has stopped to be an adversary to religion’. 
Ratzinger, Est-ce que Dieu existe?, 30.  
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enlightenment itself have been reduced to animistic magic’.25 This conception of 
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25 Ibid., 7, 11.  
26 See, for instance, Ratzinger, ITB, 12.  
27 Ibid., 14. See Genesis 1: 14-18.  
28 Benedict XVI, ‘Faith, Reason and the University: Memories and Reflections’, lecture held at 
the University of Regensburg, 12 September 2006. Thereafter referred to as Regensburg lecture. 
Horkheimer and Adorno state that ‘in the Jewish religion… the link between name and essence 
is still acknowledged in the prohibition on uttering the name of God’. Horkheimer and Adorno, 
Dialectic of Enlightenment, 17. I am here leaving out the exegetical and hence theological 
debate regarding the translation (interpretation) of YHWH. In the first place, such exegesis is 
here not really relevant, and secondly, it deserves much more attention than is possible here. ‘I 
am’ is the version that Ratzinger endorses, which is generally considered as the Greek 
philosophical understanding of God as Being itself. 
29 The translator has translated ‘philosophische Aufklärung’ into ‘philosophical rationalism’ 
(instead of Enlightenment) to avoid confusion since Ratzinger is writing (talking) about a 
rationalism that goes back to before 18th century Enlightenment, to the very origins of 
Christianity. See Ratzinger and Flores, Est-ce que Dieu existe?, 90. I make use of both 
‘philosophical rationalism’ and ‘Enlightenment’, precisely because of the close relationship 
between ‘ancient Enlightenment’ and the modern Enlightenment/world.  
30 Benedict XVI, ‘Regensburg lecture’. Ratzinger considers Socrates as some kind of ‘prophet 
of Jesus Christ’. See Ratzinger, VTU, 89. 
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Socrates, just as the prophets, Ratzinger argues, was a ‘demythologiser’; he represented 
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32 Benedict XVI, ‘Sapienza lecture’. Plato, ‘Euthyphro’, in The Trial and Death of Socrates: 
Four Dialogues (New York: Dover Publications, 1992), 5. 
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religion of the logos. Ratzinger therefore holds that we should not ‘distinguish too 

closely between the God of faith and the God of the philosophers, [lest] we deprive faith 

of its objectivity and again split object and subject into two different worlds’.36 The 

‘objectivity’ of faith, however, does not refer to a ‘positivistic’ form of 

Christianity/Christian faith, which Ratzinger repudiates. It cannot be contained in a set 

of beliefs, formulas or orthopraxis. The ‘act’ of Christian faith, as he calls it, is ‘the 

answer to the question: how can we attain our destiny and thereby realize our 

humanity?’; and the answer is an ‘act of self-transcendence, of encounter with the one 

who is totally other, with this God who speaks to me or who summons me to love’.37  

 

They [early Christians] received their faith not in a positivistic manner, nor 

as a way of escape from unfulfilled wishes; rather, they understood it as 

dispelling the mist of mythological religion in order to make way for the 

discovery of the God who is creative Reason, God who is Reason-Love.38  

 

By recalling the intimate relation between faith and the desire (love) for a true life, 

Ratzinger not only tries to correct the well-known criticism that Christians flee from 

‘true reality’, but also propounds an understanding of Christian faith as inseparable from 

a philosophical attitude (rightly understood), or a ‘deep and pure religious sensibility’.  

Christians cannot give up the ‘reasoned enquiry concerning the truly great God, 

and concerning the true nature and meaning of the human being’.39 This is exactly what 

Socrates tries to convey with the expression ‘the unexamined life is not worth living’. 

But while he deemed reason capable of searching for, and loving, this truth, this 

ambition has been given up in modern times. As a result, Ratzinger argues, the 

demythologisation that corresponds to the love and search for truth (God) has also been 

relinquished. Hence the various ‘pathologies of reason’ in the West, which are no less 

                                                   
36 Ratzinger, PCT, 73.   
37 Not all religions, Ratzinger therefore remarks, are a ‘faith’. He contrasts Christian faith to 
(classical) Buddhism. The goal of the latter, as he understands it, is the ‘liberation from the yoke 
of individuality, from the burden of being a person, to a return into the common unity of being’. 
Ratzinger, CCC, 77. 
38 Benedict XVI, ‘Sapienza lecture’.  
39 ‘Hence they did not need to abandon or set aside Socratic enquiry, but they could, indeed 
were bound to accept it, and recognize reason’s laborious search to attain knowledge of the 
whole truth as part of their own identity’. Benedict XVI, ‘Sapienza lecture’.  

116 
 

destructive than Pol Pot’s.40 As mentioned at the outset, Ratzinger sees certain 

developments in Christianity/Christian theology, philosophy and the sciences as having 

caused or exacerbated the illness of reason – and the various forms of irrationalism. On 

the side of Christianity/Christian theology, it is ‘dehellenisation’ that is mainly to be 

blamed. For the sake of the argument, let us assume that the various aberrations that 

took place within the Church and in cooperation with the Church – corruption and 

forced conversions, for instance – also follow from the fact that Christianity gave up the 

ambition of being a religion of the Logos. As for philosophy, it has given up its ‘original 

vocation’, namely, ‘the search for truth, and its sapiential and metaphysical 

characteristic’.41 Not unlike many other intellectuals, Ratzinger sees Descartes, Spinoza, 

Hegel, Kant, and Marx as having determined the course of modern philosophy. 

Specifically, they have ensured that the union between early (Christian) faith and 

philosophical reason broke.42 Ratzinger’s Regensburg lecture and (intended) Sapienza 

lecture – addressed to an academic public – are illuminating texts on these matters, 

capturing in a nutshell what he has been saying in other works. A recurrent theme in 

these works is the need to redefine science and legitimate knowledge, which cannot 

exclude the question of God. The latter question, Ratzinger stresses, is neither 

‘unscientific’ nor ‘pre-scientific’.  

Ratzinger discerns ‘three stages of dehellenisation’: the first one starts with the 

Reformation. Its rejection of scholasticism entailed the rejection of metaphysics 

(considered as alien to ‘core’ faith). And, its principle of sola scriptura, which held that 

faith could be found in an ‘original’ form in Scriptures (Revealed Word), meant the 

elimination of all ‘additions’, including religious and philosophical traditions.43 

                                                   
40 Ratzinger, ‘In Search of Freedom’.  
41 Cf. Congregation for Catholic Education, ‘Decree on the Reform of Ecclesiastical Studies of 
Philosophy’, 3, 4. 
42 According to Ratzinger, Hegel’s ‘all-encompassing synthesis does not give to faith its 
philosophical place, but tries to reconvert it entirely into reason, abolishing it as faith’; Marx, on 
the other hand, ‘opposes the unicity of matter’ to Hegel’s ‘absolutism of the mind [or, spirit]’. 
Ratzinger, Est-ce que Dieu existe?, 99. 
43 According to Hans Küng, ‘Ratzinger argues for a historical-organic theology which hardly 
takes seriously the breaks in development and deviation from the origins, which allows criticism 
only in the framework of Hellenistic dogma, and instead accepts as divine revelation an oral 
tradition running alongside scripture… By contrast I advocate a historical-critical theology 
which investigates both the Bible and the history of dogma critically and takes the original 
message, figure and fate of Jesus as criterion’. Hans Küng, Disputed Truth: Memoirs, Vol. II 
(Continuum International Publishing Group, 2009), 15. 
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Ratzinger, on the other hand, stresses that God’s self-disclosure (God’s action in 

history) ‘is always something greater than what is merely written down’; it also 

precedes Scripture.44 And, it requires ‘someone who apprehends it’, which further 

means that there ‘can be no such thing as pure sola scriptura (“by Scripture alone”) 

because an essential element of Scripture is the Church as understanding subject, and 

with this the fundamental sense of tradition is already given’.45 In this sense, ‘tradition’, 

if one defines it as Ratzinger does, as the ‘living process whereby the Holy Spirit 

introduces us to the fullness of truth and teaches us how to understand what previously 

we could still not grasp’ already starts with (and in) Scripture itself.46 The second stage 

is propelled by the ‘historical-critical’ approach to the bible in general, personified by 

Adolf von Harnack. The latter, says Ratzinger, claimed that Jesus’ message was 

‘simple’, and buried under the gravels of complex theological and metaphysical theories 

(Trinity and Christology). Jesus was a ‘humanist’ and his message was primarily 

moral.47 According to Ratzinger, Pascal’s distinction between the God of the 

philosophers and the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob served such liberal-critical ways 

of understanding Christianity. But it is especially Kant, he notes, who has carried 

forward the ‘programme of dehellenization… with a radicalism that the Reformers 

could never have foreseen’ when he ‘anchored faith exclusively in practical reason, 

denying it access to reality as a whole’.48  

The third stage of ‘dehellenisation’ is perhaps a ‘sensitive’ subject since it 

concerns non-Western cultures, with the looming danger of (the accusation of) 

‘Eurocentrism’ and new forms of ‘Western imperialism’. Briefly (and simply) said, it 

regards the question of the ‘essence’ of Christianity, against the background of cultural 

and religious pluralism.49 Those who defend this third form of dehellenisation hold that 

the Hellenic element in Christianity was a form of ‘inculturation’ of the early Church, 

and hence, that this Christianity ought not to be binding on other cultures. This implies 

that the latter should be allowed to inculturate ‘the simple message of the New 

                                                   
44 See for instance, Ratzinger, MM, 109; Ratzinger, ITB, 9.  
45 Ratzinger, MM, 108-109.  
46 Ibid., 59. 
47 Benedict XVI, ‘Regensburg lecture’.  
48 Ibid. 
49 The parallel issue is the question of defining the ‘essence’ of Europe or of the European 
Union. 
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Testament prior to that [Hellenic] inculturation’.50 Ratzinger fiercely disagrees with this 

thesis, and though his rejoinders may not be considered as arguments (strictly defined), 

his objection rests on his consistent idea that ‘the relationship between faith and the use 

of human reason is part of faith itself’.51 From this it follows that an inculturated 

Christianity – or any other form of Christianity – that does not enable 

demythologisation, the cultivation of the sensibility to the truth and the search for God 

is ‘religion abused’. Ratzinger is unambiguously critical of irrationalism – that is, the 

absence of reason –, including (religious) violence. The latter is to be found both within 

and without Christianity. The recourse to the secular arm is not only tragic, but even 

more fundamentally, it contradicts the nature of Christianity. The latter cannot be a state 

religion/tradition.52 Such distortions take place when the voice of reason is smothered. 

Modern Enlightenment was, in some sense, providential:  

 

It was and remains the merit of the Enlightenment to have drawn attention 

afresh to these original Christian values and to have given reason back its 

voice. In its Constitution on the Church in the Modern World, the Second 

Vatican Council restated this profound harmony between Christianity and 

the Enlightenment, seeking to achieve a genuine reconciliation between the 

Church and modernity, which is the great patrimony of which both parties 

must take care.53  

 

The relation between Christianity and philosophical Enlightenment is so intimate 

that, in Ratzinger’s thinking, the crisis of modern civilisation, the crisis of Christianity 

(or Christian faith), and the ‘desperate situation of philosophy’ are all interrelated.54 

This may explain why his criticism of the state of affairs within the Church (and 

                                                   
50 The question of whether the ‘Hellenic dimension’ involves more than the relation between 
faith and reason cannot be addressed here. As Ratzinger notes, there are also ‘elements in the 
evolution of the early Church which do not have to be integrated into all cultures’. Benedict 
XVI, ‘Regensburg lecture’.  
51Ratzinger’s claims that this thesis is ‘false, coarse and lacking in precision’ and that ‘the 
fundamental decisions made about the relationship between faith and the use of human reason 
are part of faith itself; they are developments consonant with the nature of faith itself’ can 
hardly be called arguments. Benedict XVI, ‘Regensburg lecture’.  
52 Ratzinger, CCC, 48. 
53 Ibid., 48. 
54 Ratzinger, TT, 135. 
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Christian theology) is as fierce as his denunciation of more ‘secular’ myths. Judging 

from some reactions to his Regensburg lecture, this fact seems to have been copiously 

ignored. The ‘profound harmony’ between Christianity and philosophical 

Enlightenment – between faith and reason, between theology and philosophy – can 

therefore only be re-established if Christianity (the ‘structures of the Church’) accepts to 

be purified and if the idea of the purification (constitution) of reason is recovered. In the 

former case, a ‘Hellenic Christianity’ is clearly presumed. The question of whether 

Christianity is essentially the ‘religion of the logos’ (or not) is not only of theological-

ecclesiological-pastoral relevance.55 The answer to this question largely determines the 

perceived role of Christianity (or, of the Christian legacy) in daily public human affairs. 

For Ratzinger, Christianity cannot be privatised. Instead, it is the Church’s 

responsibility to safeguard the sensitivity to truth, and to stimulate reason to search for 

what is ‘true and good’.56 Yet, while reason has to be continuously reminded of the 

‘greatness of its task’, it also has to be reminded of its essential ‘limitation’ – against 

anthropocentrism – which is also the precondition for its freedom. In other words, there 

is more than human reason only. That same human reason is preceded and enabled by 

its source. Hence the ‘primacy of creative reason’ (of the Logos), to which Ratzinger 

frequently alludes. Concretely, it means that reason, as we know it in the West, comes 

to maturity within particular historical contexts shaped by the religion of the Logos.57 

 

II. The primacy of the Logos  

In his works addressed to a more ‘academic’ and ‘scientific’ public, Ratzinger 

consistently holds that we have to return to the ‘question of what makes the world 

cohere’.58 His own position with regard to this question is that matter cannot create 

reason, and chance cannot produce meaning. Instead, the idea that the Logos was at the 

                                                   
55 I have added ‘pastoral’ to refer to the personal-existential consequences of the answer to this 
question since faith has to be lived, and the ways of living it will depend on the answer.  
56 Benedict XVI, ‘Sapienza lecture’.  
57 Ratzinger, VTU, 68-69. See chapter 2 of this thesis for Valadier’s conceptualisation of the 
origin of calculating reason (or, the origin of science). It is inseparable from the symbolic order 
largely shaped by Christianity.  
58 Ratzinger, WR, 127. 
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beginning of all things and beings is the most reasonable.59 Ratzinger is thereby 

resisting the dominant and popular theory that ‘we are the fruit of chance and 

necessity’.60 He is, indeed, convinced that the ‘drama of modernity’ cannot be 

dissociated from the loss of faith in creation. His recourse to terms like ‘nature’ 

(physis), the logos, and in particular, the ‘primacy of the Logos’ is the translation of this 

‘faith in creation’ into a common language accessible to non-Christians. But clearly, he 

does not expect the latter to simply ‘believe’ either in creation or in the logos. This is 

why I am here drawing the parallel between his veluti si Deus daretur and his 

affirmation of the primacy of the Logos.61 To live as if God exists, I suggest, is to live 

‘as if’ God (the Logos) is at the beginning of all being. In this section, I will develop the 

argument that the primacy of the Logos can be – and is often being – ‘assumed’ and 

lived by Christians and non-Christians alike. In fact, modern western civilisation, 

Ratzinger points out, rests on the ‘faith in creation’. There is no human civilisation that 

has ever been built on the incoherent premise that chance is the source of the real.62 

Four implications of the primacy of the Logos, and hence four reasons for accepting 

                                                   
59 By ‘matter’ Ratzinger means matter as generally conceived by the natural sciences, that is, 
‘despiritualised matter’. 
60 Ratzinger, Est-ce que Dieu existe?, 69. 
61 A somewhat different reading of Ratzinger’s veluti si Deus daretur is possible. Peter Jonkers, 
for instance, assumes a more sympathetic reading of Kant by Ratzinger than I do. He therefore 
argues that, for Ratzinger, God or the logos, as in Kant, acts like a ‘regulative idea’. Peter 
Jonkers, ‘Living as if God Exists: Looking for a Common Ground in Times of Radical 
Pluralism’, European Journal for Philosophy of Religion 6 (1) (2014): 111-132. Elsewhere, 
Jonkers explains that Ratzinger ‘wants his suggestion to be understood in line with Kant’s 
postulates of practical reason…Hence, living as if God existed has to be interpreted here to 
mean that God serves as a symbolic representation of the universal principles… But by phrasing 
God’s existence in a conditional way, i.e., as an ‘as if’, the Pope, again following Kant in this 
respect, also admits that God’s existence cannot be demonstrated by scientific reason’. Peter 
Jonkers, ‘A Purifying Force for Reason: Pope Benedict on the Role of Christianity in Advanced 
Modernity’, in Staf Hellemans and Jozef Wissink (eds.), Towards a New Catholic Church in 
Advanced Modernity: Transformations, Visions, Tensions (Berlin: LIT Verlag, 2012), 1. I for 
my part think that while Ratzinger holds Kant in high regard, he refers to him in order to 
‘transcend’ him. I do not see how else to interpret his constant criticism of the Kantian 
epistemology and moralism (including the dehellenisation of Christianity). See also Tracey 
Rowland Ratzinger’s Faith: The Theology of Pope Benedict XVI (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2008), 34, 46, 66, 68. Instead, I consider Ratzinger’s proposed veluti si Deus daretur to 
be driven by an insight that we find back in Augustine and Pascal, and which Ratzinger himself 
articulates in his debate with Flores. A reality like God can only be known and loved if one is 
willing to ‘try’, to live and experience it. Ratzinger, Est-ce que Dieu existe?, 42. Whether Kant 
is to be perceived as belonging to this tradition or not is another discussion.  
62 This idea has been embraced by (religious) philosophers but has never been politically 
translated, even if it has legitimised certain socio-political practices. 
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Ratzinger’s proposed veluti si Deus daretur, can be discerned in his various works: the 

primacy of the Logos has been and is still the precondition for science;63 the ideals of 

modernity (enlightened reason, benevolence, justice) – or, in slightly different words, 

genuine charity and solidarity, rest on the primacy of a love that is ‘rich in intelligence’ 

and of an ‘intelligence [that] is full of love’;64 consequently, relationships of 

gratuitousness could be restored (because love and not chance is primordial);65 and 

finally, the cynicism that ensues from understanding ourselves as accidental atoms 

could be countered, thereby empowering us to strive after genuine justice. 

Nietzsche, as Valadier recalls, warned that the ‘death of God’ would not mean 

the end of idols.66 Instead, he predicted that the will to truth will seek new beliefs. The 

belief in science, the belief in progress and the ‘belief in unbelief’ are the manifestations 

of this (weak) will, or so Valadier says. The will to create idols seems to be the 

permanent human temptation. The Old Testament is full of examples of such idolatry 

and of its contrary, iconoclasm – both physical and verbal (prophetic or more 

philosophical). This demythologising, as we saw in the previous section, is strongly 

endorsed by modern Enlightenment. But this tendency to ‘deconstruct’ – to borrow an 

anachronistic term – backfires, Horkheimer and Adorno argue. The Enlightenment itself 

becomes a ‘myth’ that has to be destroyed, by its own progeny, namely, positivism.67 

The latter is also that which determines what constitutes a myth and what is legitimate 

science. Creation belongs to the former category, superseded by the allegedly more 

rational alternative – the evolution theory (in all its variants). As a legitimate child of 

the Enlightenment, – qualified as ‘totalitarian’ by Horkheimer and Adorno – the theory 

of evolution has claimed or gained the status of what Ratzinger calls a ‘philosophia 

universalis’. It has become the total explanation of ‘reality’ (empirically defined). 

Ratzinger is not disputing the claim that we can speak of ‘evolution’ on some levels.68 

                                                   
63 This can be read in two senses: modern science was made possible by the Judaeo-Christian 
tradition. This is the argument that Valadier uses against Nietzsche’s claim that modern science 
is the direct heir of Platonism; in a second sense (though related to the first one), applied science 
reaches its goals when it does not try to emancipate itself from the order that precedes, informs 
and guides it.  
64 Benedict XVI, CV, 30.  
65 Ibid., 34. 
66 Valadier, PPC, 21.  
67 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, 11. 
68 Ratzinger sees no reasons to doubt ‘scientific proofs regarding microevolutionary processes’. 
Ratzinger, Est-ce que Dieu existe?, 101.  
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Hence, he argues that we cannot think in terms of ‘creation or evolution’ because 

Genesis ‘does not explain how human persons come to be but rather what they are. It 

explains their inmost origin and casts light on the project they are’.69 Conversely, ‘the 

theory of evolution seeks to understand and describe biological developments… It 

cannot explain where the “project” of human persons comes from, nor their inner origin, 

nor their particular nature’.70 We can therefore speak of serious trespass when the fact-

based scientific disciplines make claims that presume a bird’s-eye view, nay, a view 

from eternity.  

 Despite the fact that evolution theories are generally closed to the critical 

scrutiny of ‘lay people’, they have been popularised, and have penetrated contemporary 

consciousness. Applied to various spheres of human life, they influence the way in 

which people understand the world, themselves and others. ‘Tragic’, Ratzinger calls 

man’s tendency to think of himself as ‘an insignificant and ephemeral fact, a “stranger” 

in a random universe’.71 A ‘tragic error’ life turns out to be if ‘the love that gives me 

courage to exist is not based on truth… I must, in the end, come to curse the love that 

deceives me, that maintains in existence something that were better destroyed’.72 It is 

the totalitarianism of materialism and evolutionism – their pervasive (existential) effects 

– that Ratzinger is resisting when he addresses these matters.73 The idea that the origin 

of life is purely fortuitous, or that chance rules – that is, that life is intrinsically 

purposeless –, is neither modern nor original. Debates on this theme abound in ancient 

times. In his Meditations, the Stoic philosopher Marcus Aurelius notes that, ‘either this 

universe is a mere confused mass, and an intricate context of things, which shall in time 

be scattered and dispersed again; or it is an union consisting of order, and administered 

by Providence’.74 He goes on musing that if the first be the case, then there is no reason 

to live in an unreasonable universe:  

 

                                                   
69 Ratzinger, ITB, 50 
70 Ibid., 50.  
71 Benedict XVI, CV, 53 
72 Ratzinger, PCT, 80. 
73 ‘Contrary to the thinking of both Laplace and Hegel’, Ratzinger remarks, ‘all things in the 
universe cannot be derived from one another with ineluctable necessity. There is no single all-
embracing formula from which everything necessarily derives’. Ratzinger, ITB, 52. 
74 Marcus Aurelius, Meditations (London, Penguin, 1997), 58. 
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Why should I desire to continue any longer in this fortuit confusion and 

commixtion? or why should I take care for anything else, but that as soon as 

may be I may be earth again? And why should I trouble myself anymore 

whilst I seek to please the Gods? Whatsoever I do, dispersion is my end and 

will come upon me whether I will or no.75  

 

‘Christian faith’, as Ratzinger says, ‘opts for this second thesis’ – the world is ‘real’, the 

willed fruit of reason (the ‘Creator Spiritus’), which (who) is also its measure and 

end.76 He refers to Aristotle, who is known for having responded to Democritus’ 

Atomism, and remarks that ‘what the pagan Aristotle said four hundred years before 

Christ – when he opposed those who asserted that everything has come to exist through 

chance, even though he said what he did without the knowledge that our faith in 

creation gives us – is still valid’.77 He believes that ‘all great civilisations’, or the ‘great 

traditions of peoples’ contain some notion of the Creator of heaven and earth.78 

Examples include the Hindu concept of ‘dharma’ and the Confucian idea of Heaven as 

the source of all things.79  

Yet, I think that it would be erroneous to consider the evolution theory as an 

updated version of an ancient theory. The different versions of the evolution theory 

arose in a modern, anthropocentric context, in which the modern belief in progress is 

deeply ingrained. In fact, they can be said to be constituted by a synthesis of this 

modern belief – which includes an element of ineluctable necessity – with an old belief. 

The latter, to recall, belonged to a non-anthropocentric social imaginary. The 

combination of irreconcilable premises also constitutes the inner contradiction of the 

modern myth of origin. The ambition of modern science and the presuppositions of the 

evolution theory cannot be reconciled. This is why Ratzinger argues that human reason 

cannot ‘give up the primacy of the rational over the irrational, of the first initiative of 

                                                   
75 Ibid., 58.  
76 Ratzinger, CCC, 49. 
77 Ratzinger, ITB, 18. 
78 Ibid., 28. 
79 Joseph Ratzinger, ‘That Which Holds the World Together: The Pre-Political Moral 
Foundations of a Free State’, in Joseph Ratzinger and Jürgen Habermas, Dialectics of 
Secularization: On Reason and Religion, edited by Florian Schuller (San Francisco: Ignatius 
Press, 2005), 72. 
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the logos, without abolishing itself’.80 Concretely, it means that the modern scientific 

aspiration to knowledge and ‘scientific truth’ (however defined) cannot be supported by 

the widely accepted premise that chance, ‘irrational matter’, or the clash of forces is the 

beginning of all things.81 The very search for truth or for knowledge is made possible by 

the faith that reason is supported by Reason. ‘The university’, Ratzinger recalls, ‘arose 

because faith declared the search for truth to be possible and compelled this search’.82 

Our civilisation (including science), he consistently argues, rests on the ‘idea’ or ‘belief’ 

that humans and the world were willingly created, and are therefore no accidents. This 

‘faith’ is not an explicit belief, but is the near-invisible ground on which even 

empiricism rests. This is also what Taylor – echoing Pascal – notes:  

 

The move to procedural reason doesn’t shed all concern for substantive 

correctness. The procedure is after all an alethetically oriented one. So some 

assurance is sought that it will generally hit the mark. This is given [to] us, 

for instance, in Descartes’ argument to the existence of a veracious God, 

which closes off the possibility that we are being systematically misguided 

by a malicious demon.83  

                                                   
80 Ratzinger, Est-ce que Dieu existe?, 102. 
81 The incoherence that is involved in believing in both reason and in its irrational origin has 
been worked out in a more thorough fashion by some well-known philosophers. According to 
Peter Geach, a brain that has evolved out of survival necessity ‘could not be expected to think 
adequately about the gradual evolution of primates over hundreds of thousands of years; for this 
thinking must depend on projection into the remote past of regularities presently observed, and 
the reliability of such projections seems to have little to do with the survival value of human 
inductive habits’. See Peter Geach, Truth and Hope (University of Notre Dame Press, 2001), 
29-30. Through deductive reasoning, we are capable of judging (except for error) whether a 
conclusion follows from the premises. But with inductive reasoning, we cannot know whether 
‘our acquired styles of projection accord with the nature of things. Logic cannot guarantee that 
they will accord, even in the long-run’ (ibid). Against the objection that inductive reasoning is 
‘natural’, Geach mentions the example of the Aztecs who expect a crisis in the order of the 
world every fifty-two years (ibid., 32). Most modern Westerners would find such an idea 
fanciful, but they can only laugh about it because they have inherited a tradition that believes in 
a God-created order that can be trusted because God is trustworthy. The same tradition holds 
that ‘men are the living images of a Divine Providence that controls not only the humanly 
observed course of events but also the movements of men’s thoughts. God is not out to ensnare 
his rational creatures’ (ibid., 30). Thomas Nagel develops a similar argument in Nagel, The Last 
Word (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997).  
82 However, Ratzinger adds, ‘when the question of truth disappears from the university as an 
unscientific question … the university falls under the law of positivism and thus becomes a 
conglomeration of technical departments’. Ratzinger, CEP, 155. 
83 Taylor, PAP, 217. 

136 137



Chapter 3 The Convalescence of Reason

123 
 

Why should I desire to continue any longer in this fortuit confusion and 

commixtion? or why should I take care for anything else, but that as soon as 

may be I may be earth again? And why should I trouble myself anymore 

whilst I seek to please the Gods? Whatsoever I do, dispersion is my end and 

will come upon me whether I will or no.75  

 

‘Christian faith’, as Ratzinger says, ‘opts for this second thesis’ – the world is ‘real’, the 

willed fruit of reason (the ‘Creator Spiritus’), which (who) is also its measure and 

end.76 He refers to Aristotle, who is known for having responded to Democritus’ 

Atomism, and remarks that ‘what the pagan Aristotle said four hundred years before 

Christ – when he opposed those who asserted that everything has come to exist through 

chance, even though he said what he did without the knowledge that our faith in 

creation gives us – is still valid’.77 He believes that ‘all great civilisations’, or the ‘great 

traditions of peoples’ contain some notion of the Creator of heaven and earth.78 

Examples include the Hindu concept of ‘dharma’ and the Confucian idea of Heaven as 

the source of all things.79  

Yet, I think that it would be erroneous to consider the evolution theory as an 

updated version of an ancient theory. The different versions of the evolution theory 

arose in a modern, anthropocentric context, in which the modern belief in progress is 

deeply ingrained. In fact, they can be said to be constituted by a synthesis of this 

modern belief – which includes an element of ineluctable necessity – with an old belief. 

The latter, to recall, belonged to a non-anthropocentric social imaginary. The 

combination of irreconcilable premises also constitutes the inner contradiction of the 

modern myth of origin. The ambition of modern science and the presuppositions of the 

evolution theory cannot be reconciled. This is why Ratzinger argues that human reason 

cannot ‘give up the primacy of the rational over the irrational, of the first initiative of 

                                                   
75 Ibid., 58.  
76 Ratzinger, CCC, 49. 
77 Ratzinger, ITB, 18. 
78 Ibid., 28. 
79 Joseph Ratzinger, ‘That Which Holds the World Together: The Pre-Political Moral 
Foundations of a Free State’, in Joseph Ratzinger and Jürgen Habermas, Dialectics of 
Secularization: On Reason and Religion, edited by Florian Schuller (San Francisco: Ignatius 
Press, 2005), 72. 

124 
 

the logos, without abolishing itself’.80 Concretely, it means that the modern scientific 

aspiration to knowledge and ‘scientific truth’ (however defined) cannot be supported by 

the widely accepted premise that chance, ‘irrational matter’, or the clash of forces is the 

beginning of all things.81 The very search for truth or for knowledge is made possible by 

the faith that reason is supported by Reason. ‘The university’, Ratzinger recalls, ‘arose 

because faith declared the search for truth to be possible and compelled this search’.82 

Our civilisation (including science), he consistently argues, rests on the ‘idea’ or ‘belief’ 

that humans and the world were willingly created, and are therefore no accidents. This 

‘faith’ is not an explicit belief, but is the near-invisible ground on which even 

empiricism rests. This is also what Taylor – echoing Pascal – notes:  

 

The move to procedural reason doesn’t shed all concern for substantive 

correctness. The procedure is after all an alethetically oriented one. So some 

assurance is sought that it will generally hit the mark. This is given [to] us, 

for instance, in Descartes’ argument to the existence of a veracious God, 

which closes off the possibility that we are being systematically misguided 

by a malicious demon.83  

                                                   
80 Ratzinger, Est-ce que Dieu existe?, 102. 
81 The incoherence that is involved in believing in both reason and in its irrational origin has 
been worked out in a more thorough fashion by some well-known philosophers. According to 
Peter Geach, a brain that has evolved out of survival necessity ‘could not be expected to think 
adequately about the gradual evolution of primates over hundreds of thousands of years; for this 
thinking must depend on projection into the remote past of regularities presently observed, and 
the reliability of such projections seems to have little to do with the survival value of human 
inductive habits’. See Peter Geach, Truth and Hope (University of Notre Dame Press, 2001), 
29-30. Through deductive reasoning, we are capable of judging (except for error) whether a 
conclusion follows from the premises. But with inductive reasoning, we cannot know whether 
‘our acquired styles of projection accord with the nature of things. Logic cannot guarantee that 
they will accord, even in the long-run’ (ibid). Against the objection that inductive reasoning is 
‘natural’, Geach mentions the example of the Aztecs who expect a crisis in the order of the 
world every fifty-two years (ibid., 32). Most modern Westerners would find such an idea 
fanciful, but they can only laugh about it because they have inherited a tradition that believes in 
a God-created order that can be trusted because God is trustworthy. The same tradition holds 
that ‘men are the living images of a Divine Providence that controls not only the humanly 
observed course of events but also the movements of men’s thoughts. God is not out to ensnare 
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83 Taylor, PAP, 217. 
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Pascal, to recall, formulated the three possible natures of our reason: our thoughts are 

true, false, or uncertain depending on whether we have been ‘created by a good God, a 

bad demon, or by chance’, respectively.84 In the latter case, it would mean that ‘all our 

knowledge, even the most simple’ is not just a ‘minor miracle’, as Ratzinger puts it, but 

is a series of miracles.85 But such a world would be the world of wizards, fairies, spirits, 

and gods. If we assume that disenchantment (or, demythologisation) is an essential 

aspect of modernity, the hegemony of the new myth of origin would effectively mean 

the end of modern civilisation because it saps the faith or trust essential to maintain 

humane social (and economic) relationships. The cramped search for (political) identity, 

the popularity of certain political parties (without mentioning any names), the 

unscrupulous recourse to derogatory language, and the increasing willingness to speak 

in terms of ‘us’ and ‘them’ strongly suggest the absence of trust. It is not without reason 

that (even) the OECD sees the need to ‘rebuild’ trust.86 Europe is sick, Ratzinger (like 

Valadier) has noted on several occasions. He has referred to the ‘hollowness’ of a 

Europe ‘internally paralyzed by a failure of its life’.87 But what has this got to do with 

the belief that chance is at the beginning of all things? A lot, I think, because it is 

difficult to affirm a life that is a ‘tragic error’. There is no reason (except for some sort 

of heroism) for us to take the trouble to transform ourselves and to strive beyond mere 

survival in a fortuitous universe. The patterns of survivalism (a term coined by 

Christopher Lasch) strangely resemble those of nihilism: ‘selective apathy, emotional 

disengagement from others, renunciation of the past and the future, a determination to 

live one day at a time’.88 Such culture of survivalism is antithetical to the spirit of 

modernity, but logically follows from the belief in the premises on which evolution 

theories rest.  

Modern civilisation, as Taylor has convincingly argued, would not have been 

possible – and is not possible – without the faith that humans (as individuals and as a 

community) are capable of moral ascent, that is, that they are capable of striving for 

more justice and universal benevolence. But this faith has withered, he observes. Along 

                                                   
84 Pascal, Œuvres complètes, 1205, 438.  
85 Benedict XVI, CV, 77. 
86 The importance of trust and of its restoration is an important theme in the OECD Yearbook 
2013 and on its forums.  
87 Ratzinger, WR, 66, 78-79. 
88 Lasch, The Minimal Self, 57.  
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a different path and in a slightly different terminology, Valadier points out the same 

problem. The desire for humanisation – and correspondingly, the desire for life – is 

weak. In both cases, the affirmation of life is not taking place. In a robust sense, 

Ratzinger’s perseverance in raising (and responding to) the question of whether reason 

is or not ‘at the beginning of all things, and stands on its own foundation’ can be 

conceived as a way to confront this loss of faith.89 Indeed, from the above, it follows 

that there is a relationship between the affirmation of life and faith in creation (which is 

constitutive of the ontology that Taylor has been trying to re-articulate).90 Only the good 

and the real can be affirmed. But how good is an existence whose source cannot be 

called ‘good’? The ‘exaltation of being’, Ratzinger notes, only makes sense if that 

‘being’ is worth being exalted, and this is precisely what is doubted today.91 ‘Doubt’ 

here is not simply a cognitive phenomenon that can be cured through a change of mind, 

but is a much more pervasive existential doubt that determines our perceptions and 

experiences of the world and each other, our expectations, hopes and fears. It affects our 

relationships with each other, and therefore undermines our living-together. ‘Only if it 

is true that the universe comes from freedom, love, and reason’, Ratzinger asserts, ‘and 

that these are the real underlying powers, can we trust one another, go forward into the 

future, and live as human beings’.92 Because we can trust that our love, reason and 

freedom are ‘real’ and not ephemeral; because we can trust that they can be fed and can 

grow, and resist all that which tries to destroy them. 

Trust is not something that can be conjured up at will. Nor can it be restored by 

stricter rules, measures for more transparency and increased monitoring. However 

indispensable these may be, they tend to reinforce our reasons for mistrust. The same 

holds for the faith in love and reason, and the ‘experience’ (in the broadest possible 

sense) that it is good to exist.93 These cannot be manipulated (in the neutral sense of the 

term). Instead, the mutual trust that supports just economic relationships and the faith in 

                                                   
89 Ratzinger, Est-ce que Dieu existe?, 101.  
90 Faith in creation (or its ‘assumption’) and our self-understanding are inseparable from each 
other. This is what Pascal and many others have tried to articulate in various ways. This is also 
what Ratzinger is saying in all his works. In the next section, this link will hopefully become 
even clearer. 
91 Ratzinger, CEP, 198. 
92 Ratzinger, ITB, 187. And, I would add that because we are capable of trusting, of reason and 
love, we can assert that this trust, reason and love are. 
93 Cf. Valadier who emphasises that our desire to be is aroused by others who desire us to be.  
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the possibility of true solidarity and justice can be enkindled if gratuitousness is allowed 

to permeate all dimensions of social life. The possibility (or even, the primacy) of 

gratuitousness, as I mentioned above, is the third implication of the primacy of the 

Logos (Reason-Love). ‘Both the market and politics’, Ratzinger says, ‘need individuals 

who are open to reciprocal gift’.94 Contemporaries, he believes, have to learn to 

experience gift, their being given (to each other). They have to regain the consciousness 

that they are ‘made for gift, which expresses and makes present [their] transcendent 

dimension’.95 To assume and live the primacy of the Logos therefore also entails 

trusting (‘believing’) that gratuitous giving and forgiveness are possible because 

‘overabundance’ (gift) is the source of life. ‘It is the primordial truth of God’s love’, 

Ratzinger repeats, ‘grace bestowed upon us that opens our lives to gift and makes it 

possible to hope for a “development of the whole man and of all men”’.96 

‘Gratuitousness’, he remarks, ‘is present in our lives in many different forms, [but] 

often go unrecognized because of a purely consumerist and utilitarian view of life’.97  

 

The principle of gratuitousness and the logic of gift as an expression of 

fraternity can and must find their place within normal economic activity. 

This is a human demand at the present time, but it is also demanded by 

economic logic. It is a demand both of charity and of truth.98 

 

The idea that the logic of exchange is dependent on (or, has to take place within) a 

context already formed by the principle of gratuitousness corresponds to the idea that 

even calculating reason depends on a pre-given moral (symbolic) framework for its 

proper functioning.99  

                                                   
94 Benedict XVI, CV, 39. See also chapter 2 on this theme. Valadier’s and Ratzinger’s 
approaches in this regard strongly resemble each other.  
95 Ibid., 34. 
96 Ibid., 8. 
97 Ibid., 34. 
98 Ibid., 36. Italics in original text. This is what Hans Joas, as I noted in the previous chapter, 
fails to grasp. Joas, The Sacredness of the Person, 168. See section V of the previous chapter. 
Concretely, it means that giving to charities something of the surplus accumulated through a 
ruthless form of capitalism is not in accordance with the logic of gift.  
99 This runs parallel to the argument that the market has to function within a pre-formed 
democratic framework. Democratic values have to be antecedent to the market.  
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Gratuitousness or gift therefore not only ‘transcends’ (economic) justice, but also 

precedes and enables it. The concern for justice is deeply ingrained in modern 

consciousness, but this struggle for even greater justice (however defined) is greatly 

challenged by the belief that justice is not. Indeed, chance does not create justice.100 The 

preconditions for true justice, for Ratzinger, are truth and love, possible because of the 

primacy of the Logos in whom truth and love are one. But true justice, if it has to be an 

integral justice has to include justice for the dead. This has been poignantly formulated 

by Adorno, to whom Ratzinger refers in several works.  

 

[Adorno] asserted that justice – true justice – would require a world “where 

not only present suffering would be wiped out, but also that which is 

irrevocably past would be undone”. This, would mean, however – to express 

it with positive and hence, for him, inadequate symbols – that there can be 

no justice without a resurrection of the dead. Yet this would have to involve 

“the resurrection of the flesh, something that is totally foreign to idealism 

and the realm of Absolute spirit”.101  

 

But even more foreign is it to evolution, which, as Ratzinger remarks, ‘knows no 

martyrs’.102 Evolution ignores the fates of all those who do not experience progress: ‘in 

the end human beings in their suffering appear as the material for evolution’s 

experiment, the world’s injustices as mishaps that you have to reckon for on such a 

journey’.103 Charity – or, gratuitousness (whose manifestations are not lacking, 

Ratzinger reminds us) – on the other hand, ‘manifests God’s love’ (mercy) and ‘gives 

                                                   
100 Cf. ‘But how coherent is this view of the creation of meaning and value in face of the void? 
Certainly, as an account of what happened in the early stages of modernity, it verges on fantasy. 
If you had tried to explain to Locke or Grotius that this is what they were doing, they would 
have stared at you in incomprehension. But leaving this aside, how coherent is this claim itself? 
Can the values we take as binding really be invented?’ Taylor, SA, 588-589. 
101 Benedict XVI, SS, 42. See also Ratzinger, CEP, 273. 
102 Ratzinger, ET, 16.  
103 Ratzinger, ET, 15. I am here not considering Christian versions of evolution, which have to 
be evaluated using different criteria (such as, the conception of God and eschatology involved). 
In this regard, however, relevant is Steve Fuller’s remark that Darwin ‘famously lost his 
Christian faith because he could not accept… a callous deity’ who treats all life forms ‘as rough 
drafts or experiments in the pursuit of some of higher order being’.103 This is why ‘natural 
selection’, Fuller notes, had to be blind for Darwin. Steve Fuller, Humanity 2.0: What it Means 
to be Human Past, Present and Future. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011, 209-210. 
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theological and salvific value to all commitment for justice in the world’.104 In other 

words, our desire and struggle for justice here and now is related to ‘eschatological 

justice’, which, however, similarly to creation, cannot be brought about by us.  

 

III. The image of God 

The aporia that follows from Adorno’s conception of justice is ‘resolved’ by the 

Christian hope in the resurrection of the flesh. The latter, as suggested above, 

corresponds more to our desire for justice than to our need for consolation.105 Our 

commitments to justice, including our desire for universal and integral justice, are 

somehow related to divine justice. But this ‘resurrection’ – as well as hope – is 

considered by both Horkheimer and Adorno as an ‘image’, and therefore has to be 

excluded. They held that both theism and atheism (including its religious variant, 

Buddhism) had to be negated.106 As Ratzinger notes, Horkheimer ‘rejected the image of 

a good and just God… Adorno also firmly upheld this total rejection of images, which 

naturally meant the exclusion of any “image” of a loving God’.107 One could wonder 

whether their position, – and Habermas’ famous ‘methodological atheism’ – is not more 

‘honest’ and sustainable (especially for the ‘non-religious’ among us) than Ratzinger’s 

veluti si Deus daretur, which is the fourth alternative to theism, atheism and a no to 

both? In other words, is their type of ‘agnosticism’ an alternative – especially given our 

present predicaments? Ratzinger replies negatively. The exclusion of all images of God 

– and religious language – would mean the exclusion of the conception of the human as 

the image of God. And, modern civilisation, including modern science (with its mastery 

of nature), rests on this understanding of the human.108 If Ratzinger is correct in 

                                                   
104 Benedict XVI, CV, 6. 
105 This argument should not be taken out of context and opposed to the view that the (hope in 
the) resurrection is totally gratuitous and hence undeserved.  
106 Benedict XVI, SS, 42. Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, 17-18. 
107 Benedict XVI, SS, 42.  
108 Francis Bacon is often quoted in this regard. The exclusion of the image of a loving God-
Creator can therefore be detrimental to integral personal fulfilment. But it also has cultural 
(public) implications: if it is true that modern ideals are supported by a Judeo-Christian 
ontology of the human, agnosticism (or, atheism) implies that we have to give up the ideals of a 
civilisation based on the possibility of the enlightenment of reason, of human benevolence and 
of universal justice. Taylor has shown, convincingly I believe, that the exclusion of the sources 
that can sustain these ideals leads to their becoming yokes. Henri de Lubac’s Le drame de 
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asserting that man has the innate yearning to be like God, it would be mutilating and 

unproductive to try to get rid of ‘God’. God gone, what would remain is man as the 

image of man, or man as God. Instead, Ratzinger endeavours to correct distorted images 

of God (in both senses of the term). There are wrong ways of imitating God. Ratzinger’s 

position mediates between the view that there is an unbridgeable difference between 

Creator and creature, and the Promethean view of man.  

Similarly to Valadier, Ratzinger holds that every human person is called to 

‘theosis’, that is, to divinisation. This corresponds to the idea that God himself is the 

measure of the human. Made in the image of God, humans are called to become more 

and more like this God. They are called upon to develop and fulfil themselves; they are 

namely ‘constitutionally oriented towards “being more”’.109 However, as it will soon 

appear, this ‘more’ has to be qualified. From this it follows that while the dignity of the 

human lies in their being created in the image of God, the latter is not a static concept. If 

humans are already some sorts of lesser gods, why bother to become more like God? 

While the imago dei does try to convey something of the inviolable dignity of the 

human, it also entails living according (and up) to this bestowed dignity, and hence also 

involves responsibilities towards the other, the ‘extra-human’ world and oneself. If 

‘God’ is the end of the human, it has to be concrete enough to be striven after. Though it 

should have appeared by now that it is the Christian God whom Ratzinger has in mind, 

he also emphasises that we should not distinguish too much between the God of faith 

and the God of the philosophers. In the end, reason, including that of the philosopher, is 

‘God’s great gift to man’.110 However, human reason (or imagination) can create and 

has created a God whom Ratzinger calls ‘a relationless, self-orbiting Being’.111 Such an 

image of God, he argues, cannot be reconciled with the Christian belief in a God who is 

eternal reason/love. Ratzinger has therefore gone to great lengths to correct this image, 

                                                                                                                                                     
l’humanisme athée also comes to mind. Anti-humanism, however, is just as mutilating, in a 
different way, by preventing us to become what we are meant to (and can) become. 
109 Benedict XVI, CV, 14, 16. Valadier adopts a different line of argumentation to convey the 
same idea. He stresses the human need to surpass animality, or to shape chaos, and the human 
capacity to negate, which in turn makes it difficult to ‘define’ the human. 
110 Ibid., 23.  
111 Ratzinger, ‘In Search of Freedom’. ‘Self-orbiting’ generally refers to human self-centredness 
and narcissism. Following Ratzinger’s reasoning the image of a self-orbiting God supports our 
image of self-orbiting human beings.  
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105 This argument should not be taken out of context and opposed to the view that the (hope in 
the) resurrection is totally gratuitous and hence undeserved.  
106 Benedict XVI, SS, 42. Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, 17-18. 
107 Benedict XVI, SS, 42.  
108 Francis Bacon is often quoted in this regard. The exclusion of the image of a loving God-
Creator can therefore be detrimental to integral personal fulfilment. But it also has cultural 
(public) implications: if it is true that modern ideals are supported by a Judeo-Christian 
ontology of the human, agnosticism (or, atheism) implies that we have to give up the ideals of a 
civilisation based on the possibility of the enlightenment of reason, of human benevolence and 
of universal justice. Taylor has shown, convincingly I believe, that the exclusion of the sources 
that can sustain these ideals leads to their becoming yokes. Henri de Lubac’s Le drame de 
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asserting that man has the innate yearning to be like God, it would be mutilating and 
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l’humanisme athée also comes to mind. Anti-humanism, however, is just as mutilating, in a 
different way, by preventing us to become what we are meant to (and can) become. 
109 Benedict XVI, CV, 14, 16. Valadier adopts a different line of argumentation to convey the 
same idea. He stresses the human need to surpass animality, or to shape chaos, and the human 
capacity to negate, which in turn makes it difficult to ‘define’ the human. 
110 Ibid., 23.  
111 Ratzinger, ‘In Search of Freedom’. ‘Self-orbiting’ generally refers to human self-centredness 
and narcissism. Following Ratzinger’s reasoning the image of a self-orbiting God supports our 
image of self-orbiting human beings.  
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which, according to him, has fed the notion of the autonomous and self-sufficient 

subjects (‘buffered selves’, in Taylor’s words).  

According to Ratzinger, it is the dehellenisation of theology that has led to the 

erosion of the Christian image of God as the eternal reason and love (Logos) that 

permeates creation (including human creatures).  

 

God’s transcendence and otherness are so exalted that our reason, our sense 

of the true and good, are no longer an authentic mirror of God, whose 

deepest possibilities remain eternally unattainable and hidden behind his 

actual decisions. As opposed to this, the faith of the Church has always 

insisted that between God and us, between his eternal Creator Spirit and our 

created reason there exists a real analogy, in which… unlikeness remains 

infinitely greater than likeness, yet not to the point of abolishing analogy 

and its language. God does not become more divine when we push him 

away from us in a sheer, impenetrable voluntarism; rather, the truly divine 

God is the God who has revealed himself as logos and, as logos, has acted 

and continues to act lovingly on our behalf.112 

 

The analogy, as we saw above, can be applied to love and reason, but also to our desire 

for justice. ‘God’ is not an idea, but is, as Ratzinger relentlessly recalls, ‘a God-in-

relationship’ because he is love.113 This conception of God has regained some ground in 

recent times, but is still overshadowed by the (implicit) idea of God as pure egoism, that 

is, as a self-orbiting God who can only love himself because he is perfection itself. 

According to Ratzinger, it is this particular image of God that underlies our conception 

of freedom as absolute independence: ‘the primal error of… a radicalized will to 

freedom lies in the idea of a divinity conceived as a pure egoism’.114 Instead, ‘man’, he 

says, ‘is God’s image precisely insofar as the “from”, “with” and “for” constitute the 

fundamental anthropological pattern’.115 

                                                   
112 Benedict XVI, ‘Regensburg lecture’.  
113 Ratzinger, MROC, 75.  
114 Joseph Ratzinger, ‘Truth and Freedom’, in Communio 23 (1996), 28. 
115 Ibid. 
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The consequences of the imitation of a god who is primarily associated with power and 

dominion have been pointed out by post- and anti- humanists, feminists and ecology 

movements. Ratzinger’s Christocentric approach enables him to avoid this pitfall. The 

imitatio dei, for him, consists in ‘entering into Christ’s manner of life’, or being ‘like 

the Trinitarian God’.116 To live like Christ and the Trinitarian God is to live like a God 

who gives himself continually. This is why the process or education of theosis is ‘the 

education of the cross’, which is self-giving.117 This intimate relationship between love 

and the Cross can counter a simplistic, rosy picture of human reality, which includes the 

relationship between the human and God. At the same time, the Cross, says Ratzinger, 

is ‘the approbation of our existence’, being literally love unto death.118 To imitate a God 

who is Love is therefore not an impossible or vague enterprise since, as Ratzinger points 

out, to ‘be truly a human being means to be related in love, to be of and for’.119 It means 

being open to the gift of love, of each other. This is what I have tried to convey in the 

previous section. But, as mentioned earlier, the desire to ‘be more’ is also properly 

human, which could seem to contradict the act of self-giving. The desire to increase has 

been harshly criticised by both Christian and non-Christian intellectuals. Today, the 

notion that more is better is increasingly being questioned. One could therefore wonder 

whether the desire to be more is not just another expression of sinful human pride 

(hubris)? Is it not a hidden desire to be god? How to interpret Ratzinger’s claim that we 

human beings have the innate desire to imitate God?120 The fact that he uses the latter 

expression critically in some texts, to refer to the human rejection of dependence and 

claim to sovereignty over this world may be somewhat confusing.121 But this 

ambivalence is inherent to both the concept and that desire itself.  

The desire to be more, to be like God should be understood in its two senses, 

namely, both as pride and as a response to the transcendent call to be like God (and 

hence not to be God). When Ratzinger beseeches us – believers and non-believers – to 

                                                   
116 Ratzinger, MROC, 87, 198. See also Ratzinger, ‘Truth and Freedom’, 28. 
117 Ratzinger, CEP, 198. 
118 Ratzinger, PCT, 81.  
119 Ratzinger, ITB, 72. 
120 Ratzinger, MROC, 85. 
121 Ratzinger, ET, 21. Ratzinger, MROC, 86. 
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be ‘imitators of God’, he is calling upon us to respond to our transcendent vocation.122 

Since the ‘God of the Bible’ is no self-orbiting God but is instead Love, such imitation 

cannot be the call to power, or, as Ratzinger says, to bring ‘down fire from heaven’, 

which he sees to be the way of Prometheus. Yet, the God portrayed by the bible is one 

who is jealous, wrathful and vengeful. A loving God, besides, is often perceived as 

irreconcilable with the existence of suffering and evil. In a discussion with Ratzinger, 

Jürgen Moltmann and Eveline Goodman-Thau, Johann Baptist Metz argues that the 

‘love’ of God, so often preached, fails to take into account the ‘dark side of God’, 

which, according to him, is reflected in life itself, in the misery and ‘abysmal suffering 

in creation, in God’s creation’.123 How do we know that God is love and reason? By 

living as if such a God who is love and reason does exist, would Ratzinger’s answer be. 

Quoting Origen, he recalls that ‘a mystery can be seen only by one who lives it’.124 The 

‘truth’ about divine reality, Augustine and Anselm held– and after them, Pascal – is 

only accessible to the one who can love it and keeps searching for it.125 This means that 

the ‘God’ in Ratzinger’s ‘veluti si Deus daretur’ is more than a theoretical assumption: 

one does not actively search for a first principle or premise. And, one does not usually 

try to encounter, know and love an assumption.  

Ratzinger’s proposition – its full implications – cannot be correctly grasped if 

one takes the dualism object-subject for granted. Like Taylor, he wants to reform 

epistemology, and thereby challenges the radical separation between subject and object, 

and related to this, as said above, between God and the human, between heaven and 

earth. Taylor, as we have seen earlier, sees non-realism and the fear of being out of 

touch with ‘true reality’ as stemming from the tenacious distinction between object and 

subject. Ratzinger couldn’t agree more:   

 

                                                   
122 Ibid. For want of a better word, I am reluctantly using the terms ‘believers’ and ‘non-
believers’. Faith, as Ratzinger (as well as Taylor and Valadier) points out, is not primarily a 
matter of ‘belief’. It will take another chapter to try to find a more appropriate vocabulary. Yet, I 
believe that the latter is necessary if we want to facilitate the dialogue between different parties, 
dispel so many prejudices held by both theists and atheists, and resist violence in the name of 
‘…’. 
123 Johann Baptist Metz, The End of Time? The Provocation of Talking about God, edited by 
Tiemo Rainer Peters and Claus Urban (New York, Paulist Press, 2004), 27. 
124 Ratzinger, PCT, 51. See also Ratzinger, Est-ce que Dieu existe?, 42. 
125 Pascal, Œuvres complètes, 592. 
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A mind that is sincerely seeking can penetrate through the spirit in nature to 

a central order that not only exists but makes demands upon us and, by its 

demands, becomes present to us, becomes like the soul: the central order 

can be present to us just as the center of a human being can be present to 

another human being. It can meet us.126  

 

In slightly different words, this means that genuine knowledge of the world and of the 

other is only possible because we are somehow already (intrinsically) related to this 

world and the other. This also means that such knowledge ‘affects’ us – involves us, in 

the strong sense of the term – because it is not the knowledge of an ‘object’ totally 

unrelated to the ‘knowing subject’ (us). Hence Ratzinger’s ‘realism’, be it scientific, 

philosophical, or theological. Yet, as it will appear later, his realism is not based on a 

form of naïve optimism. Human reason is ill, but ‘God acts’ in this world – in time and 

space – and is himself the source of the convalescence of reason. The different views 

regarding the nature of this wound (its extent and gravity), the possibilities for redress 

here and now, and hence the ways in which God acts in the world have torn the Church, 

and separated theologians and Christian intellectuals. In particular, they have separated 

Catholic and Protestant (Lutheran) theologies and philosophies.127 Whether Kant’s 

‘radical evil’ is to be interpreted as an allusion to an unbridgeable rift between man and 

God need not be answered here. But the fact remains that Ratzinger has been arguing 

decades long against the Kantian epistemological ‘anti-realism’ applied to religious 

questions. He contends that ‘if the door to metaphysical knowledge remains barred, if 

we cannot pass beyond the limits to human perceptions set by Kant, then faith will 

necessarily atrophy, simply for lack of breathing space’.128  

 Given Ratzinger’s emphasis on the illness of reason – with its corresponding 

incapacity to discern the integral good – his reasons for chiding Kant have to be 

carefully examined. Is he claiming that certainty and objectivity can be reached in 

matters concerning God? On which grounds can he assert this if God is not an empirical 

                                                   
126 Ratzinger, PCT, 73. Cf. Taylor’s conception of the ‘demands of nature’.  
127 A philosophy can carry a ‘catholic’ or ‘protestant’ signature even if the philosopher is not an 
avowed catholic or protestant, or tries to keep his/her distance from religion (or, says to be an 
atheist). Indeed, philosophical thinking reflects commitments to particular values, which are 
often related to a particular version of Christianity.  
128 Ratzinger, TT, 135. 
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126 Ratzinger, PCT, 73. Cf. Taylor’s conception of the ‘demands of nature’.  
127 A philosophy can carry a ‘catholic’ or ‘protestant’ signature even if the philosopher is not an 
avowed catholic or protestant, or tries to keep his/her distance from religion (or, says to be an 
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128 Ratzinger, TT, 135. 
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object? Just as important it is to know why he thinks Kant’s mediation between 

dogmatism and scepticism – God cannot be ‘known’ (in the same way as an empirical 

object), but is a postulate of practical reason – is not sufficient? What is being 

overlooked, or, what is being lost? In the first place, to prevent further confusion, it has 

to be remarked that terms like ‘objective’ and ‘certain’, whenever used by Ratzinger, 

should not be confused with the empiricist conception of these terms. The empirical 

method is one of the methods of approaching reality. This means that the empiricist 

criteria for certainty and objectivity are not the only criteria for certainty and objectivity. 

The ‘objectivity’ of a posited truth, in Ratzinger’s recast epistemology, will also have to 

be ‘proven’, but then in our embodied lives.129 Given Razinger’s understanding of God 

and faith, the question that has to be raised is whether the God postulated by Kant can 

be encountered and whether he can transform our lives. Ratzinger replies negatively:  

 

There is no doubt, therefore, that a “Kingdom of God” accomplished 

without God – a kingdom therefore of man alone – inevitably ends up as the 

“perverse end” of all things as described by Kant: we have seen it, and we 

see it over and over again. Yet neither is there any doubt that God truly 

enters into human affairs only when, rather than being present merely in our 

thinking, he himself comes towards us and speaks to us.130  

 

Kant’s mediation, so it seems, does not succeed in warranting Christian faith as 

understood by Ratzinger – ‘act of self-transcendence, of encounter with the one who is 

totally other’ – and by failing to do so, provides us with a narrower ontology of the 

human and a lesser form of human flourishing than Ratzinger deems possible.131 In 

other words, God, as conceived by Kant, cannot be part of our lives in the same way – 

analogically speaking, of course – as our dear ones are.  

                                                   
129 Hence, he notes that he knows ‘of no more convincing proof for the faith than precisely the 
pure and unalloyed humanity that the faith allowed to mature in my [his] parents and in so many 
other persons I [Ratzinger] have had the privilege to encounter’. Ratzinger, MM, 131. 
130 Benedict XVI, SS, 23.  
131 Ratzinger, CCC, 77. Steve Fuller remarks that Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason is usually 
perceived as having ‘set the pace for an increasingly sceptical attitude towards human self-
transcendence over the next two centuries’. Fuller, Humanity 2.0, 81. 
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If to be ‘truly human’ means to be related in love, and if this includes the love of God, 

that is, the encounter with God here and now – and not just in some afterlife – then the 

exclusion of this possibility is most likely to be mutilating since relationships with 

others constitute whom we are.132 As Taylor has shown, for Kant, the source of the 

constitution of the self indeed shifts from the theistic source to the sense of one’s 

dignity. There is no ‘direct’ contact anymore between God and man. And this is 

precisely what Ratzinger contests when he says that such an encounter with God 

‘corresponds to the nature of man’: 

 

For man is more generously proportioned than the way Kant and the various 

post-Kantian philosophies see him or will allow him to be. Kant himself 

ought to have found place for this, somehow or other, among his postulates. 

The longing for the infinite is alive and unquenchable within man. None of 

the attempted answers will do; only the God who himself became finite in 

order to tear open our finitude and lead us out into the wide spaces of his 

infinity, only he corresponds to the question of our being.133  

 

Ratzinger is claiming that ‘the thirst for the infinite is a fundamental aspect of human 

nature’, or rather, is ‘the very essence of human nature’, so that it would be mutilating 

to destroy it.134 One need not accept ‘revelation’ to endorse or assume such an 

anthropology. The thirst for the infinite can be interpreted as the desire to be more, or to 

                                                   
132 Along this line, the question of God and the question of man are so closely connected that 
self-knowledge, in a certain strain of Christianity, – with roots going back to Socrates and 
Augustine – has always had a prominent place. In this view, such knowledge, however 
incomplete, somehow does lead to the Good, Truth, God, or the Other. But unlike non-Christian 
traditions of introspective spirituality, this Christian tradition does not forget what Ratzinger 
calls the ‘wounded nature’ of man (that is, ‘sin’). (Of course, this idea of the wounded nature 
may be absent in Christian traditions of introspective spirituality, too). This means that the 
encounter with God or the Other is no harmonious union, but involves the transformation of the 
person and maintains the difference between the two parties involved. See also chapter 1 for 
Taylor’s distinction between the ‘mere sinking’ into the depths of oneself and the inward turn 
that leads to God, outside oneself. 
133 Ratzinger, TT, 137. 
134 Ratzinger, CCC, 86. Ratzinger doubts whether agnosticism is realisable. He doubts whether 
it is possible ‘for us, human beings, purely and simply to lay aside the question of God, that is, 
the question of our origin, of our final destiny, and of the measure of our existence… the 
question of God is an eminently practical problem with consequences in every sphere of our 
lives’. Ratzinger, CCC, 87. 
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129 Hence, he notes that he knows ‘of no more convincing proof for the faith than precisely the 
pure and unalloyed humanity that the faith allowed to mature in my [his] parents and in so many 
other persons I [Ratzinger] have had the privilege to encounter’. Ratzinger, MM, 131. 
130 Benedict XVI, SS, 23.  
131 Ratzinger, CCC, 77. Steve Fuller remarks that Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason is usually 
perceived as having ‘set the pace for an increasingly sceptical attitude towards human self-
transcendence over the next two centuries’. Fuller, Humanity 2.0, 81. 
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If to be ‘truly human’ means to be related in love, and if this includes the love of God, 

that is, the encounter with God here and now – and not just in some afterlife – then the 

exclusion of this possibility is most likely to be mutilating since relationships with 

others constitute whom we are.132 As Taylor has shown, for Kant, the source of the 

constitution of the self indeed shifts from the theistic source to the sense of one’s 

dignity. There is no ‘direct’ contact anymore between God and man. And this is 

precisely what Ratzinger contests when he says that such an encounter with God 

‘corresponds to the nature of man’: 

 

For man is more generously proportioned than the way Kant and the various 

post-Kantian philosophies see him or will allow him to be. Kant himself 

ought to have found place for this, somehow or other, among his postulates. 

The longing for the infinite is alive and unquenchable within man. None of 

the attempted answers will do; only the God who himself became finite in 

order to tear open our finitude and lead us out into the wide spaces of his 

infinity, only he corresponds to the question of our being.133  

 

Ratzinger is claiming that ‘the thirst for the infinite is a fundamental aspect of human 

nature’, or rather, is ‘the very essence of human nature’, so that it would be mutilating 

to destroy it.134 One need not accept ‘revelation’ to endorse or assume such an 

anthropology. The thirst for the infinite can be interpreted as the desire to be more, or to 

                                                   
132 Along this line, the question of God and the question of man are so closely connected that 
self-knowledge, in a certain strain of Christianity, – with roots going back to Socrates and 
Augustine – has always had a prominent place. In this view, such knowledge, however 
incomplete, somehow does lead to the Good, Truth, God, or the Other. But unlike non-Christian 
traditions of introspective spirituality, this Christian tradition does not forget what Ratzinger 
calls the ‘wounded nature’ of man (that is, ‘sin’). (Of course, this idea of the wounded nature 
may be absent in Christian traditions of introspective spirituality, too). This means that the 
encounter with God or the Other is no harmonious union, but involves the transformation of the 
person and maintains the difference between the two parties involved. See also chapter 1 for 
Taylor’s distinction between the ‘mere sinking’ into the depths of oneself and the inward turn 
that leads to God, outside oneself. 
133 Ratzinger, TT, 137. 
134 Ratzinger, CCC, 86. Ratzinger doubts whether agnosticism is realisable. He doubts whether 
it is possible ‘for us, human beings, purely and simply to lay aside the question of God, that is, 
the question of our origin, of our final destiny, and of the measure of our existence… the 
question of God is an eminently practical problem with consequences in every sphere of our 
lives’. Ratzinger, CCC, 87. 
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be like God. Whether this thirst is ‘natural’ or ‘cultural’ (Christian and European) does 

not matter too much for the present purpose. Technology, development and (the belief 

in) progress can all be seen as the products of this desire. This desire for the infinite can 

also express itself in the desire to dominate and to conquer – or, to create idols 

(ideologies). It therefore seems more fruitful, more prudent and less damaging to reckon 

with (‘assume’) such a desire and ensure that it is well directed.  

 
 
IV. Any hope for a public morality? 

Two paths of living out the image of God can be discerned in Ratzinger’s works, 

namely, the way of Christ and the way of Prometheus. To ‘bring the power of creation 

down to our level so that we can manipulate it’ is the Promethean way of living, which 

he sees in the ‘fascination’ with technology.135 While not denying that technology offers 

real possibilities for integral human development, Ratzinger is also reminding us that it 

can become the instrument for the ‘progress in evil’. One need not be a prophet of doom 

to realise that technology is not self-governing, and that its direction depends on the 

discernment – ‘wisdom’ – of those who are meant to govern it.136 It is this moral energy 

that is today lacking, Ratzinger observes. Increasing poverty, the inequality ‘in the 

distribution of the goods of the earth’, the depletion of natural resources, hunger and 

famine, terrorism, and the clash of cultures are manifestations of a fettered development 

of our moral strength.137 He blames this condition on the privatisation of morality, 

brought about by what he calls the ‘technological mentality’. There is need for a public 

morality, Ratzinger argues. This would provide contemporaries with criteria to govern 

their lives, both in the face of possibilities and scarcities. There are ‘essential moral 

foundations of human existence’, he asserts, and he is confident that people, however 

unalike they and their contexts are, are capable of recognising them.138 They can do so 

because they share one ‘human nature’, that is, because the one universal moral law 

                                                   
135 Ratzinger, MROC, 86. 
136 The political scientist David Runciman, author of Politics (London: Profile Books, 2014), 
aptly remarks that ‘the people with the guns need a compelling reason not to use them. 
Technology by itself doesn’t give them that reason. Equally, technology by itself won’t provide 
the basic infrastructure whose lack it has provided a way around’. David Runciman, ‘Politics or 
Technology – Which will Save the World?’, The Guardian, 23 May 2014. 
137 Ratzinger, CCC 26-27.  
138 Ratzinger, VTU, 23; Ratzinger, Est-ce que Dieu existe?, 116. 
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(natural law) is written on their hearts. Ratzinger’s endeavour to rehabilitate this natural 

law thinking is probably the most notorious aspect of his thought, both because natural 

law has been so often misused and because it runs counter to the dominant conception 

of nature today.139 In this section, I will show why Ratzinger believes we should rethink 

the natural law and not simply discard it.  

During a meeting with the Civil Authorities and Diplomatic Corps in Cyprus 

(2010), Ratzinger affirms that the commitment to the service of the good of others 

‘enables us to grow in wisdom, integrity and personal fulfilment’.140  

 

Plato, Aristotle and the Stoics gave great importance to such fulfilment –

 eudemonia – as a goal for every human being, and saw in moral character 

the way to reach that goal. For them, and for the great Islamic and Christian 

philosophers who followed in their footsteps, the practice of virtue consisted 

in acting in accordance with right reason, in the pursuit of all that is true, 

good and beautiful.141  

 

‘Right reason’, Ratzinger explains, has been discredited because of its identification 

with Catholicism, which is in turn accused of having integrated too much of a pagan 

philosophy. Yet, dehellenisation has its prices. What gets lost, I suggest, is a Christian 

legacy that could, in principle, be embraced by non-Christians and Christians who 

struggle with their faith.142 What gets lost is a faith that can be articulated and rationally 

                                                   
139 Even those sympathetic to his thought have difficulty dealing with it. Tracey Rowland cites 
Lorenzo Albacete saying that for Ratzinger ‘it is not a life according to the natural law or to 
ethics that saves and fulfils us: more radically it involves a relationship of Communion with the 
Person of Jesus Christ’. Tracey Rowland, Ratzinger’s Faith, 626. Another commentator, 
Matthew T. Eggemeier, notes that ‘in the place of natural law, Ratzinger… invites non-believers 
to share with believers the moral certainties of the Christian tradition’. Matthew T.Eggemeier, 
‘A Post-Secular Modernity? Jürgen Habermas, Joseph Ratzinger, and Johann Baptist Metz on 
Religion, Reason, and Politics’, The Heythrop Journal XLVIII (2011): 1-14. 
140 Benedict XVI, ‘Address at the Occasion of the Meeting with the Civil Authorities and 
Diplomatic Corps’, Presidential Palace Gardens in Nicosia, 5 June 2010. 
141 Ibid.  
142 I am thereby not saying that such struggle is abnormal. But the ‘translation’ of Christian faith 
into elements that can be lived could provide a third way between devout theism and devout 
atheism. The conceived and constructed content of the Christian legacy will vary. But if one 
claims (as Ratzinger does) that it is relevant to a society of people from different religious 
traditions, then it has to be ‘reasonable’ (in the sense used by Ratzinger).  
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understood (and yet not embraced).143 The primacy of reason and love (the Logos) – 

meaning that human love and reason are rooted in love and reason –, the corresponding 

goodness of life (‘being’) despite all proofs to the contrary, the understanding of oneself 

and of others as images of God – as gifts to each other –, and the belief that genuine 

justice and peace are possible are all related to the idea of the natural law that permeates 

the whole creation, including human creatures. The expression ‘natural law’ refers to 

the universal law that allegedly governs reasonable creatures, insofar as the latter can 

discern it and are willing to live in accordance with it. More specifically and relevantly, 

the natural law conveys the idea that there must be values or principles that are 

independent of established conventions, the opinion and the will of majorities. It is 

especially this conceived political relevance of the natural law that can be discerned in 

Ratzinger’s writings. The other two areas to which the natural law is often applied are 

intercultural dialogue, the family, prophylactics and (homo) sexuality.  

The notion of natural law makes it possible for Ratzinger to hold that both ‘non-

believers’ and ‘believers’ can equally commit to values (and, can equally destroy them). 

According to him, both values – such as humanity and human dignity – and the 

engagement to them stem from ‘the hidden presence that we cannot manipulate’.144 

Hence, the atheist’s and the believer’s commitments to the good are fed by the same 

root, the source of their beings, God, even if the atheist would generally deny such a 

source. In other words, the notion of natural law corresponds to the idea that ‘being 

itself’ carries ‘a moral message’.145 And this is exactly what cannot be reconciled with 

the dominant conception of nature today. As Ratzinger notes, ‘the idea of the natural 

law presupposed a concept of nature in which nature and reason overlap, since nature 

itself is rational. With the victory of the theory of evolution, this view of nature has 

                                                   
143 It is one thing to understand faith and to even realise that the existence of God is more 
rational than his non-existence. It is another thing to have this faith. I have made this distinction 
on several occasions, be it in different formulations. An agnostic, that is, someone who has 
neither rejected nor affirmed faith in God can therefore acknowledge the reasonableness or even 
logical necessity of this faith without being able to acquiesce to it. ‘Faith’ is a complex matter, 
to say the least. 
144 Ratzinger, Est-ce que Dieu existe?, 26.  
145 Ibid., 26. This is the same as saying that life itself carries a moral message, so that the 
‘meaning of life’ lies in living (affirming) it. Once again, the idea that being itself carries a 
moral message resists the separation fact-value. There is no such thing as raw being or life, to 
which values are added. This is also the argument of Taylor and Valadier, in slightly different 
terminologies.  
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capsized’.146 As we saw above, he has tried to recover notions of nature and reason that 

are more coherent with our belief in, and our practice of, science itself. One need not be 

a Christian theist or a fundamentalist to oppose the belief that chance is the source of 

life, reason, love, and all other human values. One, however, does need to be committed 

to the ideals of a civilisation based on justice, solidarity and reason, and to the dignity of 

every single human being. The fear of barbarism – of the collapse of a civilisation – 

haunts Ratzinger’s thought. In his debate with Paolo Flores d’Arcais, he defends the 

idea that values that are independent of the opinion and will of majorities do exist:  

 

We, Germans, have known a poignant example… we have decided that 

there were lives that did not need to be lived, and we have pretended to have 

the right to ‘purify’ the world... The Nuremberg tribunal has rightly 

declared: there are rights that cannot be disputed by any government, even if 

an entire people would decide otherwise.147  

 

Flores, on the other hand, argues that ‘we must have the courage to recognise’ that even 

the rights that we consider inalienable are in fact ‘civil rights’; in other words, we have 

to accept that they ‘express a choice on which we want to found our living-together’.148 

                                                   
146 Ratzinger, ‘That Which Holds the World Together’, 69. Ratzinger’s observation that natural 
law has become ‘blunt’ has eagerly been cited by several people. However, what these 
commentators forget to mention is that Ratzinger, in the same passage, stresses the need to 
‘grasp anew the relevance of the question of whether there might exist a rationality in nature, 
and hence a rational law for man and for his existence in the world’. Ratzinger, ‘That Which 
Holds the World Together’, 72. In that same year (2004), Ratzinger, both as Cardinal and Pope, 
sent letters to Catholic institutions – in various parts of the world – requesting (Catholic) 
academics to re-examine the complex issue of natural law. In the preface of Intractable 
Disputes About The Natural Law, Lawrence S. Cunningham refers to the letter sent by 
Ratzinger, in 2004. These letters have led to a series of publications and symposia, including 
Lawrence S. Cunningham (ed.), Intractable Disputes about the Natural Law: Alasdair 
MacIntyre and Critics (University of Notre Dame, 2009) and Holger Zaborowski (ed.), Natural 
Moral Law in Contemporary Society (Washington: The Catholic University of America Press, 
2010). Though not a direct response to the request, J. Budziszewski, The Line Through the 
Heart: Natural Law as Fact, Theory, and Sign of Contradiction (Wilmington, DE: ISI 
Books, 2009) can also be considered as a contribution to the debate. Budziszewski is well 
acquainted with Ratzinger’s thought. The International Symposium on Natural Law hosted by 
the Catholic University of Eastern Africa Nairobi (Kenya) in February 2007 is also a response 
to the invitation of Ratzinger. 
147 Ratzinger, Est-ce que Dieu existe?, 59.  
148 Flores, Est-ce que Dieu existe ?, 70. Cf. ‘Many people today hold the view that the standard 
in question is in the best case nothing but the ideal adopted by our society or our ‘civilization’ 
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According to him, the fact that they are, in a way, our creation does not render them less 

irrevocable.  

Flores’ sceptical perspective places him in direct opposition to Ratzinger. At a 

certain point, Gad Lerner, the moderator of the debate, asked Flores whether he would 

consider it legitimate if a majority wanted to re-establish the death penalty in Italy.149 

The ensuing discussion is highly significant; pushed to the limit, it is indeed possible to 

change the Constitution, as it has happened in the past; even today, there are lobbies, in 

several European countries, for constitutional changes bearing on freedom and the anti-

discrimination acts. Flores does agree that a majority cannot decide on all matters, the 

problem is to determine which core of common values is really inalienable. On which 

basis is this determined? And who should do so? These are no easy questions, and yet, 

they cannot be postponed because of the perceived impossibility of finding an answer, 

since these are questions with which contemporaries are more than ever grappling. Our 

greatest and most urgent challenge, according to Ratzinger, is to give back to ‘the law 

and the good in our societies’ their strength to resist ‘naivety and cynicism’, without the 

imposition, or arbitrary definition, of such justice by external coercion.150 For Ratzinger, 

Tocqueville’s and Maritain’s insights regarding the relationship between Christianity 

(Christian mores) and democracy are of continuing relevance. Tocqueville had shown 

that the inherently fragile modern democracy (in America) owed its cohesion and ‘the 

regulation of freedoms in a communal experience of freedom’ to a living ‘basic moral 

conviction (nourished by Protestantism)’; the latter ‘supplied the foundational structures 
                                                                                                                                                     
and embodied in its way of life or its institutions. But according to the same view, all societies 
have their ideals, cannibal societies no less than civilized ones. If principles are sufficiently 
justified by the fact that they are accepted by a society, the principles of cannibalism are as 
defensible or sound as those of civilized life’. Leo Strauss, Natural Right and History, eighth 
edition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1974), 3.  
149 Here follows a fragment of the discussion. Flores: ‘Our Constitution says no. Naturally one 
would need to change the Constitution, the mechanisms of change of the Constitution, and 
then… In the present state, the fundamental norm of our living-together…’. Lerner: ‘Hence, in 
the final analysis, yes, if one modified the Constitution…’. Flores: ‘No, wait…’. Lerner: ‘It 
would be conceivable?’ Flores: ‘Let us not make it uniquely a question of constitutional 
mechanisms, even if we could afterwards also deal with that aspect. The questions that cardinal 
Ratzinger posed go well beyond constitutional mechanisms’. Ratzinger and Flores, Est-ce que 
Dieu existe?, 66.  
150 Ratzinger, VTU, 51. This was the speech given by Ratzinger on the occasion of his 
installation as associate foreign member of the Académie des Sciences Morales et Politiques of 
the Institut de France on 7 November 1992. Ratzinger sees cynicism in ‘a secularized culture 
that denies its own foundations’. Ratzinger, CCC, 33. It can be experienced in the ‘empty and 
directionless positivism’ of the West. Ratzinger, VTU, 50.  
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of institutions and democratic mechanisms’.151 Without such common ‘ethical 

convictions’, these institutions collapse, degenerate or become empty.152 As for 

Maritain, he developed ‘a political philosophy that attempts to draw on the great 

intuitions of the Bible and make these fruitful for political theory’.153 But this is done in 

a way that respects the political sphere as such, Ratzinger notes: 

 

The source of truth for politics is not Christianity as revealed religion but 

Christianity as leaven and a form of life which has proved its worth in the 

course of history. The truth about the good supplied by the Christian 

tradition becomes an insight of human reason and hence a rational principle. 

This truth does not inflict violence on reason or on politics by means of 

some kind of dogmatism.154  

 

It is obvious that Ratzinger is not pleading for a theocracy or civil religion. A 

Churchill, Adenauer, Schuman, or De Gasperi, whom he acknowledges as great post-

war politicians, did not want to ‘found a state upon religious faith, but rather a state 

informed by moral reason, yet it was their faith that helped them to raise up again a 

reason once distorted by, and held in thrall to ideological tyranny’.155 Ratzinger 

therefore holds that legal positivism has to be resisted, and that the ‘constant effort to 

base positive law upon the ethical principles of natural law’ has to be made.156 Only 

then, he asserts, can we hope for genuine peace and justice. The ethical principles of the 

natural law are partly present in all civilisations. They constitute the latter. This means 

                                                   
151 Ratzinger, VTU, 51. 
152 Ratzinger therefore thinks that Rorty’s belief that the majority will always embrace certain 
basic, ‘intuitive ideas’ (like the rejection of slavery) is naïve. ‘Freedom’, he says, ‘can abolish 
itself. Freedom can weary of itself when it has become empty’. Ratzinger, VTU, 50. One 
recognises here Valadier’s line of thought. This is what it means to be ‘democratic without 
conviction’, or to have democracies affected by nihilism, emptied from the inside. 
153 Ratzinger, VTU, 63. 
154 Ibid., 64. Valadier, as I noted in the previous chapter, considers Maritain as the philosopher 
of democracy. 
155 Ratzinger, ‘In Search of Freedom’.  
156 Benedict XVI, ‘Meeting with the Civil Authorities and Diplomatic Corps’. A few months 
later, in his address in Westminster Hall, in September 2010, he once again raises the question 
regarding the source of the ‘ethical foundation for political choices’, pointing out the 
inadequacy of the responses to the global financial crisis. Benedict XVI, ‘Meeting with the 
Representatives of British Society, including the Diplomatic Corps, Politicians, Academics and 
Business Leaders’, Westminster Hall, 17 September 2010. 
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that we are already acquainted with them, some way or another. According to Ratzinger, 

the universal moral law manifests itself in the Decalogue and the ‘great ethical 

traditions of other religions’.157 He, however, notes that, for the Christian, the Ten 

Commandments are interpreted through and in Christ (his words, life, death and 

resurrection). As a result, to live out the Decalogue as a Christian has an extra 

dimension to it: 

 

Living out the Ten Commandments means living out our own resemblance 

to God, responding to the truth of our nature, and thus doing good… Living 

out the Ten Commandments means living out the divinity of man, and 

exactly that is freedom: the fusing of our being with the Divine Being and 

the resulting harmony of all with all.158  

 

In the debate with Flores, Lerner suggests that the Decalogue might be able to 

compensate for the limitations of the principles of consensus. Ratzinger agrees, 

declaring that the Decalogue is ‘a sublime expression of moral reason, and as such it 

finds echoes in the wisdom of the other great cultures’.159 To draw on the wisdom of 

religious traditions can therefore help heal reason. But at the same time, reason has to 

purify traditions. But here again, it is not some kind of pure, neutral ‘reason’ that does 

so, but a reason has been nourished through – and not stupefied by – these same 

traditions. The criterion here as well is eudemonia, that is, human flourishing that is 

made possible through wisdom.160  

The Decalogue, however, does not seem to say much about family life, sexuality 

and prophylactics, an area to which ‘natural law’ has been profusely applied. Religious-

cultural traditions, of course, do. But since they also have to be purified, how do we 

know whether the existing ideas and practices are in accordance with natural law (and 

hence promote human flourishing)? This question, I believe, has been insufficiently 

posed within the Church (and other religious communities), leading to rigid legalism 

                                                   
157 Ratzinger, TT, 254. 
158 Ibid. 
159 Ratzinger, VTU, 29. Lerner himself holds that the Decalogue is not the natural law but 
revealed divine law. 
160 Benedict XVI, ‘Address to Teachers and Religious’, Chapel of St Mary’s University College 
Twickenham, 17 September 2010. 
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and moralism in the area of family life and sexuality.161 This does not mean that the 

other extreme – the idea that there is no difference between the possible (or the actual) 

and the good – is warranted. What is at stake is human flourishing and dignity, which 

cannot be guaranteed without ‘limits’ and distinctions. The use of prophylactics, extra-

marital sexual intercourse, homosexuality, abortion and euthanasia remain highly 

controversial issues because they pertain to such essential dimensions of our human 

lives (life, birth, human intimacy and communion, dignity, suffering and death). These 

bigger pictures are sometimes ignored in frenzied disputes focussed on rules, rights and 

‘freedom’. Hence, though Ratzinger acknowledges the fact that there have been 

tendencies within Christianity that would deserve the Nietzschean condemnation, he 

warns for tendencies to trivialise the highest values. He therefore argues that the 

‘contemporary way of exalting the body is deceptive’ because it is not so much the 

expression of ‘the Eros that Nietzsche praised’ as the commodification of the human 

(body).162 This is not the affirmation of the body, which Nietzsche tried to restore.163 

This condition, according to Ratzinger, is fed by the same dualism between spirit and 

matter that underlies the objectification and mastery of extra-human nature. Hence, he 

critically remarks that ‘people dispute the idea that they have a nature, given by their 

bodily identity, that serves as a defining element of the human being… From now on he 

is merely spirit and will’.164 

 Our bodies are not simply ‘ours’, but are also us. What Ratzinger is here 

recalling is not so different from what Nietzsche and the phenomenologists (like 

Merleau-Ponty) have been arguing. Along the same line, Ratzinger refers to the ‘human 

dimension’ of sexuality, thereby meaning that sexual activity should not be isolated 

from the human person, his (her) freedom and dignity. Spiritual maturity (wisdom) is 

required in the area of human sexuality as well (or, should we say ‘especially’ because 

                                                   
161 Flores therefore remarks that natural law ‘always coincides with, as if by chance, with the 
word ex cathedra’. Flores, Est-ce que Dieu existe?, 183. Tracey Rowland speaks of ‘a 
misguided concept of natural law as biological regularity’, which, she believes, is the result of 
Stoic morality with respect to marriage and sexuality. Rowland, Ratzinger’s Faith, 73. Wojtyla, 
according to her, has tried to repair the damage done by re-introducing the concept of gift in 
marital life. 
162 Benedict XVI, DCE, 5.  
163 As Valadier points out, the affirmation of the body is not a spontaneous happening, but 
instead goes through intense transformation and hence suffering. This thought is grasped in 
Ratzinger’s idea of ‘inward renewal’ (or, education of the Cross). 
164 Benedict XVI, ‘Address to the Roman Curia’, 21 December 2012.  
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of the intimacy and vulnerability involved?). And, since wisdom is acquired by living 

the good, one way to acquire this wisdom is to live as if we are images of God and to 

treat each other accordingly. In other words, the continuous renewal of our inner 

humanity is necessary so that we may have sufficient ‘spiritual and human strength for 

proper conduct towards our bodies and those of others’.165 Of utmost significance is this 

line of thinking in our reflections on the phenomena of human and sex trafficking, and 

in our attempts to combat such perversities. The need to (morally or spiritually) 

transform oneself in order to discern the principles of natural law – which may not 

always be articulated in terms of prescriptions and proscriptions – is one of the most 

valuable (albeit not novel) dimensions of Ratzinger’s rethinking of the natural law. On 

condition that it is used carefully, the notion of a universal moral law can help render 

reason vigilant and force us to keep searching for better laws and practices, to look 

critically at our traditions and cultural trends. However, it has to be borne in mind that 

such critical evaluation of the traditions of peoples similarly requires a cultivated reason 

(wisdom). In other words, the ‘idea’ or ‘intuition’ that there is a law higher than civil 

laws may be a protection against despotism, even if one disagrees with certain ideas and 

practices that are today attributed to natural law.166 The possible existence of the natural 

law does also imply that we are willing to allow our own (subjective) opinions and 

beliefs be questioned.  

 

V. A salutary dualism  

 

Given the facts of religious pluralism and atheism, it may seem quite remarkable that 

Ratzinger consistently presents Christianity as the bearer of a truth that is universal – a 

‘common good’, as he calls it – and hence relevant for all peoples.167 From this it 

follows that Christians or Churches have to make that ‘truth’ (the transcendent vocation 

of every human being, among others) accessible to all. This is what Ratzinger 

emphasises when he repeats that Christians have to be always ready to account for 

(defend) their hope; they have to always ‘apologein, give logos. This means that 
                                                   
165 Interview of the Holy Father Benedict XVI during the flight to Africa, 17 March 2009.  
166 Note that it is never simply a vague idea. Even the blindest fights against injustice must be 
inspired by this natural law written on our hearts. But such fights are perhaps far too scarce.  
167 Cf. Ratzinger, Est-ce que Dieu existe?, 91. 
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Christians have to be always ready to demonstrate the logos, that is, the profoundly 

rational sense of their convictions’.168 In other words, Christian faith can be articulated 

in a language that is, in principle, accessible to non-Christians.169 To some extent, this 

has been the aim of the previous sections. This understanding of Christianity and 

Christian faith, as we have seen above, is usually labelled ‘Hellenic’, and is not 

embraced by everyone. The different conceptions of Christian faith manifest themselves 

in different conceptions of the role of Christianity (or, of the Christian legacy) in daily 

public affairs. In the debate between Ratzinger and Flores, it becomes clear that the 

latter assumes the dichotomy faith-reason and therefore also sees a different role (if any) 

for Christianity. It is on this fundamental level (regarding the relationship between 

Christianity and reason/Enlightenment) that the difference between Ratzinger, on the 

one hand, and Habermas and Rawls, on the other can best be grasped. 170 The latter 

philosophers are reputed for having given more prominence to religion in their political 

thinking in their later careers. Ratzinger’s disagreement with Flores, Habermas and 

Rawls also rests on conflicting conceptions of modern civilisation, of its historical roots 

and its essential sources of vitality. In this section, these various alternatives and their 

implications are examined.  

In previous chapters, we have seen that both Taylor and Valadier conceive 

modern secularity as having Christian roots. They point out the originality of this 

separation between political and religious powers: religion cannot accept the weapons 

of the state to enforce faith, and the state cannot make use of the sacral to impose its 

will. Ratzinger, quite similarly, asserts that democracy is a ‘product of the fusion of the 

                                                   
168 Ibid., 17. The French translation of the debate has ‘démontrer’ in the text, which I have 
translated as ‘demonstrated’. However, it will later appear that Ratzinger does not mean 
demonstrate in the mathematical sense of the word. This is the biblical passage to which 
Ratzinger refers: ‘But even if you do suffer for doing what is right, you are blessed. Do not fear 
what they fear, and do not be intimidated, but in your hearts sanctify Christ as Lord. Always be 
ready to make your defense [apologian] to anyone who demands from you an accounting 
[logon] for the hope that is in you; yet do it with gentleness and reverence’. 1 Peter 3: 14-16.  
169 But the latter, in turn, are expected to be receptive to that which can seem strange, that is, to 
be receptive to ‘otherness’. The need for such mutual effort, from both believers and non-
believers, has also been pointed out by Habermas. 
170 The young John Rawls explicitly rejects ‘Hellenic Christianity’ and Greek philosophy in 
general. And, some have argued that his later works do not contradict his early thoughts. I tend 
to agree with these commentators. See John Rawls, A Brief Inquiry into the Meaning of Sin and 
Faith: with “On my Religion”, edited by Thomas Nagel (Cambridge MA.: Harvard University 
Press, 2009). Habermas, quite similarly, does not express much enthusiasm for this type of 
Christianity.  
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Greek and the Christian heritage and can therefore only survive in this basic context’.171 

Like most Christian political thinkers and theologians, he sees the dictum ‘give 

therefore to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s, and to God the things that are 

God’s’ (Matthew 22:21) as constitutive for the relationship between the Church and the 

political sphere. The desacralisation or demythologisation brought about by Christianity 

does not abolish the political, but limits its power. This means that though humans are 

‘essentially’ social and political beings, they are not owned by the State, which is itself 

accountable to the higher law of God.172 Ratzinger speaks of the Christian ‘sober view 

of the State’; the State has to be respected ‘in its profane character’.173 The salutary 

‘dualism’ introduced by Christianity is undermined as soon the State tries to earn 

respect or commitment on the ground of promises that bear a religious character, or as 

soon as the Church claims secular (worldly) power. The ‘politico-theological’ principle 

therefore counters both the totalitarian State and theocracies. Since the God whom 

Christians worship does not want the worldly power that belongs to the political, the 

Church, too, cannot desire it. At the same time, this same Church has certain duties in, 

and towards, the world because it ‘has learned from the Word of God what is good and 

what is evil’, and therefore ‘sounds the cry for resistance wherever the state might 

demand something genuinely evil and opposed to God – which is opposed to man’.174 

Politics is the realm of reason, Ratzinger asserts, and he agrees that ‘natural 

reason’ can recognise ‘the essential moral foundations of human existence and can 

implement these in the political domain’.175 This ‘natural reason’ is, however, no 

‘empirical reason’. The latter form of rationality is not the ‘natural’ reason of man, but 

is a particular type of rationality, highly useful and indispensable in many areas, but 

inadequate in the political area (which is a moral domain because it concerns humans). 

Indeed, Ratzinger argues that since the end of the state is of a moral nature, namely, to 

strive after peace and justice, only a ‘moral reason’ can be the source of discernment.176 

And this moral reason, as it has been argued above, develops in a context shaped by 

religious and philosophical traditions. It is inseparable from ‘wisdom’. This emphasis is 
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today not superfluous because there are strong tendencies to apply the rationality that 

drives technology to political affairs. In a democratic state, power is meant to be 

regulated by, and subordinated to, the laws. These laws, and in particular, their 

constitution have been the recurrent concern of Ratzinger’s. How to make sure that they 

serve true justice? How to ensure that laws do not become the instrument of 

unreasonable power? Arguably, neither slavery nor apartheid is just, but both used to be 

considered as justice – or, in any case, useful to the nation –, and they are still practised 

by some (or many?) today. Ratzinger aptly notes that speaking in terms of values does 

not do away with the notion of truth. We have to distinguish between ‘true justice’ and 

‘false justice’, or less confusedly, between justice and all that which pretends to be 

justice. Values tend to undergo a ‘mythical distortion’; Ratzinger especially has 

progress, science and freedom in mind. And, the illness of reason refers precisely to 

reason’s incapacity to distinguish between false and true. The paralysis of political 

reason manifests itself in the frequent recourse to majority rule or to referendums, 

whereby public measures often devised by the technological rationality are submitted to 

popular vote.  

Christianity, or rather, ‘Hellenic Christianity’, according to Ratzinger, can give 

back to the political domain its vitality and identity. The modern idea of political 

freedom, he asserts, could not have developed outside the ‘Christian environment’.177 

Christianity, through the Church and its moral traditions, can help heal a weak reason, 

both by encouraging it to keep searching for the good and the true when it shows signs 

of fatigue, and by warning it when it shows signs of hubris – which often expresses 

itself in beliefs in particular idols. The Church can (once again) assume ‘the Socratic 

function of worry’, which entails recalling ‘reason to the greatness of its task’.178 The 

address of Ratzinger/Benedict XVI to a diverse audience in Westminster Hall in 2010 

follows from this line of reasoning:  

 

‘The Catholic tradition maintains that the objective norms governing right 

action are accessible to reason, prescinding from the content of revelation. 

According to this understanding, the role of religion in political debate is not 
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so much to supply these norms, as if they could not be known by non-

believers – still less to propose concrete political solutions, which would lie 

altogether outside the competence of religion – but rather to help purify and 

shed light upon the application of reason to the discovery of objective moral 

principles’.179  

This conception of the essential role of religion (in this case, Christianity) distinguishes 

Ratzinger from Habermas and Rawls. Even more fundamentally, what this clash of 

perspectives reveals are the different conceptions of the nature of reason – of its source 

or root, and hence of its convalescence.  

Habermas, who has expressed his concern about a weakened democratic 

solidarity on several occasions, suggests that ‘the constitutional state [should] deal 

carefully with all the cultural sources that nourish its citizens’ consciousness of norms 

and their solidarity’.180 But postsecularism is not simply a necessary evil to restore 

solidarity, he maintains:  

 

The expression “postsecular” does more than give public recognition to 

religious fellowships in view of the functional contribution they make to the 

reproduction of motivations and attitudes that are societally desirable. The 

public awareness of a post-secular society also reflects a normative insight 

that has consequences for the political dealings of unbelieving citizens with 

believing citizens.181  
                                                   
179 He adds that ‘this “corrective” role of religion vis-à-vis reason is not always welcomed, 
though, partly because distorted forms of religion, such as sectarianism and fundamentalism, 
can be seen to create serious social problems themselves. And in their turn, these distortions of 
religion arise when insufficient attention is given to the purifying and structuring role of reason 
within religion. It is a two-way process. Without the corrective supplied by religion, though, 
reason too can fall prey to distortions, as when it is manipulated by ideology, or applied in a 
partial way that fails to take full account of the dignity of the human person. Such misuse of 
reason, after all, was what gave rise to the slave trade in the first place and to many other social 
evils, not least the totalitarian ideologies of the twentieth century. This is why I would suggest 
that the world of reason and the world of faith – the world of secular rationality and the world of 
religious belief – need one another and should not be afraid to enter into a profound and 
ongoing dialogue, for the good of our civilization’. Benedict XVI, ‘Meeting with the 
Representatives of British Society’.  
180 Jürgen Habermas, ‘Pre-Political Foundations of the Democratic Constitutional State?’, in 
Joseph Ratzinger and Jürgen Habermas, Dialectics of Secularization: On Reason and Religion, 
edited by Florian Schuller (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2005), 46. 
181 Ibid., 46.  
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Believers, Habermas therefore holds, should translate their religious language into a 

language accessible to non-believers, and the latter should have the good will to try to 

understand it. Ratzinger diplomatically replies that ‘with regard to the practical 

consequences, I am [he is] in broad agreement with Jürgen Habermas’ remarks about a 

postsecular society, about the willingness to learn from each other, and about self-

limitation on both sides’.182 From this rather succinct comment, one may conclude that 

Ratzinger and Habermas diverge from each other on the ‘non-practical level’, that is, in 

their theoretical assumptions. And, indeed, they do, quite fundamentally. Habermas says 

to endorse a form of Kantian republicanism:  

 

Political liberalism… understands itself as a nonreligious and 

postmetaphysical justification of the normative bases of the democratic 

constitutional state. This theory is in the tradition of a rational law that 

renounces the “strong” cosmological or salvation-historical assumptions of 

the classical and religious theories of the natural law.183  

 

According to his proceduralist understanding of the constitutional state, ‘systems of law 

can be legitimated only in a self-referential manner, that is, on the basis of legal 

procedures born of democratic procedures’.184 His concept of ‘communicative reason’ is 

meant to resist the positivist conception of reason; he believes that responsible citizens 

are able to communicate and understand each other – cultivate their reason – in a 

power-free domain. For him, social pathologies therefore primarily arise because of 

markets and bureaucracies. 

Ratzinger’s concluding summary can be conceived as a reaction to Habermas’ 

intellectual position. He remarks that there is much less contemporary awareness of the 

‘pathologies of reason’ (‘hubris of reason’) than of the pathologies of religion. Reason 

needs to be purified, healed, or constituted, and this only takes place if it does not 

wilfully emancipate itself from given moral frameworks. Ratzinger thereby stresses the 
                                                   
182 Ratzinger, ‘That Which Holds the World Together’, 77.  
183 He further holds that ‘the bases of the legitimation of a state authority with a neutral world 
view are derived from the profane sources of the philosophy of the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries’. Habermas, ‘Pre-Political Foundations’, 24. 
184 Ibid., 27.  

162 163



Chapter 3 The Convalescence of Reason

149 
 

so much to supply these norms, as if they could not be known by non-

believers – still less to propose concrete political solutions, which would lie 

altogether outside the competence of religion – but rather to help purify and 

shed light upon the application of reason to the discovery of objective moral 

principles’.179  

This conception of the essential role of religion (in this case, Christianity) distinguishes 

Ratzinger from Habermas and Rawls. Even more fundamentally, what this clash of 

perspectives reveals are the different conceptions of the nature of reason – of its source 

or root, and hence of its convalescence.  

Habermas, who has expressed his concern about a weakened democratic 

solidarity on several occasions, suggests that ‘the constitutional state [should] deal 

carefully with all the cultural sources that nourish its citizens’ consciousness of norms 

and their solidarity’.180 But postsecularism is not simply a necessary evil to restore 

solidarity, he maintains:  

 

The expression “postsecular” does more than give public recognition to 

religious fellowships in view of the functional contribution they make to the 

reproduction of motivations and attitudes that are societally desirable. The 

public awareness of a post-secular society also reflects a normative insight 

that has consequences for the political dealings of unbelieving citizens with 

believing citizens.181  
                                                   
179 He adds that ‘this “corrective” role of religion vis-à-vis reason is not always welcomed, 
though, partly because distorted forms of religion, such as sectarianism and fundamentalism, 
can be seen to create serious social problems themselves. And in their turn, these distortions of 
religion arise when insufficient attention is given to the purifying and structuring role of reason 
within religion. It is a two-way process. Without the corrective supplied by religion, though, 
reason too can fall prey to distortions, as when it is manipulated by ideology, or applied in a 
partial way that fails to take full account of the dignity of the human person. Such misuse of 
reason, after all, was what gave rise to the slave trade in the first place and to many other social 
evils, not least the totalitarian ideologies of the twentieth century. This is why I would suggest 
that the world of reason and the world of faith – the world of secular rationality and the world of 
religious belief – need one another and should not be afraid to enter into a profound and 
ongoing dialogue, for the good of our civilization’. Benedict XVI, ‘Meeting with the 
Representatives of British Society’.  
180 Jürgen Habermas, ‘Pre-Political Foundations of the Democratic Constitutional State?’, in 
Joseph Ratzinger and Jürgen Habermas, Dialectics of Secularization: On Reason and Religion, 
edited by Florian Schuller (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2005), 46. 
181 Ibid., 46.  

150 
 

 

Believers, Habermas therefore holds, should translate their religious language into a 

language accessible to non-believers, and the latter should have the good will to try to 

understand it. Ratzinger diplomatically replies that ‘with regard to the practical 

consequences, I am [he is] in broad agreement with Jürgen Habermas’ remarks about a 

postsecular society, about the willingness to learn from each other, and about self-

limitation on both sides’.182 From this rather succinct comment, one may conclude that 

Ratzinger and Habermas diverge from each other on the ‘non-practical level’, that is, in 

their theoretical assumptions. And, indeed, they do, quite fundamentally. Habermas says 

to endorse a form of Kantian republicanism:  

 

Political liberalism… understands itself as a nonreligious and 

postmetaphysical justification of the normative bases of the democratic 

constitutional state. This theory is in the tradition of a rational law that 

renounces the “strong” cosmological or salvation-historical assumptions of 

the classical and religious theories of the natural law.183  

 

According to his proceduralist understanding of the constitutional state, ‘systems of law 

can be legitimated only in a self-referential manner, that is, on the basis of legal 

procedures born of democratic procedures’.184 His concept of ‘communicative reason’ is 

meant to resist the positivist conception of reason; he believes that responsible citizens 

are able to communicate and understand each other – cultivate their reason – in a 

power-free domain. For him, social pathologies therefore primarily arise because of 

markets and bureaucracies. 

Ratzinger’s concluding summary can be conceived as a reaction to Habermas’ 

intellectual position. He remarks that there is much less contemporary awareness of the 

‘pathologies of reason’ (‘hubris of reason’) than of the pathologies of religion. Reason 

needs to be purified, healed, or constituted, and this only takes place if it does not 

wilfully emancipate itself from given moral frameworks. Ratzinger thereby stresses the 
                                                   
182 Ratzinger, ‘That Which Holds the World Together’, 77.  
183 He further holds that ‘the bases of the legitimation of a state authority with a neutral world 
view are derived from the profane sources of the philosophy of the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries’. Habermas, ‘Pre-Political Foundations’, 24. 
184 Ibid., 27.  

162 163



Chapter 3 The Convalescence of Reason

151 
 

‘necessary relatedness between reason and faith and between reason and religion, which 

are called to purify and help one another’.185 This ‘essential complementarity of reason 

and faith’ is precisely that which Habermas denies, or rather, cannot make sense of.186 

Indeed, while holding that ‘philosophy has good reasons to learn from religious 

traditions’, he, at the same time, believes in ‘the ethical abstinence of a 

postmetaphysical thinking, to which every universally obligatory concept of a good and 

exemplary life is foreign’.187 His belief that there can be such a thing as an ‘ethical 

abstinence’ of reason – a belief that underlies the positivist conception of reason – 

betrays the epistemology that Ratzinger (as well as Taylor) has tried to reform. The 

‘moral’ is not added to a neutral reality or neutral (profane) reason. Reason only comes 

to maturity within a religious-moral framework, which is also an idea that has no place 

in Habermas’ proceduralist, a-historical thinking.188  

But does this conceptual discord matter if both parties hold that religious 

traditions should be allowed to inform public affairs and support democratic solidarity 

because, as Habermas argues, ‘religious convictions have an epistemological status that 

is not purely and simply irrational’?189 It does, because the different conceptions of the 

nature and source of democratic solidarity (of modern civilisation), but also of the 

causes of the breakdown of solidarity have important implications. While Habermas 

rightly holds that the sovereign state is legitimated by the ‘profane philosophy’ of the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, he overlooks the fact that none of these 

philosophers believed that chance and error could be the source of the universe and of 

their reason. However profane these philosophies might have been, they would not have 

arisen outside the context largely created by the Greek, Judaic and Christian traditions. 

Maritain’s profound analysis of our democratic faith is absent in Habermas’ thinking. 

Why does this absence matter? Because what ‘profane’ (political) philosophers 

assumed, implicitly and unconsciously, can no longer be taken for granted. The 

constellation of their background understanding and social imaginary is no longer ours. 

This is the reason why Ratzinger suggests that the Enlightenment axiom has to be 

                                                   
185 Ratzinger, ‘That Which Holds the World Together’, 78. Italics mine.  
186 Ibid., 79. 
187 Habermas, ‘Pre-Political Foundations’, 42-43.  
188 Proceduralism, as pointed out earlier, rests on the faith in a good Creator.  
189 Habermas, ‘Pre-Political Foundations’, 51. 
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reversed. The strong belief in the capacity for moral ascent on which Kant’s philosophy 

rests has waned. 

By refusing to examine the deeper roots of the democratic ethos and obstinately 

holding to the view that solidarity is born out of praxis, Habermas is underestimating 

both the evil that stands in the way of solidarity and the transformative power provided 

by Christianity.190 Evil cannot only be blamed on markets and bureaucracies. All human 

institutions, including those of civil society, can become corrupted if reason is not kept 

vigilant, and if it is no longer able to discern goodness and truth. Wisdom is certainly 

acquired through praxis, but this praxis has to be the practice of the good. One may 

wonder whether Habermas is not underestimating the sickness of reason. His pragmatist 

conception of reason excludes the essential relationship between reason and faith (or, 

the ‘symbolic order’). This means that it excludes the idea of reason being healed 

(enlightened) by faith. Hence, while transcendence is, for Habermas, a vague ‘point of 

reference’, it is for Ratzinger ‘that which holds the world together [and] can once again 

become an effective force in mankind’.191 Christianity, for Ratzinger, is not a 

‘worldview’, but represents a truth that can be a leaven for society.192 In other words, 

different understandings of Christianity and of transcendence separate Ratzinger and 

Habermas. A similar clash can be discerned between Rawls and Ratzinger. Rawls, 

Ratzinger notes, denies that ‘comprehensive religious doctrines have the character of 

“public” reason’ though he does see their ‘“non-public” reason as one which cannot 

simply be dismissed by those who maintain a rigidly secularized rationality’.193  

Rawls’ distinction between public and non-public reason, as in the case of 

Habermas, rests on a relatively short history of modern civilisation (and of reason). The 
                                                   
190 It does not make much sense to assert that religious traditions can strengthen democratic 
solidarity, and to claim, at the same time, that the latter arose independently of the latter.  
191 Habermas, ‘Pre-Political Foundations’, 38; Ratzinger, ‘That Which Holds the World 
Together’, 80. 
192 Habermas, ‘Pre-Political Foundations’, 48; Ratzinger, VTU, 70. 
193 Ratzinger, ‘Sapienza lecture’. Ratzinger explains that ‘Rawls perceives a criterion of this 
reasonableness among other things in the fact that such doctrines derive from a responsible and 
well thought-out tradition in which, over lengthy periods, satisfactory arguments have been 
developed in support of the doctrines concerned. The important thing in this assertion, it seems 
to me, is the acknowledgment that down through the centuries, experience and demonstration – 
the historical source of human wisdom – are also a sign of its reasonableness and enduring 
significance. Faced with an a-historical form of reason that seeks to establish itself exclusively 
in terms of a-historical rationality, humanity’s wisdom – the wisdom of the great religious 
traditions – should be valued as a heritage that cannot be cast with impunity into the dustbin of 
the history of ideas’.  
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essential relatedness of reason to the religious is here as well absent. If ‘public reason’ – 

supposedly free from any religious influence – is that which is meant to determine the 

reasonable, what happens when this public reason is ill, Ratzinger asks?194 Hence, 

though he expresses appreciation for Rawls’ change of attitude towards religion, he 

contests his understanding of Christian faith:  

 

Christian faith is never solely a “comprehensive religious doctrine” in 

Rawls’ sense, but is a purifying force for reason, helping it to be more fully 

itself. On the basis of its origin, the Christian message should always be an 

encouragement towards truth, and thus a force against the pressure exerted 

by power and interests.195  

 

In other words, he is claiming ‘public reason’ for Christianity because it is a religion of 

the Logos. This position of his might seem ludicrous if one remembers all the violence, 

past and present, associated with the Church. This is exactly what Flores recalls in his 

debate with Ratzinger. He claims that his own understanding of faith as a leap, as credo 

quia absurdum, warrants tolerance because it means that the believer cannot impose his 

(her) faith onto non-believers.196 Flores’ understanding of Christian faith as a private 

(subjective) affair tends to make Christian tradition irrelevant to public matters, which 

are usually considered as pertaining to the domain of ‘reason’. His view tallies with his 

conception of truth and reason (or, rationality). The latter is revealed when he complains 

that the Catholic Church and culture ‘systematically elude the sceptical or atheist 

objections elaborated by modernity. They don’t even try to counter-argue, to 

deconstruct them, to show the error’.197 In other words, reason or to be rational, for 

Flores, entails the compliance with ‘critical-empirical argumentation’.198 From this it 

                                                   
194 Ratzinger, ‘Sapienza lecture’. ‘At this point, though, Pilate’s question becomes unavoidable: 
What is truth? And how can it be recognized? If in our search for an answer we have recourse to 
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follows that there are only two options for Christianity and/or the Church: it has to give 

up the claim of the truth of Christian faith and accept that faith is ‘folly’, or it has to 

‘demonstrate’ the truth of its ‘contents’.  

These two extremes – which correspond to an empiricist understanding of truth 

(often endorsed within/by the Church itself) – are precisely the ones that Ratzinger 

rejects. They rest on a dichotomy between faith and reason, between knowledge (truth) 

and love. Yet, Flores’ worry about the ‘Catholic religion’s pretension to the truth’ is 

legitimate.199 This is also a concern voiced by Richard Rorty, who rightly points to ‘our 

unfortunate habit of using ‘Truth’ not as an hypostatized adjective but as the name of a 

causal power’.200 This means that Ratzinger’s recourse to ‘truth’ has to reckon with this 

real danger. ‘Truth’ will have to be some sort of ‘non-causal’ power, or in slightly 

different words, a power that cannot be appropriated for ideological reasons. But, of 

course, this does not mean that we have to exclude the conception of truth as having 

transformative (redeeming or healing) power.201 The ‘power of the Cross’ can be 

considered as such a power: ‘it is only as the power of the cross that faith redeems; its 

mystery lies in its powerlessness, and in this world it must remain powerless in order to 

be itself’.202 The violence of Christianity, past and present, stems from the Church’s 

betrayal of the source of its own being, the Triune God, Creative Love itself, the Logos. 

We find here a similar line of thinking with respect to the nature – or, raison d’être – of 

Christianity as in Valadier. It is by forgetting that it is a religion of the Logos that 

Christianity could turn against the Logos himself. Ratzinger therefore notes that 

‘secularizing trends – whether by expropriation of Church goods, or elimination of 

privileges or the like – have always meant a profound liberation of the Church from 

forms of worldliness’.203 In other words, it is when the Church is stripped of all its 

worldly privileges that it can truly be itself, and be credible. Truth shines not in and 
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through power, but in powerlessness and poverty.204 The Church, says Ratzinger, can 

accomplish her mission by over and again ‘[setting] herself apart from her surroundings, 

[becoming] in a certain sense “unworldly”’; the ‘Church must constantly renew the 

effort to detach herself from her tendency towards worldliness and once again to 

become open towards God’.205  

Many will intuitively understand that Ratzinger does not thereby imply that the 

Church has to retreat from a corrupted world. Yet, the term ‘world’ is a highly charged 

one, especially among Catholics, because of the notorious counter-modernisation 

movement in the history of the Church, among other things. But the tension between 

Church and World is one that can be traced back to biblical texts, especially the 

Johannine Gospel. ‘World’, in both Old and New Testaments, can simply refer to the 

cosmos, the created world; and, when the world is presented as acting agent, it usually 

refers to humankind. In the New Testament, the images of the world are diverse. In 

most cases, it is one that has to be redeemed. However, I believe that it is especially the 

notion of gratuitousness – which Valadier contrasts with the dominant (worldly) order 

of perpetual exchange – that helps us understand Ratzinger’s plea for unworldliness. 

Gratuitousness, manifested in mercy and forgiveness, transcends the worldly standards 

of retaliation, ‘meritocracy’ and retributive justice. The Church, if it is truly to be an 

instrument of God, has no other calling than striving after those divine standards, and 

therefore, as Ratzinger notes in the same address, it cannot adopt the ‘standards of the 

world’. However, not only is creation – the world, the human – by definition less than 

God (at least, in classical philosophy/theology), but the created world also suffers from 

sin, which, as Ratzinger recalls elsewhere, expresses itself in the desire to be 

independent from (and replace) God. This means that human standards are not ‘simply’ 

human standards, but are standards that bear both the marks of greatness and of sin/evil. 

Ratzinger is therefore not having recourse to some obsolete and sterile dualism, but is 

only reminding us that if we want to imitate God, we have to give up certain self-

evident ways of thinking and established practices. We have to transform ourselves, or 

allow ourselves to be transformed. The Church, or any other institution, that strives to 
                                                   
204 Ratzinger: ‘Plato’s Socrates, particularly in the Apology and Crito, points to the connection 
between truth and defenselessness, between truth and poverty. Socrates is credible because his 
commitment to “God” brings him neither position nor possessions; on the contrary, it consigns 
him to poverty and ultimately to the role of an accused criminal’. Ratzinger, MROC, 108.  
205 Benedict XVI, ‘Address Concert Hall’.  
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be the sign and instrument of the God who is love and reason therefore has to include 

this critical function. For Ratzinger, this means that not only should the ‘structures’ of 

the Church be continuously purified, but especially the ‘hearts’ of those who make up 

the Church.206  

 

 

Concluding remarks 

  

We can hope to safeguard the dignity of men and women, and the integrity of our 

civilisation – its humaneness and humanising capacity – if we do not forget that ‘man 

can only rightly be understood from the viewpoint of God’.207 This is what I have taken 

to be the gist of Ratzinger’s Christian humanism. It is also the great theme of Augustine, 

beautifully phrased in the preamble of the encyclical letter Fides et Ratio:  

 

Faith and reason are like two wings on which the human spirit rises to the 

contemplation of truth; and God has placed in the human heart a desire to 

know the truth – in a word, to know himself – so that, by knowing and 

loving God, men and women may also come to the fullness of truth about 

themselves’.208  

 

These words capture in a nutshell what I consider to be Ratzinger’s lifelong intellectual 

endeavour, namely, the recovery of the idea of the ‘divinity’ of the human, of his (her) 

divine dignity, and correspondingly, of his (her) capacity to perceive the truth.209 As he 

notes, in his reflections on Fides et Ratio, ‘the encyclical is a most necessary apology 

for the stature of man against everything that would like to be seen as “culture tout 

court”’.210 The crisis of Western modernity can be called a crisis because Europe and 

Europeans are in thrall to a doubt that is threatening all that is truly human. Truly 

human is the dignity not conferred by any man, his technology and science, any state, or 

                                                   
206 Interview of the Holy Father Benedict XVI during the flight to Africa. 
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209 Ratzinger, TT, 254; Ratzinger, VTU, 89. 
210 Ratzinger, TT, 191. Ratzinger is thereby also responding to Flores’ claim that the encyclical 
Fides et Ratio is of no relevance to (modern) culture ‘as such’. Ibid., 189-190. 
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any ideology. Truly human is a civilisation that reckons with the transcendent vocation 

of the human. But truly human is also the consciousness that the aspiration to (self) 

transcendence can become malefic. How then to convince contemporaries (‘believers’ 

and ‘non-believers’ alike) that they should not give up their highest vocation, which is 

to become like God, to become who they essentially are? How to prevent them from 

losing the taste for the truth, for a truth that is greater than them, and yet their measure 

and affirmation? By proposing them to live as if God exists. It goes without saying that 

Ratzinger’s re-coined Pascalian wager does not hide any strategy to convert non-

Christians into proselytes. Instead, we are being asked to try to live out certain ideas 

(intuitions) whose reasonableness can in principle be demonstrated (or experienced) 

without the explicit love for God.211 

We are therefore being asked to believe in our capacity for reason and love 

because the source of our reason and love is not unreason; to try to deal with one 

another as if we were gifts to each other; to govern our markets and our technology with 

this idea of gift in heart and mind; to strive after just laws with the belief that justice is 

real and not our invention. We are being asked to accept to transform ourselves, so that 

we may grow in wisdom, in justice and charity. We are being asked to believe in the 

possibility of this moral ascent. Yet, however much one tries to ‘translate’ this 

proposition, its language remains profoundly ‘religious’, especially given the fact that 

our common language is deeply influenced by positivism and naturalism.212 In other 

words, any translation into a more ‘secular’ language does not get rid of the subtleties 

that are inherent in any articulation of the non-empirical dimensions of human realities. 

Can the wager then be received at all, one may ask incredulously? According to the 

philosopher Marcello Pera (who calls himself an atheist), we can and should accept it. 

His interpretation of Ratzinger’s veluti si Deus daretur largely concurs with what I have 

argued in this chapter:  

 

                                                   
211 Cf. Valadier: God ‘can speak to humans through realities that are not directly religious’; he 
can relate to them, appeal to their consciences, in their daily lives, be it through their work, 
marriage, or their aesthetic interests. Valadier, EP, 72. 
212 This is one of the criticisms addressed to Taylor, for instance. But, as I have argued, this 
criticism is itself motivated by a particular understanding of what constitutes a secular or 
philosophical language. And this assumption is in need of correction.  

158 
 

At least here, on the Christian continent… we act veluti si Deus daretur. We 

act in liberty and equality as if we were all sons of God; we respect each 

other as if we were made in the image of God; we love one another as if we 

were responding thereby to an order given by God; we despair over one 

another as if we had been abandoned by God; we console one another as if 

we hoped in God; we reward one another as if we were giving thanks to 

God; we punish each other as if we were obliged one day to render an 

account to God. Accordingly, each one of us lives as if he were a man of 

God.213  

 

 Ratzinger’s tireless effort to correct dominant images of God is therefore an 

effort to correct various approaches to the human. His conceived relationship between 

God and the human also constitutes his recast understanding of transcendence, truth, or 

transcendent truth. That truth is both ‘in’ and ‘outside’ the human. The problem with 

‘Truth’ or ‘Transcendence’ is obvious. Various ideologies did (do) provide a 

transcendent truth greater than individuals, but that truth was (is) never intimately 

related to humans themselves, never affirm(ed) their humanity, but negate(d) and 

instrumentalise(d) it for a ‘higher end’. The ‘Truth’ is not equivalent to the Church, 

Ratzinger has consistently warned, but it is the source of the Church.  

 

According to Plato, man cannot, it is true, actually possess truth, but he can 

love it and search for it. In Greek, that means: he can be a philosopher. It is 

there that the limitation and the greatness of man lie: he is not wise, but he is 

in loving search for wisdom.214  

 

Since wisdom refers to the knowledge of truth, it is clear that the knowledge or truth in 

question here differs from the one sought by most contemporary scientists. ‘Truth’, as 

conceived by Ratzinger, does not refer primarily to the ‘truth’ of a certain proposition, 

but to the truth that concerns all humans and the whole human. The search for truth is 

the search for answers to the perennial question regarding who and why we are, our 
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vocation and (ultimate) destination. The answers to this question determine the ways we 

choose to live. This conception of knowledge and truth stands in stark contrast to 

Rorty’s pragmatist view that thinking and knowing, or the search for truth, is merely 

one of the many human activities. The existential relevance of truth is thereby 

overlooked. The search for truth or wisdom is therefore the duty and privilege of every 

single human being, but also of collectivities (such as political and religious 

communities). 

 In this sense, Ratzinger is demanding from every person, a ‘truly philosophical 

attitude’, which consists in ‘looking beyond the penultimate, and setting out in search of 

the ultimate and the true’.215 This ‘universalism’ of his makes it difficult to accuse him 

of ‘elitism’ or ‘intellectualism’. Philosophy understood as ‘the just art of living and 

dying’ cannot be confined to the academia. Whether such philosophical attitude can be 

expected from everyone is a different, very old, question. The Stoics and Rousseau 

believed that even the mad man or the slave could become reasonable. It is on this 

assumption that the belief in a common public morality is based. The question of natural 

law is perhaps the thorniest issue in Ratzinger’s thinking. Despite the fact that it is 

usually emphasised that ‘nature’ in the case of reasonable creatures is more than 

biological nature – so that to act in accordance with ‘nature’ is not necessarily 

equivalent to acting in accordance with biological nature –, the danger of biologism 

lurks in all works dealing with the body and sexuality. As I have argued, these unsolved 

questions should not overshadow what I think is the core of any natural law thinking, 

namely, the need to acquire right reason, which is in fact the question of how to acquire 

wisdom. The rehabilitation of the idea of reason as inseparable from the human person, 

and hence from love, can counter the dominant conception of reason as a neutral faculty 

(instrument). Reason, as in the case of the will, has to be unceasingly fed, made vigilant 

and healed. It is clear that reason, as conceived by Ratzinger, does not reach its full 

potency through more information and training in skills, however economically useful 

these may be. Such an education is not sufficient, though arguably necessary. Instead, 

the cultivation of reason is inseparable from the formation of the human person so that 

he (she) is able ‘to live life to the full – in short it is about imparting wisdom’.216 And 
                                                   
215 Benedict XVI, ‘Meeting with Representatives from the World of Culture’, Collège des 
Bernadins, Paris, 12 September 2008.  
216 Benedict XVI, ‘Address to Teachers and Religious’. 
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such wisdom cannot be acquired without the education of the Cross, that is, without 

self-transcendence (rightly understood). In other words, any thinking about right reason 

has to take into account our greatness and depravity, both of them ineradicable.  
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Chapter 4 

The Human Paradox 

 
  
The previous pages are the result of an engaging intellectual journey with three thinkers, 

who, despite their different intellectual inclinations and personalities, have proven to be 

invaluable sources for an alternative, fuller humanism. As I noted at the outset, the 

primary purpose of the thesis is not an exhaustive or comparative study of their thoughts 

as such. Instead, they have provided me with the resources necessary to test the intuition 

that a distorted understanding of ourselves might be at the root of our (post) modern 

discontents and troubles. I believe that I have made a case for concluding that the three 

men indeed hold that the greatest cause of our contemporary troubles is that we have 

forgotten who we are; and conversely, that we have to recover alternative ways of 

relating to ourselves (including our bodies), others, the world and to ‘extra-human’ 

realities (nature and God). Given the particular focus of the present work, it goes 

without saying that the concerns that I discern and value the most in the works of the 

three men also reflect my own commitments. What I have been defending throughout is 

an understanding of the human that happens to be Christian. My particular take on the 

relevance of Christian thought for contemporaries stems from the commitment to a 

(Christian) tradition that does not separate reason and faith, philosophy and theology. 

Hence, though my approach (‘perspective’) is primarily philosophical, it does not 

exclude theological insights.  

My endeavour has been to recall that Christians and non-Christians alike can 

legitimately strive after higher aspirations because they are essentially spiritual beings 

and hence ‘innately’ open to transcendence; that the human rebellion in the face of 

death, suffering and injustice, and our persistence in dreaming of immortality or of 

eternity – in philosophy, art and poetry, literature, and science – should be taken 

seriously because they manifest something of what Henri de Lubac aptly called the 

‘human paradox’.1 Christian thought provides us, I believe, with a language to make 

                                                   
1 De Lubac, Mystery of the Supernatural, 106. Cf. Martha C. Nussbaum, Love’s Knowledge: 
Essays on Philosophy and Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), 368. Nussbaum 
notes that the ‘positive draw of transcendence…is … not only intelligible without reference to 
inadequate or obscure metaphysical conceptions, but [is] actually a powerful part of human 
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sense of, but also to discover, a reality that is arguably accessible to non-Christians as 

well. I am therefore suggesting that this understanding of the human – with the 

corresponding practices – could be embraced by Christians and non-Christians without 

‘formal conversion’ (without becoming ‘official members’ of Christian churches).2 

Since this ‘Christian anthropology’, which includes the idea and practice of ‘theosis’, is 

the core of what I am calling a ‘Christian humanism’, I am in fact suggesting that a 

Christian humanism can be of universal relevance. It is this catholic, that is, 

comprehensive and inclusive humanism that I have traced back in the works of Taylor, 

Valadier and Ratzinger. It can, I believe, provide us with reasons to transcend certain 

taken-for-granted limits, to live, love and hope, and to believe that we can resist evil in 

our midst; it can empower us to confront suffering and death without trying to eliminate 

them at any price. It can unleash the sources of empowerment that have been excluded 

from the dominant ontology of the human.  

I realise that the aim, approach and assumptions that I have tried to articulate 

above can be controversial, and that they leave unanswered many important questions 

(such as the specificity of the ‘Christian identity’). And, I am equally aware of the 

possibility that the convinced atheist (as opposed to the radical atheist who even doubts 

his (her) own reasons for atheism) might have trouble recognising himself (herself) in 

the category ‘non-Christian’, as it is being used here. Indeed, the non-Christian who can 

in principle understand himself (herself) in terms of paradox, mystery, or as a being 

called to self-transcendence is ‘religious’, has some kind of ‘religious sensibility’, or 

can experience awe. Wonder (awe) is the beginning of wisdom, is an ancient saying that 

still holds true. The one who can experience awe is the one who is receptive to the 

other, to what is yet unknown because he (she) is not in thrall to what Taylor calls the 

secularist spin (and, any other spin). This receptivity is also required of the Christian (or 

any other ‘believer’) who might erroneously think that there is nothing else to be found. 

The quest for truth can seem vague, but it is what we are (implicitly) doing in our daily 

lives. We are constantly making judgements as to what is good for us and others. 

Dilemmas perhaps make that search for truth even more palpable. Speaking of ‘truth’ 

                                                                                                                                                     
ethical experience’ (ibid). However, Nussbaum’s thought on the issue of human transcendence 
is ambivalent, and a certain ‘unexplained silence’ in this regard has been pointed out by Taylor, 
to whom she replies in these pages. Ibid., 368-390.  
2 This does not mean that a change of heart and mind will not be involved.  
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(singular) does not contradict the fact that what is proper to each one of us will depend 

on our particular situations and individualities (or, personalities).  

In the rest of this final chapter, I will be working out the argument that an 

integral humanism can counter the crisis of both man and culture. I start with the 

question of why we need a more comprehensive humanism and why the dominant form 

of humanism is insufficient. I will explain why my search for an integral humanism has 

ended with a Christian humanism, and how a particularity like ‘Christian’ can have any 

universal relevance at all. The history of Christianity proves that it is hard to live up to 

catholicity. The latter is, of course, not the same as imperialism or homogenisation. Any 

humanism relies on a notion of human nature, and the latter is adequate insofar as it 

captures all possible dimensions of who we are. In section II, I therefore argue for the 

philosophical re-appropriation of ‘human nature’. The three men’s understanding of 

human nature as the ‘image of God’, I believe, addresses many problems and pitfalls 

inherent to the concept ‘human nature’. The credibility of Christian humanism depends 

on whether it can respond to the objections raised by anti-humanism, which is the focus 

of section III. The anti-Enlightenment of John Gray is taken as an illustrative case. An 

even more urgent challenge that Christian humanism has to face is transhumanism (IV). 

In order to distinguish between these two, of crucial relevance are the two conflicting 

conceptions of God (and hence of man) on which they rest. Throughout, I have been 

assuming that Christian resources are available to non-Christians, an idea that I further 

develop in section V. Related to this matter is the question of how to deal with 

Christianity’s claimed universalism in a pluralist context. It is here instructive to 

compare the political thoughts of the three men with the political liberalism of John 

Rawls (VI).  

  

I. The need for an integral humanism  

Writing in the last year of World War II, Jacques Maritain predicted the end of an 

anthropocentric humanism, which, according to him, had led to the ‘devastation of man’ 

and to the trampling of human dignity. He believed that if modern civilisation were to 
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be saved, ‘the new age of civilization will have to be an age of theocentric humanism’.3 

In other works, Maritain advocated an ‘integral’, or Christian humanism. A non-

anthropocentric humanism, I indeed believe, can protect the weakest of us, and 

guarantee a certain degree of civilisation, said to be measurable by the way society 

treats its strangers, its prisoners and all those who are perceived as misfits and 

‘superfluous’ in a particular age and place.4 Maritain therefore writes:  

 

A single human soul is of more worth than the whole universe of bodies and 

material goods. There is nothing above the human soul except God. In the 

light of the eternal value and absolute dignity of the soul, society exists for 

each person and is subordinate thereto.5  

 

He was not proposing a new sort of humanism, by adding the adjective ‘Christian’ to 

(secular) ‘humanism’, but he was recalling the original humanism that once made a 

humane and humanising civilisation possible. Such humanism rests on the ‘faith’ that 

‘man surpasses man’;6 that the human spirit possesses a ‘limitless transcendence’;7 or 

that the human mind has ‘no ceiling’.8 And this makes it both a lofty and dangerous 

ideal. Anti-humanists tend to forget the first aspect, and exclusive humanists (and 

transhumanists) tend to forget the second one. I will now consider what I think are the 

essential traits of an integral humanism, and explain why I am calling the Christian 

humanism of Taylor, Valadier and Ratzinger an integral humanism.9  

There is a certain tendency to associate humanism with secularism or atheism, to 

such an extent that even Christians, Jens Zimmerman remarks, ‘have unfortunately 

followed secular humanists in equating humanism with atheism’.10 This is quite 

                                                   
3 Jacques Maritain, Raison et raisons: essais détachés (Paris: Egloff, Fribourg et LUF, 1947), 
79. 
4 This definition of the ‘measure of civilisation’ has been attributed to Dostoyevsky, among 
others, and has clear biblical roots.  
5 Jacques Maritain, Christianity and Democracy and The Rights of Man and Natural Law (San 
Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1986), 8. ‘Society’ includes the State or Government of a nation.  
6 De Lubac, Mystery of the Supernatural, 136. 
7 Ibid., 107. Here, de Lubac is quoting Rahner (in agreement). He refers to Rahner’s Theological 
Investigations, vol. I (London, 1961), 317.  
8 Ibid., 163. 
9 I will therefore also be using these two terms interchangeably. 
10 Zimmerman, Incarnational Humanism, 51. 
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remarkable because, as he argues and shows in his Incarnational Humanism, 

‘Christianity itself is the first proper humanism’.11 The term ‘humanism’ as such, he 

points out, has a relatively short history, going back to nineteenth century Germany. 

However, the ideals and premises captured by the term have older roots, which can be 

traced back to a particular Greek tradition and Christianity.12 Humanism rests on the 

belief that humanity has to, and can, be cultivated. This means that a certain degree of 

human freedom and reason has to be presumed. It is therefore more accurate – 

historically and philosophically – to contrast humanism to ‘barbarism’ and ‘natural’ 

conditions (states of nature) – and not so much to religious traditions. The ancient 

Greeks are commonly considered as the first ones to have had the ambition to ‘realise 

one’s humanity’ through ‘character formation (paideia)’.13 This means that they had to 

believe that such moulding was possible at all – against the view that character is a 

matter of (bad) luck. Yet, Greek and Roman humanisms are generally not considered as 

fully integral, in the sense of including all men and women, since paideia was aimed at 

creating Greek citizens. Slaves and women generally did not belong to the latter 

category.14 With Christianity, paideia is not only ‘Christianised’, but (or, and hence) 

also universalised. The baptised is no longer to be understood according to the 

categories Jew or Greek, slave or free, male or female, but is instead conceived as 

belonging to Christ.15 It must, however, be noted that such universalism is certainly also 

present in the Old Testament. Genesis, for instance, speaks of the creation of ‘Adam’, of 

the first human creature. The Psalms and Proverbs refer to ‘man’ or ‘human beings’.  

Yet, historically, it is Christianity – especially the tension that it introduces 

between the world (State/politics) and God – that decisively shaped our present 

civilisation. It is important to bear in mind that Christianity internalises and transforms 

Judaic, Roman and Greek legacies. Hence, ‘Christian’ already includes other legacies. 

Zimmerman, of course, tries to justify his claim that Christianity is the ‘first proper 

                                                   
11 Ibid., 51. 
12 According to Zimmerman, ‘while anthropocentric streams of Greek humanism existed, more 
theologically oriented views of humanity and education eventually dominated Greek intellectual 
culture’. Zimmerman, Incarnational Humanism, 54. 
13 Ibid., 53, 54. 
14 I am saying ‘generally’ because this contrast between the ancient and Christian worlds relies 
on written historical sources, and these do not necessarily reflect the actual states of affairs there 
and then. Ancient Sparta is reputed for the ‘equal’ treatment of its girls and women.  
15 Galatians 3: 26-28.  
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humanism’. He notes that ‘Christianity is not the only religious movement with 

humanistic elements. Beginning with Judaism, all three Abrahamic, monotheistic 

religions introduced the novel idea of a transcendent source of being who is entirely 

independent from the cosmos itself’.16 In other words, humanism starts with the 

differentiation between God and the cosmos, and between man and nature. So why or 

how does Christianity provide a fuller humanism than these particular religions, 

according to Zimmerman? By relating transcendence and immanence in an 

unprecedented manner, he replies.  

 

The Christian idea of the incarnation as the restoration and fullest unfolding 

of the imago Dei provides a conceptual and existential tool for correlating 

immanence and transcendence, or, to say it theologically, nature and grace, 

that is less prominent in Jewish (and virtually absent from Islamic) 

philosophy.17  

 

I think that this ‘correlation’ (or, reconciliation) of immanence and transcendence 

indeed captures the Christian peculiarity. It entails and presumes a new understanding 

of transcendence and immanence, and redefines a ‘full human life’, expanding its 

possibilities. In this sense, it constitutes a more integral humanism, affirming the whole 

of the human and whole humanity, including past and future generations. I am thereby 

not excluding the possibility that other existing religions can be sources for an integral 

humanism, on condition that they fulfil the aforementioned criteria.18 That said, I must 

admit that the attempt to find ‘criteria’ to distinguish between integral and less integral 

humanisms is a perilous exercise. Since the humanism of Taylor, Valadier and 

Ratzinger is indubitably a Christian one, it seems less pretentious and more fruitful to 

show why it can be called integral.  

The three men share a very similar humanism, precisely because their 

understandings of the human accord. All three endorse some version of the ‘two faces’ 

of humanity or human nature, namely, grandeur and depravity. The conception of evil 
                                                   
16 Zimmerman, Incarnational Humanism, 60. 
17 Ibid., 60.  
18 A theoretical (ahistorical) integral humanism can perhaps be imagined, but would that not be 
arbitrary? More importantly, how does such an idea penetrate the hearts and minds of 
contemporaries? 
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as permanent is part and parcel of a Christian humanism, and constitutes a wisdom that 

has to be recalled time and again. But while this is one facet of human reality that tends 

to be swept under the carpet, it is not the only one. The greatness of the human soul 

(person), that is, his (her) ‘transcendent vocation’, also tends to be eschewed, this time 

because such greatness is so incredible and apparently so invisible. Or, as de Lubac 

remarks, the description of man as ‘a noble creature in the capacity for majesty… seems 

in fact rather too noble for us. We may even come to find it too demanding’.19 Yet, he 

aptly points out that the consequences of ignoring this call to nobility – and limiting 

human aspirations – can be disastrous. This, I have shown in the preceding chapters, is 

also the argument of Taylor, Valadier and Ratzinger, in their own particular 

terminologies. If it is true that all humans are called to a life that can neither be created 

nor fulfilled by humans themselves, and are, by reason of this vocation, also endowed 

with an irrevocable ‘dignity’ here and now, it would mean that anthropocentrism 

deprives them of ends proper to them and forces them to lower their aspirations. In this 

case, the question is not so much whether the good (or, morality) can be achieved within 

a closed immanent order, – without extra-human aid – but concerns other possible 

goods (realities) that can be loved in a human life.  

Anthropocentrism, ‘secularism’ and positivist theories in general have no place 

for transcendent, non-human sources. But on which grounds? Science? There is no such 

thing as an extra-human entity called ‘science’, but only scientists of blood and flesh, 

whose aspirations and works bear the marks of grandeur and depravity. Experience? 

There is no experience that is independent of temperament, moods, and seasons, 

personal and social histories. In other words, neither scientific experts nor experience 

experts can be attributed the highest and final authority when it comes to delineating 

what is properly human. As Taylor rightly wonders, ‘who has decreed that the 

transformations we can hope and strive for in human life are restricted to those which 

can be carried out in a meaningless universe without a transcendent source?’20 He sees 

the story of coming of age – of ‘self-authorisation’ –, along with the ‘relief of revolt’ as 

playing a decisive role in the option for anthropocentrism.21 Valadier and Ratzinger 

                                                   
19 De Lubac, Mystery of the Supernatural, 136.  
20 Taylor, SA, 589. 
21 Other Christian intellectuals have formulated this phenomenon less charitably when they see 
it as the result of pride (hubris).  
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concur with him that it is a distorted understanding of (individual) freedom, 

corresponding to a flawed understanding of the human (and of transcendence), that 

leads to closure. For Valadier, it is the institutionalised idea of autonomy that maintains 

the weakness of the will, which is in turn incapable of accepting the overabundance of 

reality, and instead readily accepts anthropocentrism. Note that ‘transcendence’ – a term 

that threatens to become empty and vague – is very concrete in the case of the three 

men, namely, divine transcendence, Spirit, overabundant Life.22 In all cases, this 

transcendence is active while being dissociated from earthly forms of power.  

While Valadier and Ratzinger explicitly advocate a Christian humanism as a 

response to the crisis, Taylor’s own position is slightly less clear due to his 

historiography. That is to say, he is generally writing on the humanism of others, in 

particular their exclusive versions. However, at certain points, he avows his 

commitment to a humanism that has Judaic-Christian roots, or to a ‘culture informed by 

Christianity’.23 He expresses his sympathy for what he calls a ‘devout humanism’, in 

which it is conceived that ‘we can find within us that élan towards God on which we 

can build, the seed which we can nourish’.24 In any case, he does explicitly defend the 

open reading of the immanent order, and acknowledges ‘some good beyond life’.25 Why 

am I calling his adherence to transcendence an integral, Christian humanism? Because I 

do not see how else to read his distinction between two parties among the 

‘acknowledgers of transcendence’, namely, between those who hold that ‘secular 

humanism was just a mistake, which needs to be undone’ and ‘others, in which I 

[Taylor] place myself, think that the practical primacy of life has been a great gain for 

humankind, and that there is some truth in the self-narrative of the Enlightenment’.26 

And, as noted earlier, he speaks of the ‘divine affirmation of the human’, which he 

discerns in Judaism and Christianity.27 There are therefore enough reasons to call him a 

                                                   
22 Taylor remarks that he uses this ‘abstract and evasive term, one so redolent of the flat and 
content-free modes of spirituality’ for lack of a better one. Charles Taylor ‘Concluding 
Reflections and Comments’, in Taylor, CM, 105. He uses the word in the biblical sense of 
‘eternal life’ or ‘abundant life’. Taylor, CM, 21. This is also one of the senses in which 
Ratzinger and Valadier use the term.  
23 Taylor, Interview the Utopian, for instance.  
24 Taylor, SA, 227. 
25 Ibid., 636. 
26 Ibid., 637. 
27 See chapter 1 and Taylor, SS, 521.  
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humanist. His appreciation of the anti-humanism of the ‘post-moderns’, and of 

Buddhism may wrongly point in the opposite direction.28  

One can advocate transcendence without humanism, or without the valuation of 

human persons and human life – that is, creation, in a more theological jargon – as in 

the case of Hinduism and Buddhism, at least in their doctrinal versions, but also in 

atheist doctrines. The three men, on the other hand, combine Christian transcendence 

with humanism, though the latter expression is a bit tautological since ‘Christian 

transcendence’, as they understand it, necessarily entails humanism. They support the 

affirmation of life, but resist its metaphysical reduction to what Taylor calls ‘ordinary 

human flourishing’. Christian humanism, Valadier asserts, can incite contemporaries to 

‘stand up and walk again’. Similarly, for Ratzinger, Christian humanism is the ‘greatest 

service’ to integral human development because it is one that ‘enkindles charity and 

takes its lead from truth, accepting both as a lasting gift from God’.29 In other words, the 

Christian humanism in question here is not simply (or, only) a theoretical treatise on 

man, but is in and of itself a resource, a response to a pervasive crisis. It has the 

potential to invigorate contemporaries and their contexts by, in the first place, recalling 

the need for such continuous invigoration, – against a more materialist, determinist, or 

naturalist approach to both man and society – and secondly, by liberating the sources of 

this humanisation, which have been discredited in the name of freedom and science, or 

have been overshadowed by theories and practices supported by more simplistic 

approaches to the human. Their insufficiency often lies in the reduction of the realm of 

human aspirations and motivations, or in the trivialisation of human depravity, and in 

fixating or neutralising the will and/or reason. If there is still a notion of human 

grandeur, it is ‘immanentised’, to borrow Taylor’s expression, and this immanentisation 

is neither as irreproachable nor as innocent as it may appear. The integral humanism of 

the three men, on the other hand, is based on the understanding of human nature as the 

                                                   
28 See also Taylor, RR, 228: ‘I don’t think that my account of religious faith rules out any 
substantive view, up to the most ‘transcendent’ and non-human-centred. Indeed, I don’t think 
my view is all that human-centred, although it is hardly fundamentalist’.  
29 Benedict XVI, CV, 78. 
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‘image of God’. They, I argue, try to translate this Judaic-Christian terminology into a 

language and reality that are accessible to non-believers and non-Christian believers.30  

II. The case for the ‘image of God’  

The anti-essentialist rejection of ‘human nature’ in philosophy and theology, contrary to 

the underlying intention and popular belief, has not liberated humans, but has simply 

left the field clear for mechanistic and naturalistic approaches to the human.31 As a 

result, it is not uncommon to hear ourselves insouciantly being described as great apes, 

brains in bodies, a set of neurons, and so on.32 These claims would not have been so 

damaging if they did not determine our understanding of ourselves and of others, and 

hence the ways in which we deal with ourselves (our bodies) and each other. The (self) 

mutilation that such images of ourselves entail has been pointed out by Taylor, Valadier 

and Ratzinger. We therefore have to repose the question of who we are, that is, the 

question of human nature, if we want to dispel such confusion. I believe that many of 

the questions that are raised by the idea of human nature, including its vagueness or 

elusiveness and tendency to become fixated, are addressed by the three men’s resolute 

defence of the image of God as the essence of the human.33 What this approach also 

captures is the uniqueness (exceptionality) of the human, which cannot be grasped in 

comparison to other animal species. In this sense, it runs counter to the Aristotelian 

concept of human nature, which is often implicitly assumed in discussions about human 

                                                   
30 Once again, I am using the term ‘believer’ and ‘non-believer’ for lack of better terms. The 
‘faithful’ and ‘non-faithful’ are arguably rather unseemly terms. 
31 As Jonas critically remarks, the existentialist rejection of human nature is legitimised on the 
ground that this would ‘subject his [man’s] sovereign existence to a predetermined essence and 
thus make him part of an objective order of essences in the totality of nature’. Jonas, The 
Gnostic Religion, 333.  
32 See also Mary Midgley, Are You an Illusion? (Durham: Acumen, 2014). 
33 It is noteworthy that Nicholas Wolterstorff, in his Justice, does the reverse when he suggests 
that one might be tempted to understand what the imago dei might mean by having recourse to 
‘human nature’. The latter would then be ‘such that the mature and properly formed possessors 
of that nature resemble God with respect to their capacities for exercising dominion’. Though 
Wolterstorff’s objective – the grounding of human rights – is not exactly the same as mine here, 
his criticism of the capacities approach indirectly supports my argument that the three men’s 
qualification of ‘human nature’ as the imago dei might help us out of an impasse. Of course, 
‘imago dei’ is itself a complex idea. It is interesting that Wolterstorff’s answer bears some 
resemblance to that of the three men.  
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dignity.34 But it also stands, to some extent, in tension with the dominant Kantian 

understanding of human uniqueness, which also often underlies such discussions. In this 

section, I will show that the three men’s conceptions of the essence of the human as the 

image of God largely concur, and constitute a serious and credible rival to dominant 

approaches to the human that are now determining ideas, feelings and practices.  

The human condition, Henri de Lubac reminds us, is throughout the ages and in 

all places, the same:  

 

Man’s relationship with God, who has made us for himself and never ceases 

to draw us toward him, remains essentially the same. There is always in 

“primeveal nature just as in nature as developed through history, a depth, a 

living response, a natural desire, a ‘force’ upon which freely given grace 

finds something to work. As the Greeks used to say, the incarnate logos 

gathers the ‘seeds’ planted by the creating logos. The Latins expressed it in 

different terms: man, as God’s image, is fitted to enter into communion with 

him, in liberty of mind and initiative of love”. 35 

 

                                                   
34 Heschel observes that ‘since Aristotle it has been the generally accepted procedure to define 
man as a unit in the animal kingdom. Man was defined by Aristotle as “by nature a civilized 
animal,” and “an animal capable of acquiring knowledge,” as an animal that walks on two feet, 
as a political animal… Scholastic philosophy accepted the definition of man as an animal 
rationale’. See Heschel, Who is Man?, 21. This tendency, however, ‘so widespread in 
anthropological reflection – to comprehend man in comparison with the animal, from the 
perspective of what we know about the animal, is bound to yield answers which are unrelated to 
our question… In asking the question about man our problem is not the undeniable fact of his 
animality but the enigma of what he does, because and in spite of, with and apart from, his 
animality’ (ibid., 21). 
35 De Lubac, Mystery of the Supernatural, xxxvi. Unlike most Christian thinkers, I am not 
distinguishing between image and likeness because the verses (Genesis 1: 26-27) do not provide 
us with any reason for doing so. The ‘image of God’ (verse 27) is a reiteration, in a stronger 
sense, of the ‘likeness of God’. I am grateful to the Hebraist Piet van Midden for confirming this 
reading. Of course, this does not prevent one from interpreting these verses in a more 
Christological manner. Hence, Zimmerman explains that the ‘differentiation between image and 
likeness, which we also find in other fathers, is important because it attributes to human beings 
a common rational ability and freedom. Not the image (freedom and reason) but the likeness 
(immortality and moral perfection in loving God and human beings) was lost in the Fall’. 
Zimmerman, Incarnational Humanism, 75. In other words, this distinction presumes the Fall 
and tries to preserve something of human freedom and reason. Disputes about the extent to 
which freedom and reason have been damaged by the Fall abound. 
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It is this ontological dependence of the human on the One in whose image he (she) has 

been made, the great theme of Augustine’s works, which captures the greatness of the 

human vocation. Man becomes properly human when he lives up to this image; we can 

only know ourselves and each other if we know in whose image we have been made. 

This has been Ratzinger’s tireless message. Hence the inseparability of the questions of 

God and of man. In the previous chapter, I have delved quite extensively into his 

painstaking reminder of what it means to be created in the image of God, what it means 

to be and live like that God, and what it does not mean. There is thus no need to repeat 

it all here. It is now perhaps more pertinent to see what Taylor and Valadier have got to 

say on this matter. It is especially the latter who thoroughly fleshes out what can seem 

to be a vague idea. Taylor, I believe, presumes a very similar God when he speaks of the 

image of God.  

As in the case of Ratzinger, Valadier carefully distinguishes between the egoist 

God, and the God who is love.36 The image of God, of course, determines the image of 

man, God being the measure of man.  

 

The divine model of the image, revealed by the Bible and hence through the 

economy of salvation, is that of a God Logos, Word and reason, wisdom 

ordering everything and source of a Law that makes [one] live, merciful 

love, overabundant and inexhaustible. It is to this God that man resembles 

and not to a Sovereign, imaginary and imagined by spontaneous religious 

sentiment. So created, the human being is analogically endowed with the 

attributes of reason, of wisdom, of a regulating will, of love, which are those 

of his Creator. Would God be so jealous as to refuse to his creature what he 

is himself... while he himself is in totality overabundant gift?... Hence, the 

more man exercises his possibilities, the more he glorifies God and 

conforms to his image, makes himself what he must become… Is this not a 

remarkable charter for a Christian humanism? Divine by participation and 

election, man is therefore ontologically related to God, and this is why saint 
                                                   
36 However, Valadier, unlike Ratzinger, is more critical of the concept ‘sovereignty of God’. 
While Ratzinger criticises the human claim to sovereignty, he does not seem to want to draw the 
link between this tendency and our perception of God as sovereign. Even if he does see the link 
(which is a more plausible assumption), he is not willing to critically re-examine this ancient 
attribute of God.  
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Augustine could say that to know oneself, that would be to know God, and 

conversely, that the knowledge of God would be the true knowledge of 

oneself (“Noverim te, noverim me”). This means, besides, that man is not a 

self-enclosed individual, but a being fundamentally relational, like God 

himself is, capable of Word and of self-communication.37 

 

I have quoted Valadier quite lengthily because I think that this passage translates the 

essential elements of a Christian humanism and of the ‘image of God’ into easily 

recognisable features. He makes it quite clear that the measure of the human – and 

hence, of his (her) vocation or finality – is God himself, properly understood as gift 

(self-giving).  

For Taylor, it is precisely the aspect of gift – overabundant love – that is the 

essence of the ‘image of God’. Consequently, ‘the highest good consists in communion, 

mutual giving and receiving, as in the paradigm of the eschatological banquet’.38 As he 

explains: 

 

Being made in the image of God, as a feature of each human being, is 

not something that can be characterized just by reference to this being 

alone. Our being in the image of God is also our standing among 

others in the stream of love which is that facet of God’s life we try to 

grasp, very inadequately, in speaking of the Trinity.39 

  

Lest one be tempted to brush this aside as ‘Catholic apology’, it has to be remarked that 

others have seen this ideal of ‘communion’ as the ‘dream of democracy’, or of ‘civil 

society’. Maritain’s fervent Christianity and Democracy comes to mind. More recently, 

Jean Bethke Elshtain, in her Democracy on Trial, has formulated this ideal:  

 

It means both individual accomplishment as well as a sense of 

responsibility; it means sharing the possibility of a brotherhood and 

sisterhood that is perhaps fractious – as all brotherhoods and sisterhoods are 
                                                   
37 Valadier, MD, 204.  
38 Taylor, SA, 702. 
39 Ibid., 701. 
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– and yet united in a spirit that’s a spirit more of good than ill will; it means 

that one is marked by history but not totally burdened with it and defined by 

it.40  

 

In the same book, she refers to John Paul II’s definition of solidarity as seeing ‘“the 

‘other’… not just as some kind of instrument… but as our ‘neighbor,’ a ‘helper’… to be 

made a sharer on a par with ourselves in the banquet of life to which all are equally 

invited by God”’ , and notes that ‘to the extent that John Paul’s words strike us as 

utopian or naïve, we have lost civil society’.41 This ideal of communion stands in stark 

contrast to (neo) Stoic heroism, which Taylor discerns in Kant and Camus. It is a 

unilateral heroism that is ‘self-enclosed. It touches the outermost limit of what we can 

attain to when moved by a sense of our own dignity’; the bond of love ‘where each is a 

gift to the other, where each gives and receives, and where the line between giving and 

receiving is blurred’ is missing.42 

 In Taylor and Ratzinger, we see a slightly different conception of the ‘limits’ of 

the Kantian legacy than in Valadier. It is the priority that ‘love’ has in their thoughts 

that especially distinguishes them from the Kantian understanding of the human. For 

Taylor, the understanding of the human as the image of God – and not as the ‘rational 

agent’ – ‘captures the full force of the call we feel to succour human beings as 

human’.43 This is related to the question regarding what the Samaritan ‘sees’ in the one 

lying along the road, or what moves him to perhaps risk his own life to save someone 

else’s. Or, in the case of new-borns and growing children, what explains ‘this sense of 

awe, surprise, tenderness, which moves us so much when a new human being 

emerges’?44 What relates us, can relate us, to each other in normal times and in 

                                                   
40 Bethke Elshtain, Democracy on Trial, 36. 
41 Ibid., 14. She refers to, and agrees with, Alan Wolfe’s criticism of ‘bad individualism’. 
42 Taylor, SA, 702.  
43 Ibid., 678.  
44 It is noteworthy that both Taylor and Valadier refer to, and express their appreciation of, 
Nancy Huston’s Professeurs de désespoir (Actes Sud, 2004), in which she criticises 
misanthropy, ‘nihilistic authors’, and the love of a dark pessimism generally. The example of 
birth and of the child is taken from that book. Referring to a particular passage in Dostoyevsky’s 
The Possessed, Taylor does remark that one can, of course, ‘refuse’ to be moved and to see any 
mystery or wonder. Here is part of the quoted passage: ‘Arina Prochorovna replies laughing, 
“What a fuss you’re making... It’s simply the further development of the organism, and nothing 
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extremis?45 Valadier, as we have seen in chapter 2, observes that the Kantian ‘high 

evaluation of the human person based on reason, free will, communicational language, 

and the aptitude to dominate time’ has backfired.46 He therefore holds that ‘moral 

autonomy’ cannot constitute human dignity. His argument that human dignity is to be 

found in indignity and not so much despite indignity is alien to, cannot be supported by, 

the Kantian tradition. Taylor and Ratzinger, on the other hand, target the particular 

‘anthropocentrism’ that is present in Kant despite his ‘Pietistic faith’.47 The highest 

human vocation that corresponds to this Kantian anthropocentrism is not the highest 

possible mode of ‘fullness which we are called on to realize’.48 Taylor notes:  

 

For Kant, the principle is that we should put regulation by reason, or 

humanity as rational agency, first. In contrast, as we have seen, the network 

of agape puts first the gut-driven response to this person. This can’t be 

reduced to a general rule. Because we can’t live up to this, we need rules. 

“Because of the hardness of your hearts”. It’s not that we could just abolish 

them. But modern liberal civilization fetishizes them.49  

                                                                                                                                                     
more, there is no mystery... otherwise every fly would be a mystery. And let me tell you 
something. Superfluous human beings should not be born”’. See Taylor, SA, 700. 
45 I am emphasising ‘can’ because our present phenomenology, following Taylor’s reasoning, 
can be corrected by a more adequate ontology. At the same time, an ontology may also need to 
be corrected if it fails to ‘make sense of our ethical or moral lives, rightly understood’ (Taylor, 
SA, 608). That is, the issue here is ‘how to align our best phenomenology with an adequate 
ontology, how to resolve a seeming lack of fit… either by enriching one’s ontology, or by 
revising or challenging the phenomenology’ (ibid., 609). A circular movement that somewhat 
resembles the hermeneutic circle is inescapable. But such a circle is far more preferable to the 
fixation of both ontology and phenomenology, and besides, it does get broken from time to time 
when there is a transformation of ontology and phenomenology. The transformation of 
solidarity, which Taylor sees as characterising modernity, is an example of the transformation of 
our phenomenology by a new ontology. 
46 Valadier, PPC, 78. 
47 Taylor, SA, 251-252. Kant’s philosophy, Taylor remarks, ‘goes on breathing this sense of the 
stringent demands of God and the good, even while he puts his Pietistic faith through an 
anthropocentric turn’. Ibid., 312. Contemporary Kant scholars might dispute the label 
‘anthropocentrism’, but I think that it can be applied to Kant, on condition that it is 
distinguished from an atheist anthropocentrism.  
48 Ibid., 607.  
49 The quote goes on as follows: ‘We think we have to find the RIGHT system of rules, norms, 
and then follow them through unfailingly. We can’t see any more the way these rules fit badly 
our world of enfleshed human beings, we fail to notice the dilemmas they have to sweep under 
the carpet: for instance, justice versus mercy; or justice versus a renewed relation—the kind of 
dilemma which post-Apartheid South Africa faced, and which the Truth and Reconciliation 
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While Taylor tends to contrast love to reason, holding that ‘the capacity to love… is 

more important to me [him] than the capacity to reason, though that too is important’, 

Ratzinger, as we have seen earlier on, reconciles these two.50 Of course, he is only able 

to do so because he reconceptualises reason and love. And, such reconceptualization is, 

in turn, enabled by his conception of God as the Logos, whereby ‘Logos’ is not only the 

eternal Law or Reason that permeates all beings and things, but also the Love that 

permeates all beings and things. Such an understanding of reason and of love, as 

inseparable from each other, and as closely related to divine reason and love, stands in 

tension with the Kantian ‘rational agency’, and the corresponding dualism between 

mind and body (feeling or desire). The Law, or the Logos, as Ratzinger and Valadier 

refer to it, is also love, one that makes us live. Yet, also in Ratzinger, there is a priority 

attributed to love, as compared to reason. This is reflected in his sharing Bonaventure’s 

‘fascination’ with pseudo-Dionysius’ mysticism:  

 

In the ascent towards God one can reach a point in which reason no longer 

sees. But in the night of the intellect love still sees, it sees what is 

inaccessible to reason. Love goes beyond reason, it sees further, it enters 

more profoundly into God’s mystery.51  

 

This conceived ‘superiority’ of love over reason – by both Ratzinger and Taylor – is not 

an expression of irrationalism or anti-intellectualism, but is a statement about the 

‘nature’ of humans and their highest vocation. The encounter with God (the ‘theistic 

source’), as I hope to show later on, can be implicit. Following the line of thought of the 

three men, it enables us to relate to each other in a profounder way, to strive after 

genuine peace and to forgive trespasses.52 

 In the thoughts of the three men, transcendence and immanence are 

ontologically related, so that it becomes impossible to speak of a ‘purely natural’ human 

                                                                                                                                                     
Commission was meant to meet, as an attempt to get beyond the existing codes of retribution’. 
Taylor, SA, 742.  
50 Taylor in conversation with The Utopian.  
51 Benedict XVI, ‘General Audience’, Saint Peter’s Square, Rome, 17 March 2010. 
52 ‘The vertical space’, according to Taylor, ‘opens the possibility that by rising higher, you’ll 
accede to a new horizontal space where the resolution will be less painful/damaging for both 
parties’. Taylor, SA, 706. 
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finality. This distinguishes them from an Aristotelian understanding of human nature.53 

The latter is especially endorsed by (Christian) thinkers who wish to strictly separate 

philosophy and theology. And this is why it is sometimes opposed to a particular 

Augustinian tradition, in which such a strict separation between these two is foreclosed 

precisely because the question of man and the question of God are deemed inseparable. 

Needless to say, there are many Augustinian traditions, and it would be fallacious to 

believe that Augustine’s writings on sin and grace constitute the most important one. 

Yet, this is what Martha Nussbaum seems to imply when she expresses her ‘strong 

objection to making the Augustinian idea of original sin the starting point for reflection 

about human limits and transcendence’.54 We are misinterpreting Augustine, de Lubac 

warns us, if we read these works independently of the rest of his oeuvre. The 

Confessions, he maintains, are the ‘source par excellence’ to which we have to go back 

time and again if we want to understand Augustine, including his later writings.55 

Western civilisation, as Taylor has so well demonstrated, owes much to this source.56 It 

is clear that the three men draw on this source. It is that which enables them to agree 

that the human creature is ‘at once something greater and something less than itself’.57 

The conception of human nature as the image of God captures the exceptionality of the 

human in an unsurpassed manner. The comparison of the homo sapiens with other 

                                                   
53 The Aristotelian understanding of human nature, de Lubac stresses, cannot be attributed to 
Aquinas, who refutes the claim that ‘nature does not bestow an inclination to something to 
which all the power of nature is incapable of leading’ or that ‘natural desire does not extend 
itself beyond the faculty of nature’. De Lubac, Mystery of the Supernatural, 137. 
54 Nussbaum, Love’s Knowledge, 370. 
55 Henri de Lubac, Augustinisme et théologie moderne (Paris: Aubier-Montaigne, 1965), 104, 
105. The total dependence of the reasonable creature vis-à-vis his Creator, which is so central in 
Augustine’s writings, is not a yoke, but constitutes his (her) unique grandeur. This 
understanding of the relationship between man and his God does not presuppose the Fall and/or 
sin, he points out. 
56 One may wonder whether Nussbaum realises that she herself draws on that Augustinian 
tradition – which has become a Western tradition – when she notes that ‘there is a great deal of 
room for transcendence of our ordinary humanity – transcendence, we might say, of an internal 
and human sort… And I believe that it is extremely important to make the aspiration to that sort 
of transcendence central to a picture of the complete human good. There is so much to do in this 
area of human transcending (which I imagine also as a transcending by descent, delving more 
deeply into oneself and one’s humanity, and becoming deeper and more spacious as a result) 
that if one really pursued that aim well and fully I suspect that there would be little time left to 
look about for any other sort’. Nussbaum, Love’s Knowledge, 379. 
57 De Lubac, Mystery of the Supernatural, 113. 
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species does not.58 This means that, however ‘natural’ humans are, their situation is 

‘singular and paradoxical’ because of their spiritual nature; their finality lies in 

transcending themselves.59 

  

III. Confronting anti-humanism  

Maritain’s prediction did not come true in two ways. Anthropocentric humanism has not 

died out. Secondly, a serious rival to all forms of humanism has developed, namely, 

anti-humanism.60 Taylor rightly points out that contemporary anti-humanism is too 

significant to be ignored. He sees its impact in ‘Fascism, as well as [in] the fascination 

with violence which has come to infect even Enlightenment-inspired movements, such 

as Bolshevism… And can we exempt the gory history of even “progressive”, 

democratic nationalism?’61 However, he especially associates these with a neo-

Nietzschean anti-humanism, while he is well aware that one can be an anti-humanist 

advocate of transcendence – as exemplified by many Christians, past and present, and 

other religious groups. Besides, there are forms of anti-humanism that do not identify 

themselves with Nietzsche/the Nietzschean legacy, and there are intellectuals, like 

Valadier, who are committed to both a Christian humanism and to the latter legacy. 

Taylor does mention the ‘Schopenhauerian misanthropy’, but I do believe that Valadier 

more forcefully confronts the various forms of anti-, post-, and trans-humanisms. I will 

here consider the anti-humanism or anti-Enlightenment of John Gray, who is not a (neo) 

Nietzschean. It is here relevant and instructive for two reasons: it is the opposite of what 

I am defending in Taylor, Valadier and Ratzinger, namely, the need for an integral 

humanism, which includes the human exceptionality; at the same time, it is an anti-
                                                   
58 This has been Abraham Heschel’s consistent argument in various works. But this is also what 
several Catholic intellectuals (both theologians and philosophers) have tried to make clear. A 
few well-known examples include (besides de Lubac himself) Étienne Gilson, Maurice Blondel, 
and of course, Karl Rahner. ‘The nature of spirit created by God’s free decision for a 
supernatural end freely chosen’, de Lubac notes, ‘is not comparable in every way either to the 
nature of material beings, or the uncreated nature postulated by the ancient philosophers’. De 
Lubac, Mystery of the Supernatural, 138. 
59Ibid., 102. 
60 For an illuminating overview of the most dominant forms of anti-humanism, see Zimmerman, 
Incarnational Humanism, 163-204. 
61 Taylor: ‘If one just focusses one’s attention on certain fashionable professors of comparative 
literature’, it might indeed seem that anti-humanism is not a significant movement. Taylor, SA, 
637. 
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humanism that is understandable, tempting, and therefore needs to be taken seriously, 

precisely because it is critical of a humanism defined as the faith in progress. Gray’s 

thinking is, in the end, not so far removed from that of his friend and mentor Isaiah 

Berlin, whose ‘negative liberalism’, as Taylor calls it, expresses a ‘certain deep 

wisdom’.62 

Gray, quite similarly to Taylor, turns to phenomenology and history to support 

his claims. Yet, now, we are reminded that ‘history is a catalogue of unreason’, and that 

‘the winners are normally those with power and human folly on their side’.63 He 

therefore expresses humane concern for ‘history’s losers’. ‘No tie of friendship or 

sympathy’, he observes, ‘was strong enough to survive life in Kolyma [the Siberian 

gulag]’.64 ‘At its worst human life is not tragic but unmeaning. The soul is broken, but 

life lingers on. As the will fails, the mask of tragedy falls aside. What remains is only 

suffering. The last sorrow cannot be told’.65 These quotes from Gray’s Straw Dogs 

express a particular sensitivity to human suffering and evil, and this is a major reason 

why his conclusions are so challenging (and tempting). The coherence and viability of 

an integral or Christian humanism therefore depend on whether it is possible and 

legitimate to have ‘faith in the resources and the vocation of human nature’ and in the 

‘power of truth and the power of love’ – to borrow Maritain’s beautiful words.66 But 

this faith, which Gray – similarly to Taylor, for instance – sees underpinning the 

Enlightenment, is for the former an irrational, ‘absurd, Tertullian-like faith’.67 He has 

therefore been trying to liberate philosophy from ‘Christianity’s cardinal error [namely] 

the belief that humans are radically different from all other animals’.68 Instead, he 

believes that we can never be ‘other than straw dogs’.69 ‘Humanity’ does not exist: 

‘there are only humans, driven by conflicting needs and illusions, and subject to every 

kind of infirmity of will and judgement’;70 the self is a ‘chimera’.71 The ideas of 

                                                   
62 Ibid., 685. 
63 John Gray, Straw Dogs: Thoughts on Humans and Other Animals (London: Granta Books, 
2002), 29, 26.  
64 Ibid., 100. 
65 Ibid., 101. 
66 Maritain, Christianity and Democracy, 56. 
67 Gray, Straw Dogs, 29. 
68 Ibid., 37. 
69 Ibid., 34. 
70 Ibid., 12. 
71 Ibid., 71. 
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personal identity, free will and moral autonomy are therefore simply forms of self-

delusion.  

According to Gray, the idea that there is a common, universal morality is ‘an 

ugly superstition’.72 ‘Genocide is as human as art or prayer. This is not because humans 

are a uniquely aggressive species. The rate of violent death among some monkeys 

exceeds that among humans – if wars are excluded from the calculation’.73 The faith in 

mankind would require us to ‘stupefy our reason’, a reason that, according to Gray, is 

nothing else than the servant of the will.74 Not reason or truth rules the world and 

governs our lives, but power and folly.75 Reason is not, and cannot be, the guide of our 

lives. This is, according to him, what Euripides has so well understood.76 How to live as 

straw dogs? Gray writes:  

 

Today the good life means making full use of science and technology – 

without succumbing to the illusion that they can make us free, reasonable, 

or even sane. It means seeking peace – without hoping for a world without 

war. It means cherishing freedom – in the knowledge that it is an interval 

between anarchy and tyranny. The good is not found in dreams of progress, 

but in coping with tragic contingencies. We have been reared on religions 

and philosophies that deny the experience of tragedy.77  

  

He blames Christians and humanists for having got rid of tragedy in favour of the myth 

of progress, which is, in his words, the belief and ‘groundless hope’ that ‘by using the 

new powers given to us by growing scientific knowledge, humans can free themselves 

from the limits that frame the lives of other animals’.78 Humanism, for him, is 

characterised by this belief in progress. Facing the truth means remembering that 

despite all kinds of progress, ‘the human animal will stay the same: a highly inventive 

                                                   
72 Ibid., 90. 
73 Ibid., 92. 
74 Ibid., 30, 44. 
75 Ibid., 26. 
76 Ibid., 98. 
77 Ibid., 194. 
78 Ibid., 4. 
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species that is also one of the most predatory and destructive’.79 He advises us to go 

back to a very old faith, namely, some form of animism combined with Taoist wisdom.  

 Though Gray’s depiction of our condition, of our world may seem compelling, 

his conclusions are not indisputable. There is something (or, many things) ‘wrong’ with 

his ‘anti-humanism’, its claims and implications. Given what I have been arguing above 

and in the preceding chapters, it should hopefully be clear why I consider his suggestion 

that we should give up ‘perpetual striving’ and adopt the Taoist way of living 

‘effortlessly, according to our natures’ as quite disturbing, to say the least.80 There is a 

parallel case, to which Valadier responds, namely, that of the sinologist François Jullien 

who – in his L’ombre du tableau – advocates following the course of things. Though 

Gray most probably has a more acute sense of human depravity, his advice suffers from 

the same dangers. A ‘conformism without horizon’, Valadier reminds us, runs the risk 

of complicity with a perverted order.81 ‘Making full use of science and technology’ 

without choosing and without discernment can hardly be the message to be offered to 

contemporaries. In this respect, it is quite ironical that Gray should hold that the ‘freest 

human being is... one who never has to choose’.82 This is precisely what someone who 

believes that the good can only be accomplished under divine constraint would hold. At 

the same time, it also agrees with that current of Hindu and Taoist philosophies in 

which perfection is considered as non-action. Human activity blights Nature. A 

particular philosophy, anthropology and theology therefore underlie Gray’s position: the 

human will is mediocre. Even if Gray does not say it in so many words, the implication 

is that humans would better not have been born, their existence tarnishes the Earth. But 

why then describe so carefully how Mary Turner, a pregnant black woman, was tortured 

and killed by a crowd?83 Because he takes the fate of ‘history’s losers’ to heart.  

                                                   
79 Ibid. Note that this is a credible objection to transhumanism.  
80 Ibid., 114. 
81 Valadier, DPFR, 97. 
82 Gray, Straw Dogs, 114.  
83 ‘Mary Turner – a black woman in her eighth month of pregnancy – swore to find those 
responsible and have them punished [for the death of her husband]. A mob assembled and 
determined to teach her a lesson. After tying her ankles together they hung her from a tree 
upside down. While she was still alive her abdomen was cut open with a knife. The infant fell 
from her womb and its head was crushed by a member of the crowd. Then, as hundreds of 
bullets were fired into her body, Mary Turner was killed. Were the smiling children who were 
photographed watching such events gnawed by remorse for the rest of their days? Or did they 
recall them with nostalgia and quiet satisfaction?... Morality tells us that conscience may not be 
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Yet, solidarity with – love of – the wretched entails, as far as I can see, calling injustice 

by its name, which Gray does not allow us to do since he reminds us that since ‘we are 

ourselves products of chance and necessity…we cannot be responsible for what we do’, 

a fact confirmed by ‘neuroscientific research… that we cannot be the authors of our 

acts’.84 This particular case confirms the clear-sightedness of Ratzinger’s argument that 

we have to go back to the question of whether unreason (chance) can indeed generate 

reason or human values. Yet, I hold that even if one doubts one’s origin – which 

therefore also means contesting the idea that chance is the mother (or, father) of all 

beings and things –, Gray’s anti-humanism has to be resisted and cannot be accepted as 

a legitimate alternative to an authentic humanism because the latter provides (or, may 

provide) us with resources to deal with our many ‘infirmities’. It is noteworthy that 

despite Gray’s sensitivity to evil and suffering, his proposition entails a certain 

trivialisation of evil. However, if one is willing to confront the bottomless depths of 

evil, one would also realise that without any counterweight to evil, there is no way a 

humane civilisation, or for that matter, human life (which includes guilt, remorse, 

change and conversion) is possible.85 As Valadier so justly says, ‘only those who know 

the worst of which man is capable can hope in him, without illusion and in truth’.86 This 

is something else from the ‘absurd faith’ from which Gray is trying to liberate us. This 

‘hope in man’ has to realise itself in and through the concrete transformation of those 

bottomless human depths in which evil dwells. Denying this possibility is therefore 

warranting the worst of which man is capable, which even anti-humanists cannot wish.  

On a slightly different, though related, level, one can wonder whether Gray’s 

ontology does justice to our lived realities. He asserts that ‘it is the animist feeling of 

belonging with the rest of nature that is normal. Feeble as it is today, the feeling of 

sharing a common destiny with other living things is embedded in the human psyche’.87 

Such pretension to distinguish between ‘normality’ and ‘abnormality’, to tell us who we 

should think and feel we are, hardly befits someone who is an ardent defender of an 

irreducible pluralism of goods. Though Gray’s pragmatism may explain why he gives 

                                                                                                                                                     
heard – but that it speaks always against cruelty and injustice. In fact conscience blesses cruelty 
and injustice – so long as their victims can be quietly buried’. Gray, Straw Dogs, 97. 
84 Ibid., 65-66. 
85 The term ‘counterweight to evil’ is one that often recurs in the works of Simone Weil.  
86 Valadier, ‘Le mal politique moderne’. See also chapter 2. 
87 Gray, Straw Dogs, 17. 
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final authority to the more technical sciences, in particular, neuroscience, it is still 

surprising that his scepticism or agnosticism does not extend itself to ‘science’, given 

the fact that it is based on the faith in reason, which he repudiates.88 It is a delusion to 

believe (like Gray does) that scientists have ‘proven’ (or, confirmed) the non-existence 

of human freedom – the ‘free will’ – and dignity. They have only confirmed the all-

pervasive crisis of our times. What I am here suggesting is that the contexts in which we 

live sap the moral energy or will to have ‘faith in man’. However, this ‘faith’ in the 

human, in the power of truth, reason and love is not ‘simply’ a matter of ‘belief’, but 

has to be lived up to. In slightly different words, truth, reason, love, and freedom are 

realities that can be known – understood – and experienced if one is willing to 

‘participate’ in, and receive, them; and not so much by trying to study them as objects 

that are independent of the being/life of the ‘scientist’.89 I am here recalling an insight 

that can be found back in the works of the three men, be it in slightly different 

formulations, namely, that values and goods are ‘real’ and creative only for the one who 

desires (loves) them. Resisting a ‘disembodied epistemology’, they remind us that the 

knowledge of near-invisible realities consists, in the first place, of the love of these 

realities.  

 

IV. Theosis contra transhumanism  

Most serious, non-politically motivated anti-humanists are sceptics who tend to be wary 

of human ambitions to transcend nature. They are usually fully aware of the ‘human 

fragility’ that is reproduced in human technology itself. At the other end of the 

spectrum, we find transhumanists, who tend to be less conscious of the ineradicability 

of this human ‘frailty’. On the contrary, they want to overcome it. Transhumanism is yet 

another rival to Christian humanism, but, like (exclusive) humanism, is intricately 

related to Christianity. The latter, indeed, proclaims the ‘faith in man’, and 

                                                   
88 It is difficult to understand how Gray can simultaneously criticise progress and give final 
authority to ‘science’. ‘The idea that freedom means becoming like a wild animal or machine is 
offensive to Western religious and humanist prejudices, but it is consistent with the most 
advanced scientific knowledge’ is one of the many manifestations of this strange contradiction. 
See Gray, Straw Dogs, 115. 
89 This is the core of Ratzinger’s and Taylor’s critique of modern contemporary philosophy, in 
particular, epistemology.  
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89 This is the core of Ratzinger’s and Taylor’s critique of modern contemporary philosophy, in 
particular, epistemology.  
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(correspondingly), the legitimacy of an integral human development, which includes the 

use of technology. This has led some to claim that Christianity supports ‘human 

enhancement’ through technology, and even more so, the transhumanist endeavour, 

precisely because of ‘the centrality and depth of the theme of human transformation in 

Christianity’.90 Michael S. Burdett attributes transhumanism even to ‘Athanasius or 

Irenaeus and much of the Orthodox Christian tradition because of its avowal of 

divinization or theosis’.91 Though the aspiration to be like God is indeed properly 

‘human’, I have shown that there are at least two different conceptions of God and 

hence of his imitation. Transhumanism and Christian humanism, I hope to make clear, 

are antithetical because they presume clashing conceptions of humanity and of God, of 

the relationship between man and God. This focus on the implicit presuppositions of 

transhumanism implies that I will not go into detail about the different types of 

transhumanism, and about the social and political implications of such projects. Neither 

do I have the ambition of providing clear demarcation lines between transhumanism and 

an integral humanism. Such distinction, I believe, is primarily one between different 

hidden motivations, or between aspirations driven by the weakness of the will and those 

driven by a will capable of affirming life (including decay, death, suffering, ugliness, 

and other imperfections).  

Though there are various versions of ‘transhumanism’, the latter term generally 

refers to the ideal of ‘enhancing’ or ‘redesigning’ the human condition through the use 

of new technology.92 There are numerous transhumanist associations and 

                                                   
90 This is the view held by Steve Fuller. As Ronald Cole-Turner, in his Introduction to an 
impressive collection of perspectives on Transhumanism and Transcendence, notes, ‘the 
centrality and depth of the theme of human transformation in Christianity’ is indisputable even 
if ‘Christians have debated how far it is possible for human beings to be improved, and even 
more sharply about whether it is possible for us to improve ourselves or whether such 
improvement (or more precisely, redemption and sanctification) is utterly by grace acting 
without the cooperation or joint action of the one who is being redeemed’. Ronald Cole-Turner, 
‘Introduction: The Transhumanist Challenge’, in Ronald Cole-Turner (ed.), Transhumanism and 
Transcendence: Christian Hope in an Age of Technological Enhancement (Washington DC: 
Georgetown University Press, 2011), 5. 
91 Michael S. Burdett, ‘Contextualizing a Christian Perspective on Transcendence and Human 
Enhancement: Francis Bacon, N. F. Fedorov, and Pierre Teilhard de Chardin’, in Cole-Turner 
(ed.), Transhumanism and Transcendence, 19-20. 
92 Cole-Turner refers to it as ‘a movement that advocates the development and use of new 
technologies to improve human capacities and enhance human lives’. Cole-Turner, 
‘Introduction’, 11.  
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‘Transhumanist Declarations’.93 The awareness of the possible misuse of new 

technologies, and of the need for responsible decisions and moral vision is more 

pronounced in some than in others.94 A common feature that appears in all of them is 

the belief that individuals should have the right to decide whether and how they wish 

to improve their capacities. They should have the right and power to change the 

physiology and psychology that they did not choose to have. Though the endeavour to 

improve human capacities is not new, transhumanists clearly have reasons to call 

themselves ‘trans’-humanists instead of humanists. The ‘enhancement’ that they support 

includes the transcendence of the ‘limitations of the body and brain’; the ‘increase of 

health-span’; the extension of ‘our intellectual and physical capacities’; and, increased 

‘control over our own mental states and moods’.95 Some are even in favour of using 

technology to ‘increase romantic attachment’.96 Transhumanism therefore builds on 

(exclusive) humanism, endorsing the belief in science, progress, mastery of nature, and 

individual autonomy. Though its ambition to transcend ‘biological limitations’ and to 

enable individuals to have ‘control over their lives’ can also be found in some forms of 

humanism, it aims at greater (more radical) ‘human modification’ and choice.97 Embryo 

selection is one of the many choices available. Embryo selection to the end of creating a 

‘posthumanity’ is one of the practices defended by Nick Bostrom, director of the Future 

of Humanity Institute (Oxford).98 The ‘posthuman modes of life’ that he advocates refer 

primarily to enhanced, (‘posthuman’) health span, cognitive and emotional capacities.99  

                                                   
93 See the ‘Transhumanist Declaration (2012)’ in the Transhumanist Reader for one version. 
Max More and Natasha Vita-More (eds.), The Transhumanist Reader: Classical and 
Contemporary Essays on the Science, Technology, and Philosophy of the Human Future 
(Oxford: Wiley Blackwell, 2013), 54. 
94 The ‘secondary’, unforeseen effects of technological manipulations and enhancements do not 
fall under the category ‘misuse’. 
95 Cole-Turner, ‘Introduction’, 11. 
96 Ibid., 9. Of course, magic or love potions are very old, and can be considered as ‘technology’. 
They are, in the end, the precursors of modern drugs. 
97 This promise of more control over one’s life is clearly misleading, or an extreme case of self-
delusion. As Valadier notes, the ‘enhanced human’ will be dependent on both the prostheses 
used and the creators or inventors of these prostheses. He sees here a new form of ‘slavery’, an 
artefactual slavery. Valadier, EH, 40-41.  
98 The homepage of Nick Bostrom is illuminating. Retrieved 27 June 2014, from 
http://www.nickbostrom.com/. See also Nick Bostrom, ‘Why I Want to be a Posthuman When I 
Grow Up’, in More and Vita-More (eds.), The Transhumanist Reader, 28-53. 
99 Bostrom, ‘Why I Want to be a Posthuman’.  
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The transhumanist ambition is to create superior beings. This ‘superiority’ is measured 

in terms of particular capacities or characteristics (physical aesthetic norms, for 

instance). However, as it has been argued in chapter 2, such an approach fails to grasp 

who we are because given our (spiritual) nature, we cannot be fully ‘defined’. It is 

therefore remarkable, to put it mildly, that someone like Bostrom promotes with such 

conviction a ‘post’-humanity. This pretension to knowing what ‘humanity’ is, or 

rather, the lack of interest in further probing into this matter – or, the belief that the 

matter has already been settled – expresses contempt, instead of love, for this same 

‘humanity’. Celia Deane-Drummond rightly remarks that ‘the kind of perfectionism 

offered through transhumanism of the variety proposed by Nick Bostrom… fails to 

provide an adequate account of human flourishing’.100 It is, indeed, very unclear how 

physics, computational neuroscience, mathematical logic, and philosophy of science 

(the areas of expertise of Bostrom) can provide such an account of human flourishing. 

Like many transhumanists, he does not see any reason to question his implicit 

conception of the human. His reaction to the voiced fears of the misuse of technology is 

the typical monologue of a true believer in linear progress.101 Bioterrorism is a 

possibility, he notes, but ‘reasonable people can be in favor of strict regulation of 

bioweapons while promoting beneficial medical uses of genetics and other human 

enhancement technologies, including inheritable and “species-altering” 

modifications’.102 It is extremely unclear who those ‘reasonable’ people are and which 

ends these regulating laws presume.103 But even more fundamentally, the question of 

whether the post- or trans- human condition is an enviable fate at all is eluded. Being 

human, Valadier notes, entails being able to ‘come back to oneself, to correct oneself, to 

                                                   
100 Celia Deane-Drummond, ‘Taking Leave of the Animal? The Theological and Ethical 
Implications of Transhuman Projects’, in Cole-Turner (ed.), Transhumanism and 
Transcendence, 125. 
101 Bostrom’s replies to Francis Fukuyama, Hans Jonas and Jürgen Habermas on the issue of the 
human dignity of posthumans (whose constitution has been programmed) confirm the lacunas 
of the capacities approach, the limits of the concept ‘freedom’ (or, equal freedoms) in such 
discussions, and the corresponding need to recast human exceptionality. See Nick Bostrom, ‘In 
Defense of Posthuman Dignity’, Bioethics 19 (3) (2005): 202-214. 
102 Ibid.  
103 The acknowledgment that strict regulation is necessary does not say anything about the 
sources on which we could draw to determine the limits of the acceptable. There are just laws 
and unjust laws.  
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repent, rectify one’s acts, in sum ‘to cultivate oneself’’.104 It is hard to see why the 

prospective of being a ‘well-oiled machine’ is to be preferred to being such a human. 

The transhumanist approach to technology, in which the possible is the limit, 

differs from the reflective and critical use of technology within a framework shaped by 

an adequate ontology of the human. Technology itself cannot set its own limits, 

Valadier and Ratzinger warn us. But neither can these be determined by power (that is, 

by those who have invested interests in transhumanist projects). In this regard, Valadier 

foresees a new type of inequality constituted by the ‘masters’ (the experts and 

scientists), the ‘posthumans’ subjugated to their inventions and prostheses and the mass 

of ‘ordinary’ humans.105 In this sense, transhumanism runs counter to modern ideals 

(freedom, equality, justice, and solidarity). That said, Christianity rejects neither 

technological development nor the human aspiration to improve oneself. How can we 

distinguish between a legitimate human aspiration to alleviate human discomforts and to 

improve oneself, and an aspiration that will eventually lead to the negation of our 

humanity (and hence to dehumanisation)? Nussbaum deals with a similar problem and 

her reflection on this matter is here relevant:  

 

What is recommended is a delicate and always flexible balancing act 

between the claims of excellence, which lead us to push outward, and the 

necessity of the human context, which pushes us back in. It is not easy, in 

this picture, to say where a line is drawn. But the ancient Greek conception 

of hubris provides, perhaps, a useful guide here.106  

 

I believe that the concept of hubris, whose Judaic-Christian version is ‘pride’ (a sin that 

tops the bill, in both Judaism and Christianity), is highly useful to draw certain limits 

that cannot be transgressed without high prices. As an old proverb says, ‘when the gods 

wish to punish us they answer our prayers’.107 However, hubris as such does not help us 

                                                   
104 Valadier, EH, 39. 
105 Ibid., 42. 
106 Nussbaum, Love’s Knowledge, 381. 
107 Oscar Wilde, An Ideal Husband (New York: Dover Publications, 2000), 28. This proverb, in 
various formulations, is older than the nineteenth century. Some say it is an ancient Greek 
wisdom; others say it is Roman. It is also found in the bible. Wilde has Sir Robert Chiltern 

200 201



Chapter 4 The Human Paradox

186 
 

The transhumanist ambition is to create superior beings. This ‘superiority’ is measured 

in terms of particular capacities or characteristics (physical aesthetic norms, for 

instance). However, as it has been argued in chapter 2, such an approach fails to grasp 

who we are because given our (spiritual) nature, we cannot be fully ‘defined’. It is 

therefore remarkable, to put it mildly, that someone like Bostrom promotes with such 

conviction a ‘post’-humanity. This pretension to knowing what ‘humanity’ is, or 

rather, the lack of interest in further probing into this matter – or, the belief that the 

matter has already been settled – expresses contempt, instead of love, for this same 

‘humanity’. Celia Deane-Drummond rightly remarks that ‘the kind of perfectionism 

offered through transhumanism of the variety proposed by Nick Bostrom… fails to 

provide an adequate account of human flourishing’.100 It is, indeed, very unclear how 

physics, computational neuroscience, mathematical logic, and philosophy of science 

(the areas of expertise of Bostrom) can provide such an account of human flourishing. 

Like many transhumanists, he does not see any reason to question his implicit 

conception of the human. His reaction to the voiced fears of the misuse of technology is 

the typical monologue of a true believer in linear progress.101 Bioterrorism is a 

possibility, he notes, but ‘reasonable people can be in favor of strict regulation of 

bioweapons while promoting beneficial medical uses of genetics and other human 

enhancement technologies, including inheritable and “species-altering” 

modifications’.102 It is extremely unclear who those ‘reasonable’ people are and which 

ends these regulating laws presume.103 But even more fundamentally, the question of 

whether the post- or trans- human condition is an enviable fate at all is eluded. Being 

human, Valadier notes, entails being able to ‘come back to oneself, to correct oneself, to 

                                                   
100 Celia Deane-Drummond, ‘Taking Leave of the Animal? The Theological and Ethical 
Implications of Transhuman Projects’, in Cole-Turner (ed.), Transhumanism and 
Transcendence, 125. 
101 Bostrom’s replies to Francis Fukuyama, Hans Jonas and Jürgen Habermas on the issue of the 
human dignity of posthumans (whose constitution has been programmed) confirm the lacunas 
of the capacities approach, the limits of the concept ‘freedom’ (or, equal freedoms) in such 
discussions, and the corresponding need to recast human exceptionality. See Nick Bostrom, ‘In 
Defense of Posthuman Dignity’, Bioethics 19 (3) (2005): 202-214. 
102 Ibid.  
103 The acknowledgment that strict regulation is necessary does not say anything about the 
sources on which we could draw to determine the limits of the acceptable. There are just laws 
and unjust laws.  

187 
 

repent, rectify one’s acts, in sum ‘to cultivate oneself’’.104 It is hard to see why the 

prospective of being a ‘well-oiled machine’ is to be preferred to being such a human. 

The transhumanist approach to technology, in which the possible is the limit, 

differs from the reflective and critical use of technology within a framework shaped by 

an adequate ontology of the human. Technology itself cannot set its own limits, 

Valadier and Ratzinger warn us. But neither can these be determined by power (that is, 

by those who have invested interests in transhumanist projects). In this regard, Valadier 

foresees a new type of inequality constituted by the ‘masters’ (the experts and 

scientists), the ‘posthumans’ subjugated to their inventions and prostheses and the mass 

of ‘ordinary’ humans.105 In this sense, transhumanism runs counter to modern ideals 

(freedom, equality, justice, and solidarity). That said, Christianity rejects neither 

technological development nor the human aspiration to improve oneself. How can we 

distinguish between a legitimate human aspiration to alleviate human discomforts and to 

improve oneself, and an aspiration that will eventually lead to the negation of our 

humanity (and hence to dehumanisation)? Nussbaum deals with a similar problem and 

her reflection on this matter is here relevant:  

 

What is recommended is a delicate and always flexible balancing act 

between the claims of excellence, which lead us to push outward, and the 

necessity of the human context, which pushes us back in. It is not easy, in 

this picture, to say where a line is drawn. But the ancient Greek conception 

of hubris provides, perhaps, a useful guide here.106  

 

I believe that the concept of hubris, whose Judaic-Christian version is ‘pride’ (a sin that 

tops the bill, in both Judaism and Christianity), is highly useful to draw certain limits 

that cannot be transgressed without high prices. As an old proverb says, ‘when the gods 

wish to punish us they answer our prayers’.107 However, hubris as such does not help us 

                                                   
104 Valadier, EH, 39. 
105 Ibid., 42. 
106 Nussbaum, Love’s Knowledge, 381. 
107 Oscar Wilde, An Ideal Husband (New York: Dover Publications, 2000), 28. This proverb, in 
various formulations, is older than the nineteenth century. Some say it is an ancient Greek 
wisdom; others say it is Roman. It is also found in the bible. Wilde has Sir Robert Chiltern 

200 201



Chapter 4 The Human Paradox

188 
 

to distinguish between the two aspirations to be like God, which I have discerned in the 

works of Valadier and Ratzinger, and more implicitly, in Taylor’s writings.  

Since some transhumanists claim that the idea of theosis underpins their 

adventure, it is important to distinguish between the God of the transhumanist and the 

‘God of love and consolation… who fills the soul and the heart of those he possesses; 

who makes them feel their misery and his mercy’.108 Deane-Drummond correctly points 

out the transhumanist ‘exclusive emphasis on the mental powers of willing, choosing, 

and understanding’; the ‘disembodied aspirations of transhumanism’, and relates these 

to a preference for ‘metaphors of God filtered through mental activity and imagery, 

rather than bodily nature’.109 Along this line, ‘human image bearing’, she says, ‘then 

becomes connected to the image of God by expressing a form of creative 

superintelligence. Humans share in this intelligence by becoming co-creators with 

God’.110 It is this understanding of the imago dei (and of the corresponding conception 

of God) that Steve Fuller presumes when he claims that an enhanced humanity 

‘somehow brings us closer to a divine standpoint – in the specific sense that our 

properties become like those of the Abrahamic deity’.111 The God whom Fuller 

reconstructs from his ‘literal reading’ of biblical texts is the omnipotent God who 

‘appears to have no problem superseding and even eliminating entire populations of 

organisms, so to retain whatever is good about them despite their imperfect material 

embodiments’.112 It is this God and the corresponding conception of divine 

                                                                                                                                                     
saying that he has read it in some ‘strange book’. In any case, it does express a deep insight 
regarding the unforeseeable consequences of human desires. 
108 Pascal, Œuvres complètes, 602. 
109 The quote goes on: ‘Conversely, those theologians who have been influenced by, for 
example, feminist thinking or ecotheology are more likely to object, given the focus of these 
theologies on interconnectedness and bodily nature, alongside appropriate recognition of the 
differences between men, women, and other animals. For these kinds of thinkers, and I count 
myself as broadly belonging among them, transhuman philosophy of the type peddled by 
Bostrom fails not just because it seems to promote disconnection within the self (mind and 
body), while offering a materialistic atheism, but also because it promotes disconnection 
between selves. Social goods seem to be added as an afterthought, and only when viewed as an 
aspect of the good for the particular individual’. Deane-Drummond, ‘Taking Leave of the 
Animal?’, 122-123. 
110 Ibid. 
111 Fuller, Humanity 2.0, 209. Fuller, who defends a version of ‘intelligent design’, draws on 
John Duns Scotus to support his version of transhumanism. 
112 Ibid., 227. 
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omnipotence, Fuller suggests, that serve ‘as a benchmark of human performance’.113 

Unsurprisingly enough, Fuller can conceive of only ‘two ways to characterise the God-

human relationship’: 

 

In each case, unlike the ants, we have free will. However, in one case we 

decide to learn from nature to conform to the divine plan, while in the other 

we decide to take nature’s incompleteness as an opportunity to improve if 

not outright complete it in accordance with the divine plan.114 

 

Following the second line, transhumanism is a divine project. It is reasonable to assume 

that Fuller is aware of the variety of Christian traditions, and of the fact that he has 

chosen one particular theological tradition to legitimise certain human ambitions. But he 

seems to be unaware of the developments in theology, Church, (Christian) philosophy 

and epistemology, of the endeavours to repair the damages caused by a rationalistic and 

corrupted Christianity on all levels (ecological, social, religious, theological, 

philosophical, political, and scientific). Fuller wants to saddle us with a God with whom 

we cannot relate, whom we cannot love and cannot worship. And, to top it all, our 

spiritual nature has disappeared from the picture. Today, perhaps more than ever, it may 

be necessary to recall de Lubac’s reminder that the human is the image of God, not 

primarily ‘because of his intellect, his free will, his immortality, not even because of the 

power he has received to rule over nature: beyond and above all this, he is so ultimately 

because there is something incomprehensible in his depths’.115  

To become like God, or to transcend oneself, is no licence for Prometheanism, 

as argued in previous chapters. As one could expect, Ratzinger and Valadier agree with 

each other on this point. The former, however, more than the latter, stresses that theosis 

does not happen in a loud or imposing manner, since God’s way is a ‘quiet way’. The 

imitatio dei is the imitatio Christi, and is the imitation of the Trinitarian God because 

what it involves is giving oneself not once but continually, forgiving not once but 

endlessly. Hence, Ratzinger regularly refers to Paul’s translation of the imitatio 

                                                   
113 Ibid. 
114 Ibid., 220. 
115 De Lubac, Mystery of the Supernatural, 210. 
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113 Ibid. 
114 Ibid., 220. 
115 De Lubac, Mystery of the Supernatural, 210. 
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dei/Christi, namely as ‘love one another’.116 However, we should not be misled: to love 

each other, in the sense of continually giving oneself, is far from being easy. It involves 

renunciation, suffering, humility, receptivity. and transformation. When it comes to 

imitating God, Ratzinger, more than Valadier, stresses the ‘littleness’ of God, and the 

‘little daily virtues’ – which is a direct reference to Thérèse de Lisieux – that we can 

practise to live as God does. To overcome our bitterness and anger, and to learn to 

forgive are a few of these ‘little virtues’.117 Given the fact that the human self is more 

inclined to little (and greater) vices, Thérèse’s ‘petite Voie’ of perfect humility and 

simplicity enables Christian metanoia. The conceived possibility and practice of 

metanoia (the transformation of the will, reason and heart) are that which the three men 

have been trying to restore in their various works.  

Ratzinger correctly points out that, even on a ‘purely’ human level, ‘there is an 

abundant evidence for the thesis that without conversion, without a radical inner change 

in our thinking and being, we cannot draw closer to one another’.118 This is a slightly 

different formulation of his perceived need for ‘purification’ or inner transformation. 

According to him, the idea that ‘to be truly human, man, as a whole, has need of the 

comprehensive movement of conversion… and self-communication’ is to be found in 

Stoic thought, Plato’s works, and Neo-Platonism.119 Greek philosophy provided Early 

Church Fathers with a language to express the full meaning of Christian conversion. 

However, in the personal, intimate depths of man dwells not only truth but also the 

‘wounded nature’, darkness, or sin. Christian conversion, Ratzinger stresses, therefore 

involves changing ‘without reservation even to the innermost depths of one’s being’.120 

In previous chapters, I have opposed the one-dimensional emphasis on the ideational 

aspect of the ‘religious’ (faith) and ‘secular’. The narrowness of such approach becomes 

more evident when we consider the full implications of metanoia. Both the 

metamorphosis of the will and Christian conversion involve the whole being, the heart, 

                                                   
116 Ratzinger, MROC, 86. 
117 Ibid., 87. 
118 Ratzinger, PCT, 51. 
119 Ibid., 59. 
120 Ibid., 60. According to Ratzinger, ‘the inner oneness of radical transformation and radical 
constancy, which is what metanoia really is’ is accurately depicted in Dietrich von Hildebrand’s 
Transformation in Christ. Ibid., 61.  
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mind, or soul. They do not simply refer to a change of ideas or of mind, but to tedious 

and continuous processes of re-creation. Taylor refers to it as ‘God’s pedagogy’: 

 

Here’s a hypothesis from within a Christian perspective: humans are born 

out of the animal kingdom, to be guided by God; and the males (at least the 

males) with a powerful sex-drive, and lots of aggression. As far as this 

endowment is concerned, the usual evolutionary explanation could be the 

correct one. But being guided by God means some kind of transformation of 

these drives; not just their repression, or suppression, keeping the lid on 

them; but some real turning of them from within, conversion, so that all the 

energy now goes along with God; the love powers agape, the aggression 

turns into energy, straining to bring things back to God, the energy to 

combat evil.121  

  

I have taken this example to illustrate the radical change of heart and mind required to 

make such an idea of metanoia culturally plausible at all, and to resist the ‘easy’ way 

out promised by transhumanists.122 Taylor stresses that the transformation in question is 

‘not just a matter of plasticity: that you train them differently and they turn out to like 

helping old ladies cross the street…The transformation is much more mysterious, and 

involves offering another spiritual direction’.123  

Christian metanoia not only involves the whole human person, but also extends 

itself to human relationships. It transforms human existential contexts through persons 

who are willing to continually convert (humanise) themselves. Needless to say, such 

self-transcendence, self-creation, or metanoia takes place within a particular human 
                                                   
121 Taylor, SA, 668. 
122 As Valadier remarks, the transhumanist transformation is different from the ‘transformation 
of oneself by oneself’. Valadier, EH, 47. This struggle for moral improvement, for humanisation 
is our privilege, which transhumanists either want to denigrate or take away from us. But the 
price of an inadequate humanisation (which cannot be achieved through technology) is high. It 
may well create Nietzsche’s Last Man, the one who lives the longest and who can no longer 
despise himself, fear himself, and therefore does not desire to commit him (her) self to the 
tedious process of becoming human.  
123 Taylor, SA, 673. Attempts abound (among Christian theologians and philosophers) to 
translate such transformation into the technical language of the new sciences (especially, 
neuroscience). I am, however, convinced that such trends (driven by the need to survive in a 
world dominated by technocrats) entail the mutilation of theology, philosophy, our languages, 
and of the human. 
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community that enables and supports it, providing the motivation necessary for 

perseverance.124 The affirmation of an embodied existence entails the acceptance of 

relationships and all forms of knowledge that are made possible through our 

embodiment. There is a form of ‘knowledge’ that is acquired through nurturing a child, 

for instance, and yet another through caring for the sick and the old. But the latter can 

also be great examples of fortitude for us. Taking leave of our deceased, our sorrow and 

our hope for eternity in those few scarce moments may also be life-transforming. 

Something of an ineffable reality is revealed to us on each of these occasions. The 

clinical-technical approach to all these embodied activities, as well as to suffering and 

pain, has distorted our experiences of them and corrupted their life-changing 

potential.125 The transhumanist Fedorov, as he is presented by Burdett, had a morbid 

fear of death, so that he did not even dare to sleep; death was the ‘ultimate evil’, and 

‘every evil derives from death and leads to death’.126 We are told that Fedorov had the 

hope of resurrecting the dead through the use of science and technology.127 Such 

transhumanist drive to overcome death is an illustration of what Taylor calls the 

metaphysical primacy of life, which results in the incapacity to affirm life practically.128 

This is, in fact, Nietzsche’s criticism as well. The capacity to affirm life, including 

death, suffering, all forms of life, is acquired through metanoia (and hence, through the 

re-tapping of sources), and not through technology.129 In the next section, I will explain 

why I deem such transformation possible for non-Christians as well.  

 

 

 

                                                   
124 See also chapter 2. 
125 I would not have had to qualify ‘experience’ if the dominant notion of experience did not rest 
on the distinction between object and subject. Taylor, as mentioned in chapter 1, has tried to 
restore a fuller account of experience. Hence his term ‘experience-cum-transformation’. 
Referring to the conversion of Francis, he notes that ‘there were “experiences”, of joy, of 
liberation; but it’s clear that the core of the event was its heart-transforming, life-changing 
nature’. Taylor, SA, 730.  
126 Burdett, ‘Contextualizing a Christian Perspective on Transcendence and Human 
Enhancement’, 28. 
127 Ibid. 
128 Taylor, DC, 19-20. 
129 To repeat, I am not demonising technology. Technology needs to be given its right place, and 
this means that it cannot be idolised.  
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V. A third way? 

The core of the Christian humanism proposed by the three men is a Christian 

anthropology, constituted by the resources provided by particular Christian intellectual 

traditions. As I have noted above, such a Christian anthropology could be relevant to 

contemporaries, irrespective of their religious and non-religious allegiances. This means 

that the three men have to claim a certain ‘universalism’ for their propositions, so that 

the latter can be embraced by non-Christians as non-Christians, that is, while they 

preserve their particular ‘identities’ (for want of a better term), or differences. What is 

therefore not being advocated is a return to Christendom, in which Christianity 

(religion) is the ordering principle of society. Such an attempt would not only be a 

denial of the ‘pluralist principle’, and hence of a pluralist democracy, but would also 

pervert Christianity and distort the relationship between the human and God.130 Hence, 

neither the works of the three men nor the present thesis hides a strategy to proselytise 

non-Christians. I hope now to show that essential elements of this anthropology, such as 

human nature as the ‘image of God’, and even metanoia and theosis could be relevant to 

and practised by both Christians and non-Christians. However, there are quite a few 

obstacles to be reckoned with, from philosophers and theologians, Christians 

themselves and so-called secularists. Indeed, the argument that I will be working out 

here is that it is the theological and philosophical radical separation between the natural 

and ‘supernatural’ that supports the clear-cut separation between the religious and the 

secular, – and parallel to this, between faith and reason –and the ideal of the sovereign 

or autonomous self. By transcending this dualism, the three men are able to restore the 

intimate relation between immanence and transcendence, thereby liberating resources 

for Christians and non-Christians alike. 

The approaches of the three men bear on, and presume a particular answer to, 

the question concerning the nature of the relationship between God and the human 

(‘after the Fall’), and between God and creation. They agree with Augustine that God is 

more intimate to us than we are to ourselves. Ironically enough, it is partly the emphasis 

on the gravity of original sin (the Fall) that led, in some cases, to the imagined near-

                                                   
130 Cf. Maritain, Christianity and Democracy, 180-181: this ‘pluralist principle’ opposes the 
‘totalitarian principle’ with all ‘the perversions which it entails’ (180). Yet, Maritain speaks of 
an ‘organic, pluralist democracy’ (italics mine). 
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unbridgeable distance between God and man.131 The greater the distance and the 

significance of the Fall, the less one is willing to speak of the divine in the human, while 

the divine in the rest of creation has become even more incoherent because of 

‘disenchantment’. The latter, though usually blamed on the dominance of the naturalist 

(positivist) approach to our living environment, can also be conceived as emanating 

from a radicalised version of the conceived separation between God and the cosmos. 

And, to the de-spiritualisation of nature (and of the body) – or, to the Kantian ‘radical 

distinction between feeling (inclination) and moral motivation’ – corresponds a 

disembodied knowledge of God.132 Hence Taylor’s suggestion that we have to 

‘rediscover the way in which life in our natural surroundings, as well as bodily feeling, 

bodily action, and bodily expression, can be channels of contact with fullness’.133 Even 

more so, he argues that ‘we have to recover a sense of the link between erotic desire and 

the love of God, which lies deep in the Biblical traditions, whether Jewish or Christian, 

and find new ways of giving expression to this’.134 We can ‘see’ God in the faces of our 

beloved, of the disfigured, of the stranger – Valadier and Ratzinger remind us – and the 

image of God in the growing child, Taylor says in agreement with Nancy Huston.  

Such glimpses or fragments of the divine – even if not perceived as such – are 

not extras to an already full life, but are constitutive of a good, just and true, or 

humanised human life because they are sources of fullness (and transformation). The 

‘devout humanism’ (in seventeenth century France), could be exemplary for us today, as 

Taylor seems to imply:  

 

In these practices of prayer and devotion, and in the reflections, say, 

of St. François de Sales, in his Traité de l’Amour de Dieu, God’s 

presence in the world, however narrowed in the theories of 

theologians, is still very much felt. But devout humanism supposes 

that we can find within us that élan towards God on which we can 

build, the seed which we can nourish... If our nature is really quite 

depraved, then the hope of finding this élan within us can be a snare 
                                                   
131 Another possible reason might be because man sways between self-enclosedness and 
openness, or between self-centredness and love.  
132 Taylor, SA, 608. 
133 Ibid., 766. 
134 Ibid., 767. 
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and a delusion, a figment of our own pride. Recognizing our distance 

from God, we can only throw ourselves on his mercy, hoping that he 

will heal our ruined nature. We must obey his commandments from a 

distance in fear, rather than presume to approach him in love.135  

 

Such distance, even if philosophically and theologically conceivable, is not Christian 

because it fails to take the full implications of the Incarnation (and, of creation) into 

account. This is what Ratzinger reminds his audience during his Regensburg lecture. 

Related to this matter is the question regarding man himself: is the human some kind of 

buffered natural self to which the supernatural may add itself (or not), or is he (she) a 

being created with the ‘capacity for God’ (and hence made in God’s image). In the latter 

case, the human is essentially ‘open’; he (she) already ‘carries’ the divine seed within, 

which he (she) can choose to allow to grow or to smother.  

The radical (theoretical) distinction between the natural and supernatural has 

eventually led to the idea of a ‘purely natural order’, to the conviction that one can live 

full human lives without any extra-human transcendence (‘source of fullness’). 

Someone like Luc Ferry (to whom Taylor refers), does advocate the need for some form 

of immanent (‘horizontal’) transcendence. But such transcendence is no ‘source of 

fullness’. Valadier and Ratzinger, in particular, point to the political consequences of 

the absence of transcendence, properly understood as a destabilising force (instead of 

reifying force). By now, it should hopefully be clear that the three men do not think that 

‘transcendence’ is an option – a matter of personal choice – without much consequence, 

except a ‘meaningful life’. The transcendence that they are advocating is a potential 

source of empowerment for all those who are willing to open themselves to it. Why 

would they otherwise think that a Christian humanism is needed for the world, for all, 

Christians and non-Christians? Why try to convince those ‘without faith’ to accept the 

‘image of God’ as their nature and vocation? Or, in the case of Ratzinger, why propose 

to his non-believing friends to live as if God exists? I have stressed often enough that 

they do not want to ‘convert’ their addressees.136 Their approaches might seem like 

preaching to the choir, or simply incoherent. But these impressions – as well as the 

                                                   
135 Ibid., 227. 
136 Of course, they hope for a change of heart and mind, and for better practices. 
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135 Ibid., 227. 
136 Of course, they hope for a change of heart and mind, and for better practices. 
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accusation of Christian imperialism –, I argue, are incited because we cannot get rid of 

the stubborn belief in two juxtaposed worlds, the ‘natural’ and the ‘supernatural’. As a 

result, de Lubac critically points out how, ‘the supernatural is no longer properly 

speaking another order, something unprecedented, overwhelming and transfiguring: it is 

no more than a “super-nature,” as we have fallen into the habit of calling it, contrary to 

all theological tradition’.137  

It tends to be forgotten that the ‘natural’, including the lives of so-called 

unbelievers, is itself permeated by (is made possible by) God, and that participation into 

that life or creation, on certain conditions, is also the participation in God (or, involves 

the contact with fullness). The idea (and experience) of God being in all beings and 

things is expressed by the concept of ‘common grace’ in Protestant Christianity, against 

the emphasis on the corruption of reason through the Fall. The rehabilitation of the idea 

of common grace entails perceiving ‘the presence of God’s sustaining grace in every 

aspect of creation, including the intellect’.138 It is the idea (and experience) that God 

permeates all things and beings that allows the three men to hold that it is possible for 

non-believers to tap the theistic source. This also explains why nature – no longer 

conceived (experienced) as simple and objectifiable matter – can command awe and 

respect, and can potentially also be a source of transformation. The precondition, as I 

argued in previous chapters, is a particular kind of openness or receptivity – or a will 

strong enough to affirm an overabundant life – which further requires dispelling the 

secularist spin (and any other spin). This requirement could be called ‘universal’. 

Indeed, Valadier notes that there is ‘a Christian universalism’, which, however, ‘needs 

to be well understood’; it is not a form of ‘imperialism or desire of conquest’; instead, 

‘the universal is a task or a duty that imposes itself on all and everyone, a task of 

opening and humanisation of oneself’.139 Similarly, to ‘open ourselves to God’, for 

Taylor, ‘means in fact, overstepping the limits set in theory by exclusive humanisms’. 

The theme of ‘opening’ oneself or one’s reason runs through all writings of 

                                                   
137 De Lubac, Mystery of the Supernatural, 37. 
138 Norman Klassen and Jens Zimmermann, The Passionate Intellect: Incarnational Humanism 
and the Future of University Education (Michigan: Baker Academic, 2006), 169. They note that 
their ‘concept of common grace is basically a defense of human reason as a gift of God given to 
all’. Ibid., 169.  
139 Valadier, DP, 49. 
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Ratzinger.140 There is therefore not much to support the claim that the theistic source is 

not available to non-Christians.141 The gratuitousness of grace is not equivalent to 

arbitrariness.  

Pertinently enough, Valadier, in one of his early works, cites Augustine on the 

‘true religion’:  

 

The very reality that one now calls Christian religion existed in the 

past, even among the Ancients, from the very beginning; it was not 

lacking till Christ came into flesh, and then the true religion, which 

existed already, has started to take name of Christian.142  

 

The ‘true religion’, according to Augustine, was to ‘serve the Creator’, and not to be 

‘vain in our thoughts’.143 As we saw above, Valadier consistently follows this 

‘Augustinian line’ when he stresses that to know oneself, is to know God, and vice 

versa; and when he also warns that we cannot fully know (define) ourselves. Why am I 

recalling this? Because I believe that our conception of human flourishing or fullness 

and of the (im)possibility of metanoia and divinisation (which is the participation in the 

life of a God who is love) for a non-Christian depends on whether we follow this line or 

stick to a radical natural-supernatural distinction (and near-separation). In the first case, 

the contact with God – in whatever degrees – is accessible, in principle, to all, and the 

contact with fullness is constitutive of integral human fulfilment. In the second case, the 

idea of flourishing suitable to ‘mere’ mortals will continue to be dominant, side by side 

with transhumanist endeavours to transcend mortality.  

                                                   
140 Such openness is not passive and painless, but involves transformation (spiritual conversion). 
Ratzinger seems to think – wrongly, I believe – that he is disagreeing with Rahner when he 
points out that man ‘as he is’ is ‘insufficient’, and is called ‘to rise above man as he is’. 
Ratzinger, PCT, 166. 
141 Cf. Kitchen, ‘Charles Taylor’, 48. 
142 Valadier, JCD, 138. The passage to which Valadier refers is as follows: ‘Again, when I said: 
“In our times, this is the Christian religion which to know and follow is most secure and most 
certain salvation,” I did so with reference to the name only, not to the thing itself of which this 
is only the name. For what is now called the Christian religion existed even among the ancients 
and was not lacking from the beginning of the human race until “Christ came in the flesh”. 
From that time, true religion, which already existed, began to be called Christian’. St. 
Augustine, The Retractations (Washington DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 
1968), 52.  
143 Ibid., 52. 
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The thoughts of Taylor, Valadier and Ratzinger provide us (Christians and non-

Christian alike) with ways to draw on the theistic source, or grace. Taylor, who owes a 

lot to Ivan Illich and Fyodor Dostoyevsky, recalls the latter’s thinking on grace and 

redemption: 

 

One of Dostoyevsky’s central insights turns on the way in which we close or 

open ourselves to grace. The ultimate sin is to close oneself, but one’s 

reasons for doing so can be of the highest… We are closed to grace, because 

we close ourselves to the world in which it circulates and we do that out of 

loathing for ourselves and for this world.144  

 

Referring to the ‘unbelieving solutions’ to suffering and evil, Taylor intriguingly says 

that ‘there is perhaps a new, as yet untravelled road from them to God, a way of 

“making straight the way of the Lord”’.145 This runs parallel to Valadier’s interpretation 

of Nietzsche’s radical atheism as being receptive to the divine. Such ‘unbelievers’, I 

would like to suggest, could be like the faithful, waiting servants in the biblical 

parable.146 Yet, Valadier warns that such a rigorous atheism is difficult to maintain, and 

often turns into the belief in unbelief. It can, moreover, be asserted that the intellectual 

frameworks provided by the three men allow humanisation to potentially become 

divinisation – despite the fact that ‘humanisation’ is not a Taylorian term – whereas 

such ‘progression’ is nearly inconceivable if one accepts the radical distinction nature-

supernatural. A ‘leap of faith’ or sudden ‘illuminism’ would be required in the latter 

case. Valadier’s conception of humanisation certainly includes the possibility of 

recognising God or the divine as the source (in both senses of the term) of life. 

Ratzinger’s Christocentric and Trinitarian approach to divinisation can be translated into 

a form of humanisation that is potentially acceptable to those who cannot accept Jesus 

as Christ and yet are willing to accept the ‘education of the Cross’, which means ‘being 

                                                   
144 The quote goes on as follows: ‘But paradoxically, the more noble and sensitive and morally 
insightful one is, the more one is liable to feel this loathing … rejecting the world seals one’s 
sense of its loathsomeness and of one’s own, insofar as one is part of it… No one, I believe, has 
given us deeper insight into the spiritual sources of modern terrorism or has shown more clearly 
how terrorism can be a response to the threat of self-hatred’. Taylor, SS, 451.  
145 Taylor, SA, 685. 
146 See, for instance, Luke 12: 36-38. Cf. Simone Weil’s ‘attente de Dieu’. 
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brought up for being, being brought up for love’.147 And, as I noted above, this is not an 

easy way.  

Needless to say, it is not my intention to trivialise the difference between 

Christianity and other religions as well as non-believing modes of life, or much worse, 

to attribute such trivialisation to the three men. My primary concern is a worrisome 

condition that involves people from all walks of life, and Christian thinking is only 

relevant insofar as it can provide us with resources that respect these differences. Hence, 

Norman Klassen and Jens Zimmermann may well be right to emphasise the difference 

between the Christian and non-Christian: 

 

From a Christian perspective, the disadvantage of the non-Christian is 

twofold. First, the unbeliever cannot know things about God that are hidden 

in Christ and are known only in relation with God. Second, the non-

Christian lacks the believer’s context for reason, the recognition that all 

things are for the glory of God.148  

 

However, one may wonder whether there aren’t modes of life that, without explicit 

acknowledgement of Christ (or, of God), glorify God? Or, that maintain the receptivity 

to a God who has been sought in vain and who has been absent in the direst moments of 

people’s lives? I am here not recasting the concept of ‘anonymous Christianity’ 

(conceived in a particular context of Christian exclusivism), which is also not what 

Augustine is doing above. Ratzinger observes that the Church sometimes forgets that 

‘the tree of the Kingdom of God reaches beyond the branches of the visible Church’.149  

 

Believers must never stop seeking, while seekers are touched by the truth 

and thus cannot be classified as people without faith…This is why the 

distinction between Catholics and secularists is relative. Secular people are 

                                                   
147 Ratzinger, CEP, 198. 
148 Klassen and Zimmermann, The Passionate Intellect, 171. 
149 The quote goes on: ‘this is precisely why it must be a hospitable place in whose branches 
many guests find solace’. Ratzinger, WR, 122. 
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not a rigid block…very often they are people who passionately seek the 

truth, who are pained by the lack of truth in humankind.150  

 
 
VI. The pluralist principle versus the totalitarian principle 

In the previous section, I have tried to show that the conceptual frameworks of the three 

men avoid a notorious Christian exclusivism, and that their version of Christian 

universalism is not equivalent to a new form of Christian imperialism. However, it 

might be objected that they still presuppose the absolute (or, greater) truth of 

Christianity vis-à-vis other religious and philosophical traditions. And, one may 

perceive such a presupposition, especially evident in Ratzinger’s thought, as contrary to 

the ‘pluralist principle’ of modern democracies.151 This ‘pluralist principle’, as it is 

being used here, does not presume a strong ‘foundational pluralism’, which is a 

philosophical position regarding the nature of ultimate truth, and the (im)possibility of 

‘transvaluation’.152 Instead, it simply acknowledges differences, and resists the ordering 

of society according to one particular hierarchy of values. However, even the most 

‘radical’ pluralists – that is, those who hold that we cannot and should not try to reach 

consensus on a common good or way of life – do agree that there are basic values that 

have to be recognised for a modus vivendi.153 This modus vivendi itself is today being 

undermined, not so much because we are unable to reach consensus on fundamental 

values as because we are incapable of wanting values, including democratic values 

(freedom, justice and solidarity).154 Given this background, it is urgent to examine how 

                                                   
150 Ibid., 123. 
151 This is the question that Peter Jonkers raises with regard to the thought of Ratzinger when he 
asks ‘whether the Pope can hold on to his idea of religious truth without undermining the plural 
character of modern society’. See Jonkers, ‘A Purifying Force for Reason’, 97.  
152 Taylor, RR, 214. Whether truth is ultimately one or not is an old question that I will not even 
attempt to address here. It is clear that, in any case, we have to distinguish between truth(s) and 
falsehood(s) in our daily, mundane lives. One can be a pluralist, in the sense of accepting the 
existence of differences, and believe that it is possible to reconcile conflicting values, that is, to 
hierarchize them. But following the pluralist principle one cannot make this order become 
socially normative.  
153 John Gray defends such a type of liberalism, and therefore criticises John Rawls for desiring 
more than a modus vivendi. See John Gray, Two Faces of Liberalism (Cambridge: Polity Press, 
2000).  
154 Apolitical individualism is the permanent danger of democracies, as pointed out by 
Tocqueville. Populism and terrorism are extreme examples of a failed modus vivendi today. 
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the political thinking of Taylor, Valadier and Ratzinger fares in comparison with 

mainstream liberalism, represented by John Rawls, for instance.155 In other words, 

which one of these two approaches is better able to safeguard pluralism? In addressing 

this question, we have to bear in mind the insight of Valadier (Nietzsche) that only the 

strong will is capable of affirming plural reality. This means that any political 

philosophy has to include a reflection on the anthropological preconditions for the 

affirmation of pluralism. 

Pluralist democracy rests on the ‘salutary dualism’ that prevents the State from 

taking the sacred sword and claiming the whole person, and the Church from taking the 

secular arm. It is Christianity, Valadier and Ratzinger maintain, that enabled the 

modern, western idea of (political) freedom because it desacralized the State. Without 

this duality, Ratzinger asserts, there is totalitarianism, whereby the hope, capacity and 

dignity of the human – the ‘truth’ regarding the human and his (her) world – are defined 

by the State.156 Modern (liberal) pluralists are generally wary of such pre-given 

identities precisely because they value human individualities. In this regard, Catholic 

social teaching, Ratzinger asserts, is not so far removed from the pluralist commitment. 

This is what he notes in his Westminster Hall address:  

 

While decisive steps have been taken at several points in your history 

to place limits on the exercise of power, the nation’s political 

institutions have been able to evolve with a remarkable degree of 

stability. In the process, Britain has emerged as a pluralist democracy 

which places great value on freedom of speech, freedom of political 

affiliation and respect for the rule of law, with a strong sense of the 

individual’s rights and duties, and of the equality of all citizens before 

                                                   
155 Note that John Rawls has not addressed this question. Hence, Rawls is here primarily 
illustrative of a type of liberalism that is quite predominant. Of course, Rawlsian liberalism is 
one of many variants of liberalism. Yet, most liberalisms do share common features, such as the 
emphasis on neutrality (and correspondingly, procedures) and autonomy. Nonetheless, Gray’s 
distinction between two forms of liberalism is quite illuminating: ‘liberalism has always had 
two faces. From one side, toleration is the pursuit of an ideal form of life. From the other, it is 
the search for terms of peace among different ways of life. In the former view, liberal 
institutions are seen as applications of universal principles. In the latter, they are a means to 
peaceful coexistence’. Rawls defends the first one, while Berlin the second one. See Gray, Two 
Faces of Liberalism, 2. 
156 Theocracy is, of course, equally a violation of the salutary duality. 
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the law. While couched in different language, Catholic social teaching 

has much in common with this approach, in its overriding concern to 

safeguard the unique dignity of every human person, created in the 

image and likeness of God, and in its emphasis on the duty of civil 

authority to foster the common good.157  

 

In other words, the commitment to pluralism (and rights) is a commitment to human 

dignity. On this level, none of the three men can, arguably, be accused of heresy. Yet, 

they are no mainstream liberals, despite their love of a freedom justly understood. They 

resist a certain form of (neo) liberalism that promotes an individualism or ‘atomism’, 

which Tocqueville and Nietzsche also feared; or, a liberalism that gives priority to 

economics (and technology) over politics.  

The liberalism of John Rawls is (in)famous for attempting a reconciliation 

between individual freedom and social justice (hence mitigating the effects of the 

pursuit of economic self-interest), and its ‘correction’ of utilitarianism.158 Such 

compromises may partly explain the popularity of his thought. Another reason for 

Rawlsianism may, however, lie in the fact that Rawls tries to find a legitimating ground 

for what he calls the ‘plain truths now widely accepted, or available, to citizens 

generally’.159 In other words, he writes about, and tries to protect, a condition that is 

already highly cherished by many. However, ideals, despite their ‘obvious truth’, do not 

maintain their value independently of our desire for them. The very idea of human 

dignity, for instance, is no longer a ‘plain truth’, given the aspiration towards a trans- or 

post- humanity. Moreover, values or ideals can undergo distortions, and institutions can 

                                                   
157 Benedict XVI, ‘Meeting with the Representatives of British Society’.  
158 Hence Rawls’ distinction between the rational and the reasonable, and his emphasis that ‘the 
disposition to be reasonable is neither derived from nor opposed to the rational’. John Rawls, 
Political Liberalism (New York: Columbia University Press, 1993), 49. Italics mine. While 
Rawls’ definition of the ‘rational’ concurs with that of economic theory, his understanding of 
the reasonable includes the ‘willingness to propose and honor fair terms of cooperation’, and 
‘the willingness to recognize the burdens of judgment and to accept their consequences’. Ibid., 
49. The reasonable is moved by the value of reciprocity and possesses ‘the particular form of 
moral sensibility that underlies the desire to engage in fair cooperation as such’. Ibid., 51. It is 
noteworthy that Rawls’ thought presumes and builds on such reasonableness. It therefore 
collapses as soon as such reasonableness can no longer be taken for granted. 
159 Ibid., 225. 
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become corrupted.160 This is why a destabilising transcendence is defended by Taylor, 

Valadier and Ratzinger. ‘Plain truths’ can hide falsehood. But they can also prevent the 

transformation of both our ontology and our phenomenology. Our political 

relationships, the three men argue, can be transformed, raised to a higher level through 

the cultivation – Ratzinger would say, the ‘reception’ – of wisdom. This wisdom, 

whether understood in the Aristotelian sense (as phronesis) or in the religious sense (as 

the participation in divine Wisdom), requires the practice of (or, encounter with) 

goodness. This approach of theirs stands in stark contrast to Rawls’ unsurpassed 

ambition to invent a ‘political conception of justice’, an expression that should be read 

as purely political.161 Indeed, his political conception of justice ‘is presented 

independently of any wider comprehensive religious or philosophical doctrine… is 

elaborated in terms of fundamental political ideas viewed as implicit in the public 

political culture of a democratic society’.162 Rawls relentlessly reminds us that neither 

comprehensive religious and philosophical doctrines nor their adherents should be 

involved in the discussion and determination of ‘constitutional essentials and matters of 

basic justice’.163 Instead, it is the political philosopher (Rawls himself) who is to discern 

these essentials, on which he expects citizens from different (‘reasonable’) traditions to 

agree. 

 Rawls’ idea of ‘overlapping consensus’ is an explicit acknowledgement of the 

reasonableness and legitimacy of ‘reasonable comprehensive doctrines’, including 

religious ones. This opposes him to a radical secularism (or, positivism). He indeed 

notes that it is ‘not in general unreasonable to affirm any one of a number of reasonable 

comprehensive doctrines’.164 This is why Valadier thinks that Rawls’ ‘overlapping 

consensus’, that is, his perspective that it is necessary to get the critical and reflected 

consent of all, including the adherents of ‘comprehensive doctrines’, to the principles of 

                                                   
160 ‘Post-democracy’ may well characterise the contemporary Western situation. The concept 
‘post-democracy’ is used by the sociologist Colin Crouch, for instance. This means that the 
destiny of societies and of those who compose them is being determined, not by a community of 
citizens, but by other apolitical or anti-political powers. However, the prefix ‘post’ might 
wrongly convey the impression that we have reached a different phase in history, as if 
democracy belongs to the past. 
161 Rawls, Political Liberalism, 223. 
162 Ibid., 223. 
163 Ibid., 224-226. 
164 Ibid., 60. For his definition of a ‘reasonable comprehensive doctrine’, see Rawls, Political 
Liberalism, 59.  
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a liberal political society is a ‘friendlier approach’ than French Jacobean laïcité; the 

latter, on the other hand, is ‘hostile to differences’, and correspondingly, has the 

ambition of creating ‘a neutral public space that excludes all such comprehensive 

adherences’.165 The problem lies in Rawls’ belief that he has found the principle of a 

liberal political society, which is to become the evaluation criteria of other ‘principles’ 

(and hence, of other goods). This is what Taylor points out when he expresses his 

discontent with the theories of Rawls and Dworkin. While agreeing that modern liberal 

states should be neutral between different religious confessions, he cannot assent to ‘the 

absolute pretensions of this kind of theory; the claim to have found the principle of 

liberal society; or the principle which ought to trump all others wherever they come into 

conflict’.166 Given Taylor’s conceived relationship between the constitution of the will 

(self) and sources, it is hardly surprising that he should assert that ‘neutral liberalism as 

a total principle’ might well be a ‘formula for paralysis’ (or, ‘for hypocrisy’).167 A 

society is not simply held together by a ‘political conception of justice’, but by those 

who desire creative values. 

Paralysis we do have today, Valadier and Ratzinger point out, because nihilism 

is prevailing. According to both of them, the public or political reason on which Rawls 

relies is ill (paralysed). The latter’s conception of an autonomous political philosophy 

maintains this paralysis by isolating the political reason/political will from its root or 

sources.168 As we have seen, the ‘symbolic universe of religions’, according to Valadier, 

acts like a ‘reference’ for reason; it provides it with its ends and arouses it when it 

becomes exhausted, preventing it from collapsing into nihilism.169 On an 

                                                   
165 Valadier, DPFR, 140-143. 
166 Taylor, RR, 250. Cf. Bloom’s criticism of Rawls’ conception of primary goods. Bloom 
rightly notes that there are other ‘ends or life plans for which all the listed primary goods would 
be evils. What is wealth for him who believes that it is easier for a camel to go through the eye 
of a needle than for a rich man to enter into the kingdom of heaven? What is health for him who 
believes with Pascal that sickness is the true state of the Christian? and how does the sense of 
one’s own worth, rather than humility, accord with the man who believes he is a sinner? To treat 
these things as goods is equivalent to denying the view of things in which they are the opposite’. 
Allan Bloom, ‘Justice: John Rawls Vs. The Tradition of Political Philosophy’, The American 
Political Science Review 69 (2) (1975): 654.  
167 Taylor, RR, 253. 
168 Valadier observes how ‘surprising it is that Rawls pretends that his political philosophy is 
independent and autonomous with respect to other parts of philosophy’, thereby denying the 
perennial philosophical controversies regarding the ‘nature of truth, and the status of expressed 
values’. Valadier, DPFR, 149. 
169 Valadier, EP, 89, 139. See also chapter 2. 
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anthropological-historical level, it means that religion is that which precedes all other 

human institutions (including political thinking and science); it is that which shapes the 

living environment of humans. The positivist endeavour to get rid of the so-called 

‘primitive stage’ is therefore self-defeating: reason cannot be detached from that which 

gives it direction (values). While Rawls is certainly no positivist, his understanding of 

religion (religious faith) and philosophy relies on the dualism between faith and reason 

(which underlies positivism). Ratzinger, as we have seen in the previous chapter, 

contests the label ‘comprehensive doctrine’ for Christianity, and disputes Rawls’ 

conception of public reason as excluding the religious.170 Instead, for him as for 

Valadier, Christianity is best understood as leaven of society. For both of them, the 

Church has a public duty. Ratzinger therefore asserts that ‘the Church must make claims 

and demands on public law and cannot simply retreat into the private sphere’.171 The 

Church, for Valadier, can protect political life, both by enkindling vigilance – since no 

institutional system is immune to corruption – and protecting the channels of values 

(symbolic relationships) that are indispensable for humanisation.  

 What is missing in Rawls’ and other prevalent versions of liberalism is a 

thorough reflection on the anthropological preconditions for a genuine democracy. In 

the three men’s theorisation of democracy, the latter is inextricably linked to a Christian 

‘philosophy of man’ (or, Christian ontology of the human). Concretely, it means that 

there can be no democracy or democratic vitality without the ‘democratic philosophy of 

man and society’ with the corresponding ‘faith in the resources and the vocation of 

human nature’.172 This might explain why the spirit of democracy has failed and is 

failing to flourish in contexts (including Western ones) in which such humanism is 

missing. The ‘truth’ of Christianity that is presumed by the three men is therefore one 

about the human, his (her) vocation and the ways of fulfilling this vocation. From this it 

follows that if one relativizes this ‘truth’, one may well be relativizing the very 
                                                   
170 Notwithstanding the implausibility of the idea of one public reason (‘the reason of citizens’), 
it could be argued that public reason does include the religious since it is the reason of citizens 
who adhere to various religious traditions along with secular traditions. Yet, Rawls’ clear 
distinction between the one public reason and the many non-public reasons tends to suggest that 
he is able to conceive of an ‘extra-religious’ reason. 
171 Ratzinger, CEP, 163. It has to be noted that, for him as for Valadier, ‘the Church does not 
coincide with the truth’. Ibid., 160. The Church, for Valadier, as we have seen in chapter 2, is 
‘the sign, contestable like any sign, that the human adventure is not a vain word, that salvation 
is proposed, that the means of salvation are available’. Valadier, DP, 290. 
172 Maritain, Christianity and Democracy, 56.  
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172 Maritain, Christianity and Democracy, 56.  
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philosophy of man on which democracy rests. Unless one argues (as I have, in the 

previous section) that this philosophy of man, despite its particular roots, may well be 

embraced by others while respecting their particularities, and is in fact implicitly being 

embraced by those who have some notion of human dignity, understand the need for 

humanisation and the problem of radical anthropocentrism. These are, however, features 

that are systematically eschewed by the so-called liberal theories of democracies. Rawls 

is no exception to this trend, as he himself admits: 

 

Of course, it would seem that an ideal presupposes a view of human nature 

and social theory; and given the aims of a political conception of justice, we 

might say that it tries to specify the most reasonable conception of the 

person that the general facts about human nature and society seem to allow. 

The difficulty is that beyond the lessons of historical experience and such 

bits of wisdom as not relying too much on scarce motives and abilities (say, 

altruism and high intelligence), there is not much to go on.173  

 

While scepticism regarding human greatness is legitimate (though not historically 

substantiated since there are enough examples of human generosity despite all dire 

circumstances), it does not support the high democratic ideals that Rawls takes for 

granted.174 In fact, given this scepticism, it is not desirable to aim too high. That would 

                                                   
173 Rawls, Political Liberalism, 87. Cf. ‘The democratic philosophy of man and society has faith 
in the resources and the vocation of human nature. In the great adventure of our life and our 
history it is placing its stakes on justice and generosity. It is therefore betting on heroism and the 
spiritual energies. This idealism runs all the risks if it does not take its source sufficiently high 
and if at the same stroke it misjudges the harsh natural realities at the heart of which it must 
work, for then it dares not face the existence and power of evil because it does not feel within 
itself the strength to overcome them. But if it truly understands the dignity of man and his 
vocation; if it is cognizant of the power of truth and the power of love; if it has respect for the 
soul and an awareness of the soul’s grandeur; if at the top of the scale of values it places the 
workings of spirit and of freedom… then the idealism inherent in democratic philosophy can 
face the fierceness of the laws of material nature, the weakness and perversity of men and the 
reality of evil in the word, because it knows that there is in man and above man the wherewithal 
to overcome all that’. Maritain, Christianity and Democracy, 56. This philosophy of man and 
society is at the heart of the lucid humanism of Taylor, Valadier and Ratzinger. 
174 But even more fundamentally, there is nothing to prevent a political philosophy without a 
thorough reflection on human nature and vocation from becoming the tool of despotism (in the 
name of justice, as it has often been the case). ‘The enslavement of man under the pretext of 
liberating him’, Ratzinger points out, ‘is always a danger that lies in wait for man, and the 
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be reckless. Nonetheless, Rawls’ assumption regarding the reasonableness of citizens 

does betray a ‘thicker’ account of human nature, which is largely rationalist. This would 

explain why he gives such importance to doctrines in our dealings with each other: 

 

We are to recognize the practical impossibility of reaching reasonable and 

workable political agreement in judgment on the truth of comprehensive 

doctrines, especially an agreement that might serve the political purpose, 

say, of achieving peace and concord in a society characterized by religious 

and philosophical differences.175  

 

But is this how we relate to each other? Even more fundamentally, are we primarily 

rational and reasonable? Is Rawls not misconceiving the nature of our relationships, 

including political relationships, and correspondingly, exaggerating the distance 

between those who adhere to different doctrines? I am thereby not implying that there is 

no difference and distance, but I am questioning the view that such difference and 

distance (and violence in some cases) are to be understood as a conflict between 

doctrines. It would be far too simplistic to consider the Reformation and all the wars we 

have had and still have as resulting from the clash of doctrines. Instead, more 

illuminating in this regard are the ideas of insufficient humanisation and the failure to 

tap sources, which lead to the creation of idols (external unities) out of weakness, or to 

misguided aspirations. In a certain sense, Gray’s claim that genocide is as human as 

prayer is correct: our desire does seem to sway between death and life.  

Ratzinger believes that he will find support from adherents of other religious 

traditions in his fight for the ‘defence and promotion of life’. ‘By giving ourselves 

generously to this sacred task’, he notes, ‘– through dialogue and countless small acts of 

love, understanding and compassion – we can be instruments of peace for the whole 

human family’.176 Both the ideas of a ‘human family’ and of life as sacred cannot be 

separated from the notion of ‘being given to each other’.177 This, we have seen, is the 

translation of the ‘image of God’ to a more common, ‘universal’ language. Taylor 
                                                                                                                                                     
anatomy of totalitarianism and of its opposite thus belongs among the permanent tasks of 
reflection of what is human in man’. Ratzinger, CEP, 166. 
175 Rawls, Political Liberalism, 63. 
176 Benedict XVI, ‘Meeting with the Representatives of other Religions’.  
177 Taylor, SA, 703. 

220 221



Chapter 4 The Human Paradox

206 
 

philosophy of man on which democracy rests. Unless one argues (as I have, in the 

previous section) that this philosophy of man, despite its particular roots, may well be 

embraced by others while respecting their particularities, and is in fact implicitly being 

embraced by those who have some notion of human dignity, understand the need for 

humanisation and the problem of radical anthropocentrism. These are, however, features 

that are systematically eschewed by the so-called liberal theories of democracies. Rawls 

is no exception to this trend, as he himself admits: 

 

Of course, it would seem that an ideal presupposes a view of human nature 

and social theory; and given the aims of a political conception of justice, we 

might say that it tries to specify the most reasonable conception of the 

person that the general facts about human nature and society seem to allow. 

The difficulty is that beyond the lessons of historical experience and such 

bits of wisdom as not relying too much on scarce motives and abilities (say, 

altruism and high intelligence), there is not much to go on.173  

 

While scepticism regarding human greatness is legitimate (though not historically 

substantiated since there are enough examples of human generosity despite all dire 

circumstances), it does not support the high democratic ideals that Rawls takes for 

granted.174 In fact, given this scepticism, it is not desirable to aim too high. That would 

                                                   
173 Rawls, Political Liberalism, 87. Cf. ‘The democratic philosophy of man and society has faith 
in the resources and the vocation of human nature. In the great adventure of our life and our 
history it is placing its stakes on justice and generosity. It is therefore betting on heroism and the 
spiritual energies. This idealism runs all the risks if it does not take its source sufficiently high 
and if at the same stroke it misjudges the harsh natural realities at the heart of which it must 
work, for then it dares not face the existence and power of evil because it does not feel within 
itself the strength to overcome them. But if it truly understands the dignity of man and his 
vocation; if it is cognizant of the power of truth and the power of love; if it has respect for the 
soul and an awareness of the soul’s grandeur; if at the top of the scale of values it places the 
workings of spirit and of freedom… then the idealism inherent in democratic philosophy can 
face the fierceness of the laws of material nature, the weakness and perversity of men and the 
reality of evil in the word, because it knows that there is in man and above man the wherewithal 
to overcome all that’. Maritain, Christianity and Democracy, 56. This philosophy of man and 
society is at the heart of the lucid humanism of Taylor, Valadier and Ratzinger. 
174 But even more fundamentally, there is nothing to prevent a political philosophy without a 
thorough reflection on human nature and vocation from becoming the tool of despotism (in the 
name of justice, as it has often been the case). ‘The enslavement of man under the pretext of 
liberating him’, Ratzinger points out, ‘is always a danger that lies in wait for man, and the 

207 
 

be reckless. Nonetheless, Rawls’ assumption regarding the reasonableness of citizens 

does betray a ‘thicker’ account of human nature, which is largely rationalist. This would 

explain why he gives such importance to doctrines in our dealings with each other: 

 

We are to recognize the practical impossibility of reaching reasonable and 

workable political agreement in judgment on the truth of comprehensive 

doctrines, especially an agreement that might serve the political purpose, 

say, of achieving peace and concord in a society characterized by religious 

and philosophical differences.175  

 

But is this how we relate to each other? Even more fundamentally, are we primarily 

rational and reasonable? Is Rawls not misconceiving the nature of our relationships, 

including political relationships, and correspondingly, exaggerating the distance 

between those who adhere to different doctrines? I am thereby not implying that there is 

no difference and distance, but I am questioning the view that such difference and 

distance (and violence in some cases) are to be understood as a conflict between 

doctrines. It would be far too simplistic to consider the Reformation and all the wars we 

have had and still have as resulting from the clash of doctrines. Instead, more 

illuminating in this regard are the ideas of insufficient humanisation and the failure to 

tap sources, which lead to the creation of idols (external unities) out of weakness, or to 

misguided aspirations. In a certain sense, Gray’s claim that genocide is as human as 

prayer is correct: our desire does seem to sway between death and life.  

Ratzinger believes that he will find support from adherents of other religious 

traditions in his fight for the ‘defence and promotion of life’. ‘By giving ourselves 

generously to this sacred task’, he notes, ‘– through dialogue and countless small acts of 

love, understanding and compassion – we can be instruments of peace for the whole 

human family’.176 Both the ideas of a ‘human family’ and of life as sacred cannot be 

separated from the notion of ‘being given to each other’.177 This, we have seen, is the 

translation of the ‘image of God’ to a more common, ‘universal’ language. Taylor 
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believes that this notion of being given to each other ‘addresses the fragility of what all 

of us, believer and unbeliever alike, most value in these times’.178 He also holds that it is 

possible for us humans to live up to the ‘demands’ that such a notion entails, on 

condition that we re-tap our sources. As Deane-Drummond notes, ‘gift’ is ‘not 

exclusively a Christian concept’.179 And this is precisely what makes it so relevant to 

the present purpose. As I pointed out in chapter 3, Ratzinger’s proposition to live as if 

God exists cannot be separated from his constant reminder that life, all life, is a gift. But 

life, any form of life, can only be experienced as a gift – and not as a burden – within a 

human community that makes each and every one experience (in the broad sense) the 

goodness of life, despite death, suffering and evil. The creation of such a human 

community – worldwide – is our common political, religious and moral responsibility. 

At the same time, we should not forget that even such a human community is neither an 

end in itself nor immune to corruption. Constant vigilance is one of the preconditions 

for freedom.  

 

 

                                                   
178 Ibid. 
179 Deane-Drummond, ‘Taking Leave of the Animal?’, 123. 

 

Summary  

 

The central hypothesis underlying this dissertation is that contemporary defeatism, 

tendencies towards extremisms, and the incapacity to include the other are the signs of 

some kind of ‘self-forgetfulness’, in the negative sense of the term. In other words, a 

particular cultivation of the self or personhood, necessary to sustain a vital and 

humanising Western civilisation, is not taking place. What is thereby being presumed is 

a close relationship between human selves or personhoods and their civilisations 

(cultures). The aim of this study is therefore to recover a philosophical anthropology 

that can correct certain ideas and practices, thereby empowering us to affirm life and 

face misfortune without falling into resentment. To this end, I have explored and drawn 

on the works of Charles Taylor (1931), Paul Valadier (1933) and Joseph Ratzinger 

(1927). The philosophy of man and culture that I have retrieved from their writings 

constitutes what I refer to as their ‘Christian humanism’. The latter is not simply (or, 

only) a theoretical treatise on man, but is in and of itself a resource, a response to a 

pervasive crisis. It is conceived as having the potential to invigorate contemporaries and 

their contexts by, in the first place, recalling the need for such continuous invigoration, 

– against a more materialist, determinist, or naturalist approach to both man and society 

– and secondly, by liberating the sources of this humanisation, which have been 

discredited in the name of freedom and science, or have been overshadowed by theories 

and practices supported by more simplistic approaches to the human. Their 

insufficiency often lies in the reduction of the realm of human aspirations and 

motivations, or in the trivialisation of human depravity, and in fixating or neutralising 

the will and/or reason.  

The integral humanism of the three men rests on the understanding of human 

nature as the ‘image of God’. They have gone to great pains to translate this Judaic-

Christian terminology into a common language and reality that are accessible to non-

believers and non-Christian believers. Their thoughts support my conclusion that 

Christians and non-Christians alike can legitimately strive after higher aspirations 

because they are essentially spiritual beings and hence ‘innately’ open to transcendence; 

that the human rebellion in the face of death, suffering and injustice, and our persistence 

in dreaming of immortality or eternity – in philosophy, art and poetry, literature, and 
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science – should be taken seriously because they manifest something of what Henri de 

Lubac aptly called the ‘human paradox’. Rather than strictly comparing and contrasting 

the three men’s thoughts, I have deemed it more fruitful to show how they complement 

each other. Though they certainly differ from each other, there is a remarkable overlap 

in their theological and philosophical anthropologies in which the notion of gift or 

gratuity is so central. The idea of solidarity and justice that stems from this 

understanding of the human differs from conceptions that rely on the idea of the 

rational, autonomous agent. Their conception of Christian transcendence as 

‘overabundant Life’ enables them to reckon with the distance and closeness inherent to 

Christian ‘transcendence’, and to enter the dialogue with non-Christians. The 

dissertation is divided into four chapters: on Taylor, Valadier and Ratzinger, 

respectively, and a concluding chapter that considers, among other things, the question 

of the universality of their Christian humanism.  

 

Chapter 1 

 

In chapter one, I develop Taylor’s thesis that the particular ontology of the human that 

underpins western civilisation has to be recovered. According to him, a particular kind 

of modern understanding of the self, of its relationship to space and time, and of moral 

agency sustains modern commitments. Modernity, as Taylor conceives it, would not 

have been (is not) possible without the self-understanding of our being capable of moral 

ascent, that is, of our being able to improve our commitments to justice and 

benevolence. These moral ideals, he asserts, constitute modernity. This means that 

modernity can neither be understood separately from the ‘modern self’, nor be worthy 

of the name without the affirmation of the latter because the quality of a civilisation 

depends on the quality of the human will. Indeed, Taylor has decennia long been trying 

to restore the idea that the degree of ‘moral fullness’ depends on the extent to which a 

person allows himself or herself to be moved by ‘constitutive goods’. These goods 

‘constitute’ the self or the will. The sources of the modern self, in Taylor’s 

historiography, are God, nature and human dignity. The atrophy of the latter therefore 

also implies that the sources for the constitution of the self are excluded. But since these 

sources are the sources of modernity – because modernity depends on constituted selves 

 

– their atrophy also means the collapse of modernity itself. A spiritual crisis of our age 

has therefore arisen because of the loss of faith in the possibility of moral ascent, and of 

the atrophy of sources. This means that both the faith in moral ascent, including the 

transformation that this entails, and the necessary sources have to be (conceptually) 

recovered as well as (practically) re-tapped.  

Re-articulation is necessary to re-introduce or recall the dimensions of an 

ontology that have been erased from the background understanding. While this 

articulation is essential, it is not as yet an actual re-tapping of sources, which takes place 

through personal resonance. Whether or not sources are re-tapped depends on ‘us’. This 

‘us’, the public whom Taylor addresses, is much broader than in the case of most other 

philosophers. His nontechnical jargon and his recourse to a richer language enable him, 

I believe, not only to reach a wider public, but also constitute a reform of philosophy 

itself. This enlargement of the scope of philosophy (philosophical questions) and of 

‘knowledge’ corresponds to his overstepping of prevailing anthropocentric limits. Such 

transcendence also constitutes the core of Taylor’s ‘correction’ of exclusive forms of 

humanism, and hence of his Christian humanism. The transcendence of the limits of the 

dominant versions of the immanent order enables a fuller affirmation of the human, 

precisely because the human is, in a robust sense, essentially and ineffably ‘more than 

anthropos’. Or, as Taylor holds, because the human as human aspires to more than 

‘ordinary human flourishing’. Central to his humanism is the conception of the human 

as innately open. One may, of course, choose to close oneself off to the world, to others, 

to nature, and to God; or, more precisely, to the demands made by the other (human or 

non-human).  

Closure, however, cannot simply be interpreted as egoism. As Taylor remarks, 

the ‘buffered self’ attitude becomes more tempting when we are confronted with so 

much suffering and ugliness around us. Bufferedness is a protection shield, in these 

cases. By opening oneself, one therefore accepts the possibility of being hurt. This 

possibility of being hurt through the suffering of others, for instance, manifests an 

intrinsic interdependence that has been vilified by the narratives of self-authorisation. In 

this sense, these narratives propagate a false knowledge of ourselves. Instead of 

liberating us, they may well be preventing us from living our full humanity by 

distancing us from certain sources of fullness. The narratives of self-authorisation – or 
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the ideal of autonomy – have been legitimising the atrophy of sources, especially God 

and nature. The openness to sources, I have argued, does not imply that we have to give 

up our freedom. But it does require us to recast our taken-for-granted understanding of 

freedom, which is inseparable from the dominant conception of the human as self-

enclosed. The latter approach to the human and to freedom is, I hold, the formula for 

unfree human beings because it prevents the constitution of the human will and/or love. 

It therefore undermines modernity itself by disabling individual persons from living up 

to their moral commitments. Sources can be explored in the modern, immanent order. 

Epiphanic works can help us get in touch with one or more of the three sources in and 

through our personal sensibility.  

 

Chapter 2 

 

Similarly to Taylor, Valadier construes the nature of our contemporary predicament as a 

‘moral’ one, and more precisely, as a ‘moral paralysis’. In his case as well, ‘morality’ 

has to be well qualified. This moral paralysis refers, in the first place, to the incapacity 

to accept the tedious process of ‘acquiring one’s humanity’; or, to borrow the 

Nietzschean terminology, to the weakness of the ‘will’, too weak to accept the process 

of self-creation, and correspondingly, too weak to affirm an overabundant life. The 

perception of nihilism as the greatest challenge of our time is an important part of the 

Nietzschean legacy, which Valadier partly endorses. Along this line, nihilism refers to 

the devaluation (emptying) of the highest values, including the value of the human and 

of life itself. However, Valadier (differently from Nietzsche and many others after him) 

does not believe that modernity inescapably leads to the complete devaluation of all 

(‘old’) values. Nihilism is certainly widespread in our present context, but this is only 

the case because the will is too weak to ‘create’ (want) values. In other words, the ‘old’ 

values in and of themselves are not intrinsically empty. Valadier’s rather intricate thesis, 

which I work out in the second chapter, is that modernity is in crisis or paralysed 

because its values are, or threaten to be, devalued because the will is too weak to want 

these values.  

The paralysing circle has to be broken, and this can be done by restoring the 

carriers of values that are indispensable for the process of humanisation (and hence for 

 

the constitution of the will) and by arousing the desire to want values. The latter desire 

can be enkindled within an order of gratuity, which the Church can be when it strives to 

be the sign of the self-giving God. The main endeavour of Valadier could therefore be 

summarised as the rehabilitation of ‘ambition’. The latter refers to the ambition to 

transform ourselves because ‘to be superior to what we are ourselves is our essence’. 

Ambition, properly understood, helps wills to want themselves and what is necessary to 

‘exist authentically’. It is perhaps not so surprising that Valadier should consider the 

aspect of ‘saying yes’ – a Judaic and Christian benediction par excellence – as the core 

of the Nietzschean legacy. This is also what Taylor considers to be the ‘richer’ 

dimension of Nietzsche’s philosophy. Given the nature of the latter’s criticism of 

Christianity and scientism, such a reading does not seem all too absurd. The integration 

of this Nietzschean legacy (critique) with Christianity makes Valadier’s thought 

particularly edifying. And this renders his humanism – his philosophy of man and 

society – exceptionally powerful. In a strong sense, Valadier has taken upon himself the 

task that he attributes to educators, and religious, spiritual and philosophical traditions; 

namely, to awaken the moral will in man and in society, to ‘give hope to man’ and to 

assure him (her) that his (her) struggles are not in vain.  

Valadier’s dialogue with Nietzsche results in a re-valuation of Creation, of the 

body and of ‘self-creation’ (rightly understood), but it also corrects Nietzsche’s amor 

fati. The say-yes to life, the Judaic-Christian benediction, cannot be equated with 

fatalism. Nietzsche, Valadier argues, acknowledges chaos, but forgets the violence in 

humans and human history. And this violence cannot simply be blamed on Christian 

asceticism. Instead, the Christian notion of sin prevents us from believing in the reign of 

innocence, and from striving to bring about such innocence. The human, being a ‘little 

less than a god’, is endowed with a unique greatness, but is also to be feared. This is the 

wisdom that Valadier discerns in Judaic and Christian traditions, in Greek tragic thought 

and in Montaigne. The idea of humanity as a charge captures this paradox. This 

common wisdom can help us rethink human exceptionality, thereby avoiding both a 

promethean humanism and misanthropy. An anthropology that takes the complexity of 

the human into account, reckoning with both human exceptionality and evil or sin, 

therefore constitutes the crux of Valadier’s lucid humanism. It is not only good and 

beautiful to create (transform) ourselves, but it is also necessary. The one who has 
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accepted the continuous process of humanisation is more capable of resisting the 

temptation of reducing the complexity of the real, and correspondingly, the 

dehumanising ends that create false unities; he or she is able to say no to the 

inacceptable. Self-creation, however, does not take place outside the human community, 

which demands, proposes and sustains the tedious labour of self-becoming. 

 

Chapter 3 

 

Ratzinger’s diagnosis of the contemporary condition agrees quite well with Valadier’s. 

The ‘crisis’ is characterised by a lack of ‘vital energy’, by turmoil, restlessness, and an 

existential doubt that threatens to undermine all that is truly human. Like several other 

German thinkers, Ratzinger sees the dominion of positivist (instrumental) reason as a 

major trait of modernity. His preoccupation with ‘reason’ connects him, be it in an 

ambivalent way, to Nietzsche and ‘the great thinkers of the Frankfurt School, Max 

Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno’, who have all tried to find ways to heal a sick 

reason. Ratzinger would agree with the latter two thinkers that ‘enlightenment’ is 

necessary for freedom, but that we today have a ‘relapse into mythology’ because 

reason is no longer capable of demythologisation. In the third chapter, I therefore 

explain Ratzinger’s particular understanding of ‘Enlightenment’ (or, of enlightened 

reason), and consider the developments in philosophy, theology and the sciences that 

have led to the isolation of reason from its ontological root, the Logos (and hence to its 

sickness). Ratzinger’s lifelong intellectual endeavour, as I see it, has been to recover the 

idea of the ‘divinity’ of the human, of his (her) divine dignity, and correspondingly, of 

his (her) capacity to perceive the truth. It is arguably this ‘fidelity to man’ that motivates 

his proposition to contemporaries to live as if God exists (veluti si Deus daretur), so that 

they may not give up their highest vocation, which is to become like God, to become 

who they essentially are. In this way, they can regain the taste for a truth that is their 

measure and affirmation.  

It goes without saying that Ratzinger’s re-coined Pascalian wager does not hide 

any strategy to proselytise non-Christians. Instead, we are being asked to try to live out 

certain ideas (intuitions) whose reasonableness can in principle be demonstrated (or 

experienced) without the explicit love for God. We are therefore being asked to believe 

 

in our capacity for reason and love because the source of our reason and love is not 

unreason; to try to deal with one another as if we were gifts to each other; to govern our 

markets and our technology with this idea of gift in heart and mind; to strive after just 

laws with the belief that justice is real and not our invention. We are being asked to 

accept to transform ourselves, so that we may grow in wisdom, in justice and charity. 

We are being asked to believe in the possibility of this moral ascent. Ratzinger’s 

conceived relationship between God and the human constitutes his recast understanding 

of transcendence, truth, or transcendent truth. That truth is both ‘in’ and ‘outside’ the 

human. ‘Truth’, as conceived by Ratzinger, does not refer primarily to the ‘truth’ of a 

certain proposition, but to the truth that concerns all humans and the whole human. The 

search for truth is the search for answers to the perennial question regarding who and 

why we are, our vocation and (ultimate) destination.  

The answers to this perennial, universal question determine the ways we choose 

to live.  In this sense, Ratzinger is demanding from every person, a ‘truly 

philosophical attitude’, which consists in ‘looking beyond the penultimate, and setting 

out in search of the ultimate and the true’. Philosophy understood as ‘the just art of 

living and dying’ cannot be confined to the academia. Whether such philosophical 

attitude can be expected from everyone is a different, very old, question. But 

Ratzinger’s assumption that everyone can and should be a seeker underlies his belief in 

a common public morality. In other words, everyone can, in principle, know or ‘see’ the 

moral law written on his (her) heart. The question of natural law is perhaps the thorniest 

issue in Ratzinger’s thinking. Despite the fact that it is usually emphasised that ‘nature’ 

in the case of reasonable creatures is more than biological nature – so that to act in 

accordance with ‘nature’ is not necessarily equivalent to acting in accordance with 

biological nature –, the danger of biologism lurks in all works dealing with the body and 

sexuality. These unsolved questions, I argue, should not overshadow what I think is the 

core of any natural law thinking, namely, the need to acquire right reason, which is in 

fact the question of how to acquire wisdom. But wisdom cannot be acquired without the 

education of the Cross, that is, without self-transcendence (rightly understood). In other 

words, any thinking about right reason has to take into account our greatness and 

depravity, both of them ineradicable.  
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Chapter 4 

 

In the concluding chapter, I further develop the thesis that an integral humanism can 

counter the crisis of culture and man. I start with the question of why we need a more 

comprehensive humanism and why the dominant form of humanism is insufficient. I 

then go to explain why my search for an integral humanism has ended with a Christian 

humanism, and how a particularity like ‘Christian’ can have any universal relevance at 

all. The ‘truth’ of Christianity that is presumed by the three men is, as I conceive it, 

primarily one about the human, his (her) vocation and the ways of fulfilling this 

vocation. From this it follows that if one relativizes this ‘truth’, one may well be 

relativizing the very philosophy of man on which Western civilisation, including 

democracy, rests. Unless one argues, as I have, that this philosophy of man, despite its 

particular roots, can be embraced by others while respecting their particularities, and is 

in fact implicitly being embraced by those who have some notion of human dignity, 

understand the need for humanisation and the problem of radical anthropocentrism. The 

political thinking of Taylor, Valadier and Ratzinger is therefore better able to safeguard 

pluralism than mainstream (secular) liberalism because the latter typically excludes – 

theoretically and practically – the resources necessary to enable the cultivation of a will, 

desire or love that is strong enough to affirm plural reality.  

It is a Christian anthropology, the core of the humanism of the three men, which 

I deem to have universal relevance. This means that it could be embraced by non-

Christians as non-Christians, that is, while they preserve their particular ‘identities’ (for 

want of a better term), or differences. What is therefore not being advocated is a return 

to Christendom, in which Christianity (religion) is the ordering principle of society. I 

therefore hold that essential elements of this anthropology, such as human nature as the 

‘image of God’, and even metanoia and theosis could be relevant to and practised by 

both Christians and non-Christians. However, there are quite a few obstacles to be 

reckoned with, from philosophers and theologians, Christians themselves and so-called 

secularists. Indeed, my main argument is that it is the theological and philosophical 

radical separation between the natural and ‘supernatural’ that supports the clear-cut 

separation between the religious and the secular, – and parallel to this, between faith and 

reason –and the ideal of the sovereign or autonomous self. By transcending this 

 

dualism, the three men are able to restore the intimate relation between immanence and 

transcendence, thereby liberating resources for Christians and non-Christians alike. I 

believe that many of the questions that are raised by the idea of human nature, including 

its vagueness or elusiveness and tendency to become fixated, are addressed by the three 

men’s resolute defence of the image of God as the essence of the human.  

The three men’s approach captures the uniqueness (exceptionality) of the 

human, which cannot be grasped in comparison to other animal species. In this sense, it 

runs counter to the Aristotelian concept of human nature, which is often implicitly 

assumed in discussions about human dignity. But it also stands, to some extent, in 

tension to the dominant Kantian understanding of human uniqueness, which also often 

underlies such discussions. Christian humanism, I argue, is to be preferred to anti-

humanism and transhumanism because it captures more adequately the ‘two faces of 

humanity’, the human paradox. Anti-humanism, though far more lucid than a narrow 

anthropocentrism, deprives us of resources to deal with our many ‘infirmities’. 

Transhumanism, I argue, contrary to certain claims, is not equivalent to theosis, and is 

therefore a rival to Christian humanism. Since some transhumanists assert that the idea 

of theosis underpins their adventure, it is important to distinguish between the God of 

the transhumanist and the Christian self-giving God, the one who is within and without 

the human. The transhumanist drive to overcome death is, in my view, a manifestation 

of what Taylor calls the metaphysical primacy of life, which results in the incapacity to 

affirm life practically. The capacity to affirm life, including death, suffering and all 

forms of life, is acquired through metanoia (and hence, through the re-tapping of 

sources), and not through technology. 
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