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EXPERIENCE OF THE SACRED AND PHILOSOPHY 

SUMMARY

PART I

The objections of yesterday and today's empiricism to the experience of the sacred 

INTRODUCTION - In order to philosophically justify the objective validity of the experience of the sacred, one has to consider the classical objections that empiricism of all time has formulated against the objective validity of the experience of God. We will schematically reduce these objections to three in number and to two fundamental assumptions from which they originate, to then move onto the critical examination of the following five points. 

CHAPTER I - The first fundamental assumption of all empiricism is that “real beings' only true knowledge is experience”. This assumption appears to be fully acceptable, provided, however, that the concept of experience is wide enough to include spiritual experiences. 

CHAPTER II - Second assumption: “The only possible experience, which empiricism however considers separately, is that of 'phenomena' that are radically abstract from any other ultra-phenomenal reality”. The groundlessness of this assumption will be clarified during the chapter, where an attempt will be made to try and reconstruct the origin of this prejudice that has been so common in philosophy since the XVI century.                                            

CHAPTER III - A critical examination of the first objection: “No 'experience of God' is possible, since such a being, granted that it exists, is beyond any phenomenon and any experience”.                                            

CHAPTER IV - A critical examination of the second objection: “Any concept about God, that cannot be verified in principle, is meaningless (both empirically and factually): it affirms no fact, it says nothing about reality, and is therefore neither true nor false”.

CHAPTER V - A critical examination of the third objection: “Any 'experience' that wishes to be referred to 'God', in reality is strictly subjective, private and psychological: it is the subject's mere experience that he/she may have of his/her own idea, feeling or mood”.

PART II

Intellectualism and oblivion of the Being 

INTRODUCTION - The metaphysical knowledge of the absolute is, originally, the religious experience: it is a form of live experience, of knowledge-contact. Philosophy has been induced to giving itself a conceptual structure from the need to verify its own results, it has transformed itself into knowledge-notion. The loss of all live contact with reality derives from the abuse of conceptualisation: what derives is the “oblivion of the Being” which is so characteristic of modern philosophy. In various trends of contemporary philosophy one can nevertheless notice a pronounced tendency to re-discover the Being, to re-establish a participative knowledge of the Being. The idea of participation is essential in order that thought may recover its original metaphysical-religious dimension.

CHAPTER I - Let us historically distinguish two fundamental types of knowledge, which can be, at best, thus defined:

              1) a knowledge-contact of real beings: synthetic, sensitive, participative, existential, vital, emotional, concrete, dynamic, immediate, uncritical, subjective knowledge; which is always in some way imperfect and incorrect, only relatively adequate, in one word “analogical”; expressible in terms of a semantic discourse;

              2) a knowledge-notion which, being considered apart from concrete reality, becomes, at best, knowledge of ideal beings: analytical, purely intellectual and coldly detached, abstract, static, mediate, objective, critically reflected; always perfectly adequate and correct; only expressible  in terms of a rigorous apophantic discourse.

CHAPTER II - In the primitives and the ancient Orientals knowledge-contact prevails; which nevertheless, separately pursued, ends up by proving to be a form of uncritical knowledge, without any real objective value. The irremediable subjectivity of every knowledge-contact left alone to itself - and especially of every merely sensorial knowledge - has clearly been emphasised right from the beginnings of Greek philosophy.

CHAPTER III - The Greek philosophers were the first to feel the need for a rational and scientific knowledge, one which proves what it declares: this is how analysis originated, the knowledge-notion. Plato conceives the true knowledge, the one that can be had of ideas, essentially like knowledge-contact; but then, stimulated by the demand for a more demonstrative and scientific knowledge, he ends up by attributing increasingly greater value to analysis. Aristotle, the systematizer of logic, decisively contributes to the forming of philosophy as knowledge that aspires to being objective, rigorous, scientific. The principle of non contradiction, which Aristotle places at the foundation of logic, is however based in its turn on the assumption that not only the logical-mathematical entities, but the real beings themselves are definable with absolute accuracy, unchangeable, completely distinct from one another like A from Non A and without any relationship of reciprocal participation. This assumption, however convenient it may prove to be with the practical effect of allowing us to have rigorous reasoning and calculations, nevertheless risks giving us an abstract, arbitrary and deformed vision of the reality; it risks inhibiting us any penetrating intuition of the reality, any vital communion with the Being.

CHAPTER IV – Once it has been reduced from Cartesian rationalism to “a clear and distinct idea”, the consciousness - the only absolutely certain reality - is no longer conceived as a live, concrete, becoming consciousness in continual exchange with the external reality, but, on the contrary it appears to be something static, something absolutely distinct and different from the objective reality; it no longer appears a real consciousness, but rather a concept of the consciousness. Compared to a consciousness that has been conceived in this way which absolutises itself and makes itself different in an absolute manner from everything that it is not (like A from Non A), the objective reality cannot be anything other than radically extraneous, unobtainable, unknowable. As far as the phenomena are concerned, Descartes considers them as pure and simple phenomena of the consciousness. Later on, the English empiricists considered them as phenomena in themselves, like atoms of experience which are in a certain way substantialised, provided with an autonomous existence. In no case are the phenomena any longer considered as phenomena of being. What derives from the excessive conceptualisation of the consciousness and its phenomena is that “oblivion of the being”, which is so characteristic of modern philosophy.

CHAPTER V – If the “oblivion of the Being” is imputable to a prevalence of the knowledge-notion over the knowledge-contact, the big problem that one is faced with today is to go back to a renewed contact with the things themselves, to an unprejudiced vision of the phenomena which appear to the consciousness prior to any attempt of conceptualising them. A road in this direction was opened up by Husserl and Heidegger as was also done, in a different context, by Bergson. What resulted was the following: the repudiation of the idea of knowledge reduced to an abstract and static concept, one that is perfectly determined and concluded in itself; moving towards the idea of a live, concrete, becoming consciousness open to the Being; the resurfacing of the idea of a phenomenon as revelation of the Being, and, on the contrary, by deepening, as revelation of the absolute Being.

PART III

Ontology of the experience of the sacred 

INTRODUCTION - Starting from the indisputable data of the existence of consciousness (Cartesian-Husserlian thought) we will try to philosophically justify:

 1)  the opening of the consciousness to a being that to some extent transcends it, and at the same time reveals itself to it (the following are involved: the concept of participation, the overcoming of phenomenalistic subjectivism, a return to the original concept of fainòmenon as the being itself's manifestation);

 2) the experience of the sacred as not merely subjective but objective and real knowledge (even if filtered through the imperfection of a human subject and therefore only expressible in an inadequate and analogical manner).

CHAPTER I  - Philosophy aspires to appointing itself as rigorous science: this of “founding” its own thought, this of verifying it on the basis of the evidence is an extremely ancient and at the same time increasingly new ideal; in a particular manner this ideal belongs to Husserl, and, even before him, to Descartes.

CHAPTER II - What exactly does this evidence, from which the demonstrative process for the foundation of a philosophy has to start, consist of? By making a deeper analysis of Cartesian thought, Husserl concludes that what is absolutely evident is only the consciousness with its pure phenomena (cogitata or Erlebnisse).

CHAPTER III - That the consciousness exists with its pure phenomena as such, is an irrefutable reality, it is an apodictic affirmation, one that is absolutely certain.

CHAPTER IV - Subjected to a phenomenological analysis, the consciousness does not appear to be shut up in itself, but open to a being, which partly transcends it and which is, at least partly, the cause and principle of explanation, as it enriches it with something at any moment. This judgement about matters of fact, which phenomenology puts us in the position of formulating, will only become a real and proper necessary judgement in a second moment: when philosophy manages to demonstrate the impossibility of the contrary.

CHAPTER V - If the consciousness is open to a being that in some way transcends it, there is a participation relationship between consciousness and being: the being participates in the consciousness, and the consciousness, although inadequately, is the being’s consciousness; furthermore, the knowledge it could have of it is participative knowledge. In this participative concept of knowledge any phenomenalism is overcome: the phenomenon is no longer a mere subjective appearance, it is the being’s revealing of itself to the man's consciousness.

CHAPTER VI - This participation of a being to the consciousness is testified by the conscious subject itself through its whole way of acting: in each one of its vital attitudes it essentially affirms what we could call a “semantic ontology of the action”.

CHAPTER VII - This participation of the being in the consciousness, which is testified by the subject in every form of its action, receives a particular testimony in its speculative activity: it is in the attitude itself of research that it essentially expresses what we could call a “semantic ontology of research”.

CHAPTER VIII - Analogous ontologies are essentially expressed in each one of the single moments through which the research is divided: affirmation, denial, objection, doubt, position of the problem, and so on; this could entitle us to speak about a semantic ontology of the affirmation”, or “of doubt”, and so on.

CHAPTER IX - The knowledge of a real being is always “sensitive” knowledge in the fullest meaning of the word. Furthermore, in every sensitive knowledge there is always an objective element of truth and a subjective element of appearance, of deformation, of error. Compared to the objective truth of the being, every sensitive knowledge is never either completely adequate or completely inadequate, it is never either absolutely “true” or absolutely “false”: it is always, in various measures, analogous: since it is always a synthesis, a common creature of the subject and the object.

CHAPTER X - All knowledge of real beings consists of “data” informed by a “meaning”: therefore, the progress of knowledge will not only consist of the acquisition of new data, but also the formulation of new meanings, ones that are better suited to interpreting, organising, joining the acquired data in a more satisfactory manner.

CHAPTER XI - Even before through an apophantic language of judgements, the subject defines the being in a semantic, vital, existential language, which consists of the attitude itself that he assumes when faced with the being. This semantic language can be translated into an apophantic language; that is to say, into a complex organisation of judgements, into a philosophical doctrine, which in order to really be as such, will have to be freed of any internal contradiction.

CHAPTER XII - The imposition of a meaning to a reality always happens, in a certain sense, a priori: it is only "by looking" at the reality in a certain way that we manage to "see it" in that way, to discover it in certain of its characteristics, which would otherwise escape our notice. This a priori synthesis which is the imposition of a meaning to the being, can also be defined, in the fullest sense of the word, as an act of faith.

CHAPTER XIII - In order that a philosophical doctrine proves to be "true", not only should it be formulated in a coherent way but it should also be verified: it is necessary to express those phenomena, which are the revealing itself of the being to the consciousness, through a complex organisation of statements of fact; in order to demonstrate that there is a close relationship of implication between those statements of fact of sciences and the value judgments of philosophy.

CHAPTER XIV - In order to express the phenomena as a whole in an organic complex of statements of fact, of scientific judgements, it is necessary to verify what the true judgements of experience are. At this point, one should notice that not all experiences are verifiable in an objective manner like those of physical and natural sciences: there are experiences of reality that are less material and tangible, and more spiritual and interior, which can only be subjectively verified, insofar as each one manages to relive them in one's own intimate soul: they are the experiences which distinctively form the object of human and historical sciences, of literary, artistic and music criticism, of the history of religions, and so on. These sciences can only be learned through inner experiences; and they can only be taught by he who, with a maieutic skill, knows how to promote certain inner experiences that are the same as his own, in his own interlocutor or pupil.

CHAPTER XV - Among the experiences that can only be verified subjectively (by he who knows how reach them in the inwardness of his own spirit) there is the metaphysical-religious experience of the absolute, the sacred, of God. Metaphysics is a crystallised religious experience. The religious one is an experience of the personal meeting with a You who, in its mysterium tremendum, appears to be, compared to man, Somebody "totally other".

CHAPTER XVI - The primitive man tries to bridge the gap which separates him from the sacred by making not so much a supreme Being the object of his own cult - too far and too inaccessible - as rather the inferior manifestations of the divine in nature, the "gods", which personify the elements and the beings of the world. The primitive man tries to capture these gods, whom he feels are much closer to him, within his reach and almost on his same level, with magical rites to impose his own will on them. However, the essence of the sacred is understood here in a manner which proves to be extremely inadequate, which in itself transcends the creatures in absolute measures and can only be reached by man if he devotes himself to it.

CHAPTER XVII - By opposing themselves to animistic and magical polytheism in the most definite and polemical manner, the monotheistic religions and especially Judaism-Christianity, reveal the sacred as the only, infinite, eternal, absolute, transcendent God. Furthermore, Christianity lays particular emphasis on the active presence of God as Spirit, in all the beings of the universe and especially in the heart of hearts of the human soul. Nevertheless, although He manifests Himself in interiore homine, this does not mean that God ever ceases to transcend man in infinite measures; therefore man cannot think he can capture the sacred with magical rites nor spiritual techniques: he can only try to make himself receptive to the action of the divine Spirit "which blows where it wishes": this attitude, which derives from the love of God, is that of prayer and trusting abandon. By dying to oneself and to one's own egoism to be born again in God, man becomes the collaborator of God, His imitator, the continuer of His work: Christianity integrates itself in humanism: in a humanism which, far from opposing God, acknowledges Him as the protagonist of human history itself. 

CHAPTER XVIII - If the first and essential place of the revelation of the sacred is the human soul, one needs to consider the structure of the, above all, unconscious psyche, with the fabulation mechanism which continually operates in it translating the internal inspirations into visions and myths (by a process similar to that with which images of dreams are generated by various stimulations). "Demythicising" means discerning how much mythical, in this sense, there is in our religious beliefs and how much authentic divine revelation there is. This critical activity, applied to the content of our alleged "inspirations", could articulate itself into different types of "subjective verification". 

EXPERIENCE OF THE SACRED AND PHILOSOPHY 

PART I

The objections of yesterday and today's empiricism to the experience of the sacred 

SUMMARY OF THE PART I

 In order to philosophically justify the objective validity of the experience of the sacred, one has to consider the classical objections that empiricism of all time has formulated against the objective validity of the experience of God. We will schematically reduce these objections to three in number and to two fundamental assumptions from which they originate, to then move onto the critical examination of the following five points.

In an essay on contemporary atheism (L’eclissi del Dio vivente [The eclipse of living God], ed. Pàtron, Bologna 1969), sold out and proposed once again on our internet site) I have tried to formulate a unitary interpretation of such a vast and complex phenomenon, to conclude that there is always the loss of a particular experience at the root of all forms of atheism: of that which, by considering it from different points of view and shades of meaning, we can call  “experience of the sacred” or of the “divine”, or of the “absolute”, or rather, the “mystical, religious or metaphysical  experience”.

As far as I am personally concerned, there is no doubt as regards the objective reality of this form of knowledge. However, it concerns an inner certainty, of which I can only give a mere testimony and not as of yet a philosophical justification, unless I bring certain philosophies to account that deny the possibility itself of an experience of the absolute. In other words, I cannot affirm the objective validity of the experience of the sacred, the divine, in philosophical terms, if I am unable to answer the classical “empiristic” objections to the experience of God: objections that are so common, so widely accepted that the majority considers them as being commonplace and definitive confutations.  

In modern thought there is a dominating tendency, which we can, broadly speaking, call empiristic-scientistic: it does not follow a one and only definite tendency: it can include Galileo and Newton's modern science, classical empiricism from Bacon to Hume, as well as Kant, nineteenth century positivism and our current day neo-positivism. I can distinguish certain common or at least prevalent motives out of all this widely-ranging and variously subdivided current of thought. As the interest that stimulates me to write these pages is not historical but theoretical, I will pass over the inevitable differences between one thinker and the other. As far as my aims are concerned, I will restrict myself to listing certain more characteristic objections, starting from the more traditional ones to conclude with the more typical ones of the neo-positivists of the Vienna Circle and of the language analysts of Oxford and Cambridge.

These objections are founded on certain assumptions, which can be represented in explicit form by schematically reducing them to the two following propositions:

1) the only true knowledge is experience;

2) the only true possible experience is that of 'phenomena' which are, however, considered in themselves and are radically abstract from any other ultra-phenomenal.

Out of the two assumptions, the first one appears to me as being clearly acceptable for those whose minds are not deformed by rationalist prejudices.   Nevertheless, it is only acceptable for me with a reservation: that the concept of experience is formulated with sufficient ampleness, so that it includes spiritual experiences.

On the contrary, the second assumption appears to me as being completely groundless: I will explain why in the chapter in which I will try to clarify how such a prejudice has come to being formed and to being widely affirmed throughout the historical development of modern philosophy.

The fundamental objections of all time to the possibility of an experience of the sacred derive from these two assumptions. I have reduced these objections to the following three:

1) no “experience of God” whatsoever is possible, since such an absolute, real or alleged being, whatever it may be, is beyond any phenomenon and any experience;

2) any concept about God, that cannot be verified in principle, is meaningless (empirically, factually): it affirms no fact, it says nothing about any reality, and is therefore neither true nor false;

3) any “experience” that wishes to be referred to “God”, in reality is strictly subjective, private and psychological: it is the subject's mere experience that he may have of his own idea, feeling or mood.

Let us see if and how such objections can be answered. The positive outcome of this research should allow us to philosophically affirm, to justify the possibility of an experience of God and, then, of a metaphysical-religious discourse on God on the basis of such experience.

Having said this, the only thing left to do is to critically examine the five listed points, each one of which I have dedicated a distinct chapter to.  

CHAPTER I

The first fundamental assumption of all empiricism is that “real beings' only true knowledge is experience”. This assumption appears to be fully acceptable, provided, however, that the concept of experience is wide enough to include spiritual experiences.

Empiricism, in all its forms and subsequent historical editions, has always energetically appealed to experience against any apriorism. The Humian distinction - which was then resumed by others - between matters of fact and relations of ideas, appears completely legitimate, (See Hume’s Research on human intellect, IV, 1). The first ones are object of empirical sciences, the other ones are object  of logic-mathematical sciences. Only the principles of the latter can be aprioristically formulated, due to their conventional nature. On the contrary, matters of fact are the real beings, which one can only know through experience.

In my opinion, this experience should be defined in a very broad sense and should not in any way be considered equal to mere sensorial experience.

It should also be made clear that the subject of the experience is never passive: his activity is creative: he is always creating new forms or meanings. The subject engraves such forms in more and more new data of perception, which gradually acquire a meaning in this way. In a certain manner of speaking, the creation of meanings takes place aprioristically (we could say that it is an “a priori synthesis”, in order to use Kant's expression, even if in a rather different context).

However, despite the fact the meanings are moulded by the spirit autonomously from the perceptive data, they should be immediately compared with them, seeing as the spirit’s role to give them a meaning. Every time the meaning manages to organise data, by at least giving it a provisional meaning, then here we have the experience.

The aprioristic nature of meanings, as we can see, is relative, provisional, instrumental, aimed at the forming of an experience: it does not in any way at all concern apriorism in the classical, rationalist sense.

Having said this, it follows that all knowledge of real, existing beings is experimental knowledge. Not even the metaphysical realities are exceptions: if we conceive God as a purely logic or abstract or imaginary being, then we can say what we like about Him, like a creature of our imagination; however, if we conceive God as an existing being, then the only way to know Him is through an experience. Metaphysics can only justify itself as metaphysics of the experience. 

Needless to say, it would concern a non-sensorial experience. Nevertheless, we could define it as sensitive experience in the broadest possible meaning. In this case, we would be speaking of a metaphysical sensitiveness, of a spiritual sensitiveness, of the sense of God: these kinds of expressions are easily welcomed in spoken language. On the contrary, no metaphysics can be formed in a purely aprioristic manner. That the principles of reality coincide with the principles of our reasoning, is a mere gratuitous assumption. Therefore, we are not authorised to deducing the principles of reality from the principles of our logic; and we are even less authorised to deducing affirmations regarding real beings from these. 

It seems to me that the empiricists' reaction and, later on, of that of the positivists, has been very opportune in the face of the excessive self-assurance with which the metaphysicians of rationalism and later idealism judged reality in an aprioristic manner, by continually passing over the limits of experience, deducing their affirmations from abstract premises without bothering to verify them, or by being satisfied with extremely perfunctory verifications.

I think that metaphysics will only lay itself open to right, well-grounded criticism by empiricists as long as it continues to propose itself as purely rational and abstract, aprioristic and deductive metaphysics: on the contrary, such criticism will turn out to be ineffective insofar as metaphysics will be able to propose and justify itself as metaphysics of experience: in an opportunely enlarged concept of experience in which there is also room for the inner experience of the spirit.

CHAPTER II

Second assumption: “The only possible experience is that of ‘phenomena’, which empiricism however considers in themselves, as if they were radically abstract from any other ultra-phenomenal reality”. The groundlessness of this assumption will be clarified in the course of the chapter, where an attempt will be made to try and reconstruct the origin of this prejudice that has been so common in philosophy since the XVI century.

According to the original meaning, “phenomenon” (fainòmenon, from the verb fàinesthai, manifesting oneself) is “that which manifests itself”, it is a being's manifestation - to the consciousness -, its showing itself or revealing itself.

The form of knowledge through which a real, existing being reveals itself to us, is experience. This being's presence is acknowledged through our “sensitiveness”: a word that should be understood in the broadest sense of the word, which, although it includes corporeal sensitiveness, it is not necessarily reduced to it, but it includes various forms of spiritual sensitiveness.

As a matter of fact, however, in philosophical tradition, the sensitive experience is generally considered synonymous to sensorial experience, of experience that can be acquired through the body's senses. 

Right since the very beginning of Greek philosophy, sensitive knowledge has always been the target of a relentless criticism: it has been irredeemably defined as subjective, and it has been also opposed to rational knowledge, the only one that would guarantee objectiveness allowing us to grasp the (rational) essence itself of things.

As far as a certain trend of Greek philosophy is concerned, whose leading representative is Plato, sensitive knowledge is misleading, or, at the most can accomplish a role of stimulation (seeing a horse awakens in me the memory of the idea of a horse that I already contemplated in the hyperuranian sphere before being reincarnated. As far as another trend headed by Aristotle is concerned, the senses offer us the phantasm, the image, from which the intellect abstracts the form. From Aristotle to Saint Thomas Aquinas, this entire current of thought agrees in attributing greater value to sensitive experience: value that modern science and empiricism will emphasise in the highest degree.

The father of English empiricism, Francis Bacon, as far as certain points of view are concerned, still appears to be attached to the Aristotelian conception. As far as he is concerned, “of a given nature to discover the form, or true specific difference, or nature-engendering nature, or source of emanation (for these are the terms which come nearest to a description of the thing), is the work and aim of human knowledge” (Novum Organum, II, 1). 

In comparison to the Aristotelian-scholastic tradition, Bacon conceives the forms as principles that function in a much more concrete and dynamic manner in every being of nature, through its intimate structure (“configuration”) and its “latent process”; nevertheless, it itself, the forms are always conceived as formal causes, as universal  laws of reality, as the essence of things; and “the investigation of forms, which are (in the eye of reason at least, and in their essential law) eternal and immutable, constitute Metaphysics” (op. cit., II, 9).

Bacon immediately adds that “the investigation of the efficient cause, and of matter, and of the latent process, and the latent configuration (all of which have reference to the common and ordinary course of nature, not to her eternal and fundamental laws) constitute Physics” (ibidem).
In the truest sense of the word, this is the most experimental moment of the investigation, according to Bacon, who nevertheless insists on the fundamental importance played by the research of the forms on science itself: “…If a man's knowledge be confined to the efficient and material causes (which are unstable causes, and merely vehicles, or causes which convey the form in certain cases) he may arrive at new discoveries in reference to substances in some degree similar to one another, and selected beforehand; but he does not touch the deeper boundaries of things. But whosoever is acquainted with forms embraces the unity of nature in substances the most unlike, and is able therefore to detect and bring to light things never yet done, and such as neither the vicissitudes of nature, nor industry in experimenting, nor accident itself, would ever have brought into act, and which would never have occurred to the thought of man. From the discovery of forms therefore results truth in speculation and freedom in operation” (op. cit., II, 3).

In other words, Bacon still conceives his own investigation as aimed at discovering forms, the metaphysical essences of reality. As a matter of fact, he states that “…the form is found much more conspicuous and evident in some instances than in others, namely in those wherein the nature of the form is less restrained and obstructed and kept within bounds by other natures. Instances of this kind I call Shining or Striking Instances” (op. cit., II, 20).
On the contrary to Bacon, Galilei denies the possibility of knowing the metaphysical essences of things, and instead guides his research to the survey of certain “affections” of theirs, or objective characteristics, especially those that can be measured. 

NOTE. It is worth quoting the entire passage where the revolutionary idea on which all modern science is founded is fully expressed for the first time: “As far as I am concerned, to search the essences of all things seems to be an impossible enterprise and a not less vain labour either in the next elementary substances or in those most far-off of the skies. And I am persuaded to be ignorant in the same way about the substance of both the Earth and the Moon, of the elementary clouds and the sunspots. And I see that by understanding these substances we can have the only advantage of the abundance of the details, but all unknown in the same way, through which we are wandering, gaining too little knowledge or no knowledge at all. And if I ask what the substance of the clouds is, and I am answered that it is a humid vapour, steam, I want again to know what steam is, and I will be taught that steam is water dissolved by virtue of warmth.  But, being doubtful about what water is, by searching it I will finally understand that it is that fluid body which flows in the rivers and that we are always handling and treating. But such a knowledge of water is only nearer to us and dependent from a number of senses, however not more intrinsic than that I already had of the clouds. And in the same way I don’t understand anything more of the real essence of the earth, of fire, than of the Moon and the Sun: and such is the knowledge that is destined to us [human beings] when we reach the state of beatitude, and not before it. But, if we want to dwell in pursuing some experiences, I think that it is, nonetheless, possible to achieve them both of the most far-off bodies and of the next ones, in fact more exactly in those far-off than in these next to us. Who doesn’t understand the periods of the movements of the planets better than those of the various seas? Who doesn’t know that the spheric figure of the body of the Moon was understood long before and more rapidly than that of the Earth? And is it not matter of controversy whether the Earth continues to be motionless or goes wandering, whereas we are extremely certain of the movements of not few stars? Thus I want to conclude that although the research of the substance of the sunspots could be vain, this doesn’t mean that some characters of theirs, like location, motion, figure, extent, opacity, mutability, production and dissolution, cannot be known by us, and this doesn’t imply that there are no means to better philosophize about other more controversial conditions of natural substances, which, finally raising us to the last end of our labours, i. e. to the love of the divine Architect, are expected to keep us in the hope that we will learn every other truth in Him who is source of all truth and light” (On the sunspots, Opere, Edizione Nazionale, Firenze 1932, vol. V).

Having declared the essences as being unknowable, Galilei limits his investigation to the phenomena; and he points out their relations, which he quantitatively measures and expresses in mathematical formulas: the physical phenomena, to which he turns his exclusive attention, reveal a particular regularity and mechanistic determinism that allow the scientist to apply the calculation to the phenomena themselves and, therefore, to foresee them. 

Out of the various characteristics presented by the phenomena, the Galilean scientist only takes those that can be measured and expressed in quantitative terms into consideration: quantity, figure, size, place, time, movement, immobility, distance, number etc. One can only have an objective knowledge of these quantitative determinations of the bodies. On the contrary, sounds, smells, colours, tastes only exist in the sense organs and therefore, one can only have a subjective knowledge, never a science. 

Observed in a macroscopic ambit (the only one available in Galilei's times) the physical phenomena appear reducible to mechanical phenomena, that may be perfectly subjugated to calculation:   phenomena that happen according to universal laws and which have to be expressed through mathematical formulas; since, as far as Galilei is concerned, the book of nature is written in mathematical language, and its necessary order is founded on the mathematical structure of the universe.  

“Philosophy”, says Galilei, “is written in this very great book which continually keeps staying open before our eyes (I say the universe), but one cannot understand if one doesn’t learn the mathematical language; and triangles, circles and other geometrical figures are its characters. Without such means, no man could understand any word of it; without them one could only vainly wander through an obscure labyrinth” (Il Saggiatore [The Assayer], Opere, vol. VI, p. 232). And he also says: “…The order of the world is only one, and never it has been anything other than that only one which it is, it is only one and never has been otherwise; therefore he who wants to see otherwise that only reality which is, searches something false and impossible” (Postils to the Philosophical Exercises by Antonio Rocco, Opere, vol. VII, p. 700).
In following the same line as Galilei, Newton, although far from being a stranger to metaphysical interests, limits the task of science to the description of the phenomena and to the determination of their quantitative relations. The law of universal gravitation itself points out the constancy of a mathematical relation amongst experimental facts, it determines the how of these phenomena, it has no intention whatsoever of explaining the why, it does not have the slightest pretension of revealing essences or hidden qualities, as the traditional philosophy of nature tried to do: thus the meaning of the famous motto Hypotheses non fingo.  

“Hitherto”, says Newton, “we have explained the phenomena of the heavens and of our sea by the power of gravity, but have not yet assigned the cause of this power. […]  But hitherto I have not been able to discover the cause of those properties of gravity from phenomena, and I frame no hypotheses (hypotheses non fingo); for whatever is not deduced from the phenomena is to be called an hypothesis; and hypotheses, whether metaphysical or physical, whether of occult qualities or mechanical, have no place in experimental philosophy. In this philosophy particular propositions are inferred from the phenomena, and afterwards rendered general by induction. Thus it was that the impenetrability, the mobility, and the impulsive force of bodies, and the laws of motion and of gravitation, were discovered. And to us it is enough that gravity does really exist, and act according to the laws which we have explained, and abundantly serves to account for all the motions of the celestial bodies, and of our sea” (Philosophiae naturalis principia mathematica, Liber III, Scholium generale).

Boyle applies the same principles to chemistry, which is also limited to pointing out certain relations between phenomena, turning its back on the hidden forces of the old alchemy. Whilst on the subject of the body's measurable characteristics (figure, size, movement etc.) which Galilei distinguishes from the non-measurable characteristics (smell, taste, colour etc.), Boyle is the first to respectively call them primary qualities and secondary qualities. 

Locke resumes the distinction between primary and secondary qualities from the English physicists reconnecting himself in this way to Galileo. As a matter of fact, he got the conception that knowledge is essentially knowledge of ideas rather than of things from Descartes. The only sure fact as far as Descartes is concerned, is the cogito,   the existence of the consciousness with its phenomena as such: “Since... although the things I feel and imagine may not be anything outside myself and in themselves, I am nevertheless sure that these ways of thinking, which I call sensations and imaginations, definitely dwell and can be found inside me, due to the sole fact that they are ways of thinking”  (Metaphysical meditations, III). 

Locke writes: “Since the mind, in all its thoughts and reasonings, hath no other immediate object but its own ideas, which it alone does or can contemplate, it is evident that our knowledge is only conversant about them. Knowledge is the perception of the agreement or disagreement of two ideas. Knowledge then seems to me to be nothing but the perception of the connexion of and agreement, or disagreement and repugnancy of any of our ideas. In this alone it consists. Where this perception is, there is knowledge, and where it is not, there, though we may fancy, guess, or believe, yet we always come short of knowledge” (An essay concerning human understanding, IV, I, 1-2).

With such a remarkably phenomenalistic definition, every distinction between primary (objective) and secondary qualities (subjective) is destined to fail: as far as Locke is concerned, it is only spared at the expense of consistency; as far as Berkeley and Hume, who are more consistent, are concerned, it will completely fail. 

Already in the Lockeian criticism of the idea of substance, the arbitrariness of all our affirmations regarding the nature of things, or real beings, is pointed out: those which modern science used to consider as - objectifiable - phenomena of beings of nature, in this new context appear as mere irremediably subjective phenomena of the consciousness. It is impossible to go out from the closed world of our ideas. We can only affirm the existence of an external world in virtue of the principle of cause. 

However, Hume goes on to subjecting the idea itself of fortuitousness to criticism, pointing out how it comes to take shape in our spirit due to our habit of seeing certain phenomena (which we call effects) constantly associated with certain other phenomena (which we call causes): a habit which induces us to affirming the existence of a necessary connection and an arbitrarily relation of causality between all of them. By pointing out the arbitrary nature of the idea of cause, Hume does away with the only mainstay that Locke had to affirm, as the cause of ideas, the reality of substances.

The material and spiritual substances which Locke subjected to criticism but were saved in extremis through the intervention of the principle of causality, are completely eliminated by Hume. The only indisputable data are the “impressions”, with their various association and dissociation of themselves. Hume tends to conceive them almost as if gifted with an autonomous existence, as realities that exist and subsist in themselves, which place themselves on their own, having no need of any other reality in order to exist and to justify themselves. 

Locke's atomistically understood “simple idea” practically aims, with Hume, at proposing itself as the only real “substance” in the sense that Descartes attached to this word: res quae ita existit ut nulla alia re indigeat ad existendum (Principia philosophiae, I, 51). “a thing (reality) that exists in such a way that it has no need of any other thing (reality) in order to exist” 
One reaches a full phenomenalism with Hume, which does not nevertheless exclude the real existence of bodies, even if it maintains the impossibility of affirming it. The inability of affirming the existence of nature beings and their laws or necessary connections induces Hume to professing scepticism.

It is well known how Kant tries to overcome Hume's scepticism by not placing the universitality and necessity in the sensitive impressions - experience matter - but in the aprioristic forms of the spirit which, by organising this data, make experience as such, possible.

Another phenomenalist is John Stuart Mill, for whom the reality is reduced to “sensations”, and the external world and the ego itself are affirmed as groups of “possibilities of sensations”, which persist through the varying of present sensations. If one looks closely, these possibilities of sensations, phenomena of consciousness without a consciousness that thinks them, are unreal, of which nothing can be said.

Stuart Mill also tries to overcome Hume's scepticism by affirming that the uniformity of natural laws is a fact of experience. However, experience, just as Hume himself demonstrated, does not really reveal anything universal and necessary.

The phenomenalistic position is renewed in Avenarius and Mach's empiriocriticism: every reality, physical or psychic is reduced to phenomena; there are no permanent substrata; the ideas of things and of our psychic individualities themselves are artificial models that we, according to the principle of minimum effort, mould in order to give a meaning to the multiplicity of phenomena, in order to dominate it. 

Here, in the denial of the corporeal reality, the phenomenalism is configured as the extreme position, as a dogmatic phenomenalism that breaks down all reality in phenomena, that makes the phenomenon the absolute reality. There is a tendency of all of this in Hume, but one that is not yet so clear. Hume deems that the existence of a corporeal reality cannot be demonstrated, but he refrains from excluding it. 

As a matter of fact, in a certain way he affirms it: “…The sceptic […] must assent to the principle concerning the existence of body, though he cannot pretend by any arguments of philosophy to maintain its veracity. […]. We may well ask, What causes induce us to believe in the existence of body? but it is in vain to ask, Whether there be body or not? That is a point, which we must take for granted in all our reasonings” (A treatise of human nature, I, IV, 2).
As we have already seen, Locke affirms it, so too do Descartes and Kant.

There is a whole gradation in the way of defining the phenomena: at the two ends of this scale the phenomenon is respectively conceived as the phenomenon of consciousness (phenomenalism) and as the phenomenon of nature: the latter is the position of a Galileo, of a Newton, of Kant himself (who, in order to overcome Hume's sceptical phenomenalism, proposes to justify modern science by philosophically founding the objective validity of its laws). The conception that modern science has of nature is deterministic and mechanistic:  this kind of hypothesis, which permits the application of calculation to phenomena and to foresee them, has actually turned out to be extremely fruitful.

In a Galileo, in a Newton, in a Descartes, in a Kant, the mechanistic vision is extended to the world of nature, object of physical sciences, but does not in the slightest undermine their faith in God, whom they all agree to be the creator of the material world. When the deterministic vision exceeds the limits of the phenomenal world and wishes to embrace the metaphysical principle of reality itself, then materialism and atheism take over. 

Generally speaking, the English empiricists and positivists refrain from declaring their opinions on the nature of the ultimate realities. Their prudent agnosticism is perfectly in keeping with the spirit of their empiricism which clings to the phenomena without ever trying to make affirmations regarding what transcends them. The English spirit, which is totally empiric, is extremely disinclined to metaphysics.

The metaphysical need is somewhat felt by the Germans, amongst whom, right in the middle of the nineteenth century, positivism ended up taking the shape of true and proper materialism, whereas, in its turn, empiriocriticism proposed itself as true and proper phenomenalistic metaphysics. One knows that the metaphysical need is something fundamental in man, and one well understands how a positivist, used to considering nothing else than physical, biological and chemical phenomena, ends up by affirming that nothing else apart from corporeal nature exists. There is a deep logical gap between taking only the natural phenomena into consideration and affirming that only the corporeal nature exists, but psychologically speaking, the step is very short.

This leads us to also understanding how the phenomenalist's attitude can, in its turn, refuse to budge from the affirmation of phenomenalistic metaphysics, which does not limit itself to doubting the existence of the real “world” of “things”, but ends up by denying it. 

In its own secular odyssey, empiricism often manages to maintain the balanced, agnostic position of the pure respect of facts, which is the most in keeping with its original inspiration; nevertheless, it is constantly attracted by the two opposing metaphysical temptations of phenomenalism and materialism, between which it is destined to fluctuate in continual uncertainty.

CHAPTER III

Critical examination of the first objection: “No 'experience of God' is possible, since such a being, granted that it exists, is beyond any phenomenon and any experience”.
When the mechanistic conception is no longer satisfied with explaining the world of nature, but wishes to embrace the whole being, then what we have is metaphysics, which makes matter the only eternal and absolute reality. What follows is the most resolute denial of God. 

This extreme, metaphysical and dogmatic form of materialism particularly flourished in Germany during the nineteenth century with Mayer, Vogt, Moleschott, Buchner, Haeckel, above all with Marx and Engels.

However, the materialist Du Bois-Reymond had already turned out to show greater caution in declaring his own opinion on the Seven enigmata of the world, with his famous ignoramus et ignorabimus. Furthermore, as far as the other positivists of the same period were concerned, we are well aware of how their judgement on the first principles of reality is remarkably discreet and their position is agnostic: especially that of the English, who - as we have seen - prove here to be devout followers of the true original spirit of empiricism, which requires adherence to facts and extreme caution in judging what is beyond the phenomena. 

Empiricism, as originally conceived, is a method, not metaphysics. Once it has been established that the “substances” are beyond the “ideas”, of phenomena, empiricism avoids declaring its opinion on their ultra-phenomenal nature. 

One should particularly remember the extreme caution shown by Hume when he concludes that “the sceptic still continues to reason and believe, even tho’ he asserts, that he cannot defend his reason by reason; and by the same rule he must assent to the principle concerning the existence of body, tho’ he cannot pretend by any arguments of philosophy to maintain its veracity (A treatise of human nature, I, IV, 2, p. 247).

Hamilton and Mansel's relativism, which affirms the human inability to conceive the absolute, follows up Hume's scepticism; furthermore, there is also Spencer's relativism, who, although he admits that the absolute is conceivable by men, he declares that it is mysterious and unknowable. Needless to say, the conceptions of single philosophers always differ amongst themselves; however, this does not prevent us from noticing the analogy and continuity between these philosophers of empiricist inspiration, who all worry about totally clinging to the phenomena and never formulating judgements - which would be arbitrary and gratuitous - on what transcends the limits of experience.


As far as Kant is concerned, as is well-known, “everything which the understanding draws from itself, without borrowing from experience, it nevertheless possesses only for the behoof and use of experience (Critique of pure reason, I, II, I, II, III).  

Therefore the intellect can only make an empirical use of its concepts, never a transcendental use: “A transcendental use is made of a conception in a fundamental proposition or principle, when it is referred to things in general and considered as things in themselves; an empirical use, when it is referred merely to phenomena, that is, to objects of a possible experience” (ibid.). It is therefore clear that the understanding “can never overstep the limits of sensibility, within which alone objects are presented to us” (ibid.). As far as the reason is concerned, “it stretches its wings in vain, to soar beyond the world of sense by the mere might of speculative thought” (op. cit., I, II, II, II, III, III). And “all inferences which would lead us beyond the limits of experience are fallacious and groundless” (op. cit., I, II, II, Appendix of the regulative employment of the ideas of pure reason). 

 The most profound mysteries of being - God, the soul, the intimate essence of the cosmos - therefore remain unreachable to reason. As far as God in particular is concerned, “a Supreme Being is […] for the speculative reason, a mere ideal, though a faultless one, a conception which perfects and crowns the system of human cognition, but the objective reality of which can neither be proved nor disproved by pure reason” (op. cit., I, II, II, II, III, 7).

Kant's conclusion, which affirms the unknowableness of the “thing in itself” is therefore the indemonstrability (at least speculatively speaking) of the existence itself of God, in my opinion it is the logical arrival point of that essential tendency of philosophy which, starting from Descartes, conceives experience  as the knowledge of ideas and not of things: as knowledge of phenomena which, due to their essentially and irremediably subjective nature, rather than manifesting the absolute they hide it. The absolute does not participate in the phenomenon, but is rather behind the phenomenon, unreachable, unknowable.

As far as this relation is concerned, what failed was the idea of participation, which is so familiar to the archaic and primitive thought: to all those visions of being where the concept is either still ignored or, if known, still does not have that predominating role that it has in the rationalistic philosophies. When the ego and the non ego, the subject and the object are conceptualised and distinguished in an excessively strict manner, then the absolute distinction is affirmed in place of the primitive participation - which means intimate contact, continual exchange and vital solidarity -: A is not Non A; the subject is itself, it is determined in an absolute manner; and, compared to the object, it is something that is absolutely different and “other”.

This relation of reciprocal extraneousness is emphasised with the Cartesian rationalism: between res cogitans and res extensa, between the sphere of consciousness and the sphere of nature there is such a wide gap that the subject cannot affirm, with certainty, anything of the external world if there were no guarantee of “the veracity of God”, of a Supreme Gentleman God who cannot make fun of His creatures by providing them with deceiving sense organs. Having got rid of this seventeenth century and, indeed, rather baroque idea of a supreme Being which almost seems to meet us half-way with this Spanish ruff and hand on heart, here the gap becomes insuperable.

Even in the greatest adherence to facts, English empiricism does nothing but make this Cartesian conception - which places the consciousness with its cogitata (precisely understood as phenomena of the consciousness and not of the being) on one side, and a being which the subject as such can say nothing about, on the opposite side - explicit right down to its extreme consequences. In this way one arrives at Hume's sceptic phenomenalism from Descartes' dogmatic rationalism.

If Cartesian rationalism heightens the distinction between subject and object (in such a way as to make them more like two ideal beings of abstract logic rather than two real beings) then the first origin of this conceptualisation process of reality, of the subject and the phenomenon is found in Greek philosophy. Right from the very beginning, Greek philosophy has presented a marked rationalistic nature: it discovers reason and places it as the principle itself of reality, and therefore affirms that man can only grasp the heart of reality (which is completely rational), with reason; whereas he considers sensitive experience, not so positively, as the revealer of the being, as rather negatively, the deceiver. Furthermore, the phenomenon is a mere deceiving appearance, being considered in a manner in contrast to the etymology itself of the word. 

One could say that this negative conception of sensitive experience belongs more than anything else to the pre-Socratic philosophers and to Plato. As we well know, Aristotle has a much more positive concept of the sensitive experience. However, one should notice that, as far as Aristotle is concerned, in a certain way the sensitive experience has become synonymous of sensorial experience, of experience of corporeal senses. This manner of conceiving the sensitive experience will then be resumed by Saint Thomas Aquinas and later on, by empiricism, by modern science, by Kant himself, by positivism and neo-positivism.  

Conceived in this way, experience with its phenomena could at the most reveal us something about the nature, but can reveal us nothing about God, the purely spiritual being, which needless to say, is unreachable by definition to the corporeal senses. As far as Greek philosophy is concerned, understood in its most distinctive characters, any conception of the phenomenon as the manifestation of the divine Being is absolutely extraneous to it. This kind of conception could come from mystic eastern traditions that have been taken up in the western world by some philosopher, but which nevertheless remain extraneous to the original spirit of Greek philosophy.

As a matter of fact, the idea of the participation can coexist in some philosopher with the principle of non contradiction: however, there is nothing more reciprocally extraneous than these two ideas: one is familiar to eastern and also Jewish-Christian primitive thought, the other which is born with Greek rationalism and continues in scholastic intellectualism and in modern thought which, with certain exceptions, always tends to conceptualise everything  (including the phenomena, which empiricism does not so much tend to welcome as they are presented, but rather reduces  them to first elements, to clear and distinct “simple ideas”). 

Now, once one has returned to an idea of a phenomenon that is more in keeping with the original meaning of the word itself, once one has returned to conceiving a phenomenon as the revelation of the being, then what makes us conclude that our only possible experience is that of the corporeal beings?  What makes us definitely conclude that it is impossible to have experiences of other kinds? The religious traditions of all times testify the possibility of having an experience of the divine; and this is particularly affirmed by the mystics of all religions and all epochs. What induces us to definitely reject the possibility of an experience of the absolute? Is the concept of experience elaborated by Greek philosophy and then by philosophy and modern science not rather too limited? Furthermore, can the same not be said about the empiricists' same idea of experience?

The fact is that, at a certain point, the scientist, by only taking the corporeal beings into consideration (the only ones susceptible to quantitative measurement), sees nothing else but those, and loses all sense of what a spiritual being really is, as well as losing all sense of God. Therefore, at a certain point, in his turn, neither the empiricist philosopher, who abstractly sees every reality from the aspect of “simple ideas” or “cogitata”, can no longer manage to find God in his own heart of hearts. His ego has lost the Augustinian depth of being the privileged place of the manifestation of the sacred, it has become “Cartesian”, it has grown flat, it has been reduced to a clear and distinct idea, to a “thinking thing”. 

Both the pure empiricists (phenomenalists) and the scientists objectively consider the phenomenon in itself, after having defined it well, after having reduced it to a concept, after having rigorously distinguished it from everything it is not. Therefore both the phenomenalists and the scientists place themselves in the most unsuitable condition to discover whether the phenomenon, in the original sense, fainòmenon, is not a manifestation of the Being: to discover whether a transcendent, absolute reality does not participate in the phenomenon. 

The logic of the non contradiction and the precise definition (through which every phenomenon is rigorously defined in everything it is and in everything it is not) is something which, due to its nature, prevents the acknowledgement of a participation relation, (in other words, at the same time of presence-absence, of being-non being) between two realities: due to the logic of non contradiction, the participation is something that is intimately contradictory, and why not, something absurd. 

Having got rid of the idea of participation, having definitively eliminated the idea of the phenomenon as a manifestation, revelation, participation of the being, then every door to a philosophical justification of the experience of the absolute is closed.

And yet, when the philosopher excludes the possibility of such experiences, he is contradicted by the mystic, who, on the contrary, affirms and testifies that he actually has these experiences. 

The empiricist philosopher may object to not having such an experience, whereas the mystic could reply that he has. In answer to the empiricist's question “How can you explain that you have had these experiences that I have been denied?”  the mystic could answer: “These experiences take place by grace: due to the free initiative of the same God who reveals Himself. The difference between us two is that I do my best to open myself up to receive the divine revelation, I do everything I can to make myself receptive and available by placing myself in the creatural attitude of invocation, of inner silence, of listening, of trusting abandon; whereas, on the contrary, not only do you disdain assuming such an attitude (being afraid of diminishing your dignity as a man), not only do you carefully avoid placing yourself in these conditions, but you are also and solely interested in external things, to the observation of the phenomena of nature, to the consideration of concepts and perhaps, indeed, of the psychic phenomena themselves that have been reduced to concepts, that are no longer experienced but objectified and therefore also seen as exterior realities.  Even if, in speaking in good faith, you say that you are looking for God, in reality you do nothing but look for Him in the wrong place: you look for Him everywhere except for where you can find Him”. 

At this point, our mystic only needs to add the famous words of Saint Augustine: “Do not leave yourself, go back inside yourself: the truth dwells within man” (De vera religione [The true religion], XXXIX). 

Going back inside oneself is the first step: the first condition that is necessary, if not sufficient to place oneself in the position of hearing God's voice, to make oneself receptive to the religious and mystical experience.

As far as the problem of the philosophical justification of this inner experience is concerned, one should always remember the impossibility of any theoretical discourse regarding a God that is unreachable to experience. After Kant, the re-proposition of a theoretical discourse regarding God will only be valid insofar as one can humanly prove that this discourse is founded on a real experience of the absolute.

CHAPTER IV

A critical examination of the second objection: “Any concept about God, that cannot be verified in principle, is meaningless (both empirically and factually): it affirms no fact, it says nothing about reality, and is therefore neither true nor false”.

Neopositivism is completely covered by a vigorous anti-metaphysical demand. In Wittgenstein anti-metaphysics is the inevitable consequence of the radical empiricism that it pursues.

The language has to represent the facts through the “molecular” and “atomic propositions”. The single atomic propositions (which are combinations of “names”) have to mirror and mean single “atomic facts” (in turn composed of simple “objects”), so that every name can mean the corresponding object. 

Now, the only facts that we can know, represent and imagine are, for Wittgenstein, the physical facts: any proposition, that has no reference to physical facts, is unconceivable, it is meaningless. “Most propositions and issues that have been written on the subject of philosophy are not false, but meaningless. Therefore we cannot answer issues of this kind, we can only establish their senselessness. Most philosophers' issues and propositions derive from the fact that we do not understand the logic of our language...” (Tractatus logico-philosophicus, proposition 4.003). 

Seeing as it is not a natural science, philosophy does not have to investigate reality; it does not have to propose itself as a “doctrine” - interpretation of reality - but only as an “activity” aimed at clarifying the logic of thought, at making our ideas and propositions clearer.


It is by referring back to Wittgenstein that Schlick, the founder of the Vienna Circle, conceives philosophy as a logic and analysis of language, as research of the meaning of various propositions from which a discourse is formed.   When can one say that a proposition has a meaning? Schlick answers that one can say it does when the fact that it is true or false produces a difference that can be pointed out experimentally, verified. The verification does not have to be actually feasible; the important thing is that the verification is “conceivable”, and that it is “logically possible”, or, in other words, that is possible in principle (Positivismus und Realismus, in                  « Erkenntnis », 1932-33, III, pp. 1-31; cp. especially paragraph 2).

 A proposition makes sense when capable of indicating through which operations it is possible to verify it: therefore, one can say that “the meaning of a proposition... is the method of its verification” (Meaning and Verification, in Gesammelte Aufsätze, Wien 1938, p. 340). 

Consequently there is a clear repudiation of the metaphysical propositions, unverifiable in principle, pure expressions of mood. 

We have a real explicit controversy, pressed hard against the metaphysics, with Carnap. 

Cp. especially Überwindung der Metaphysik durch logische Analyse der Sprache in “Erkenntnis”, 1932, II, pp. 219-241; Engl. transl. in the volume Logical Positivism, London 1959, pp. 60-81.


Aimed at explaining the meaning of propositions through logical analysis, the investigations of “applied logic” clarify the cognitive value of scientific propositions; on the contrary, in the field of metaphysics (including every philosophy value and normative theory), the logical analysis leads to negative results, therefore, the alleged propositions of this ambit prove to be meaningless.
This lack of meaning is to be understood in the strictest accepted meaning of the word, therefore, one can say that the metaphysical ones are not even propositions, they are pseudopropositions. As far as Carnap is concerned, a proposition only makes sense if it is reducible to - or rather, which is the same, deducible from - “protocolar propositions” or “observation propositions”, which express experience. If we indicate a certain word with a and the elementary proposition in which it appears with P (a), the necessary and sufficient condition in order for a to have a meaning (or make sense) could be expressed by each one of the following formulations, which in the end are the same as one another:

1) the empiric characteristics of a are known;

2) the protocolar propositions from which one can deduce a have been agreed;

3) the conditions of truth for P (a) have been fixed;

    4) the verification method of P (a) is known  (cp. op. cit., p. 510).

Well, those terms which appear to be incapable of meeting the above-mentioned requirements are meaningless: this is precisely what can be said about any metaphysical term.

For example, one considers the metaphysical term “principle” understood as “ontological principle”, let us say, “of things” or “of the world”. In what conditions is a proposition of the form “x is the principle of y” true? In what conditions is it false? The metaphysician replies that “x is the principle of y” means “y originates from x”, “the being of y is moulded on the being of x”, but not in the sense of a empirically verifiable fortuitous relation: if this were the case, then the metaphysical proposition in question would be reduced to an empiric proposition of the same kind as that of the physical one. This means that, seeing as there is no criteria of verification, the proposition in question and the term “principle” itself, have no meaning whatsoever.   If at the very beginning the word “principle” had an empiric meaning, then it has lost it by being transforming into a metaphysical term. 

As far as the word “God” is concerned, it has a clear meaning in mythological language: the mythological gods manifest themselves in the visible events of the world and are therefore empirically verifiable. However, in the metaphysical language the word “God” passes onto indicate something extra-empirical. The meaning of a corporeal or spiritual being that hides itself in the bodies is explicitly literally removed without being substituted by any other verifiable empiric meaning, therefore, the word remains without any meaning.  Between the mythological language use and the metaphysical one there is the theological use of the word “God”, which varies between the two above-mentioned ways of using it: the word “God” is without meaning insofar as the metaphysical way of using it also prevails here.

In the essay from which these considerations have been summarised, Carnap tries to demonstrate - with a detailed analysis - the senselessness of a certain discourse that Heidegger makes about Nothing in Was ist Metaphysik?, and then moves onto criticising Cartesian's cogito ergo sum in the same way, to then move in the same way onto  attacking  the senselessness of those metaphysical trends which are usually defined as gnoseological positions: realism, objective idealism, solipsism, phenomenalism, positivism (in the old sense). 

Seeing as the only possible propositions are the analytical-tautological ones  (belonging to mathematics and pure logic) and the synthetic-empiric ones (belonging to physical and natural sciences), it follows that pseudo propositions of metaphysics cannot be qualified as authentic propositions: completely lacking in theoretical value, the metaphysical  pseudo propositions are no use to the representation of actual neither existing (in this case they would be true) nor non-existing data (it would then concern false propositions): neither true nor false, and not even propositions, they are only used for life's expression of feeling: Carnap says that, although the metaphysician believes that he acts in an ambit that regards true and false, in reality, vice versa, he does not affirm anything, but he limits himself to expressing feelings like an artist (see op. cit., p. 530). And more often than not, indeed like a bad artist.

By referring back to the premises proposed by Wittgenstein and Schlick and Carnap's anti-metaphysical reasoning, Ayer re-formulates them in an incisive and brilliant manner in his famous essay Language, truth and logic. “…No statement”, writes Ayer, “which refers to a ‘reality’ transcending the limits of all possible sense-experience can possibly have any literal significance from which it must follow that the labour of those who have striven to describe such a reality have all been devoted to the production of nonsense” (Language, truth and logic, ch. 1). 

Also Kant said something similar, but for different reasons of principle: in other words, since human intellect is formed in such a way as to lose its way in contradictions when it ventures beyond the limits of possible experience, in the attempt to reach the thing itself. “Thus he made  the impossibility of a transcendent metaphysics not, as we do, a matter of logic, but a matter of fact” (ibid.). 
On the contrary to Kant, the neopositivist does not accuse the metaphysician of venturing into a field where it is impossible to experiment and therefore know, but “sentences which fail to conform to the conditions under which alone a sentence can be literally significant” (ibid.).

In order to clearly show that these types of propositions are completely lacking in meaning, it is sufficient to enunciate a certain criterion: “The criterion which we use to test the genuineness of apparent statements of fact is the criterion of verifiability” (ibid.). 

One can therefore say that “a sentence is factually significant to any given person, if, and only if, he knows how to verify the proposition which it purports to express - that is, if he knows what observations would lead him, under certain conditions, to accept the proposition as being true, or reject it as being false” (ibid.). 

There is nothing to say that, in order to have meaning, a proposition always has to be immediately actually verifiable. It is necessary to distinguish between “practical verificability” and “verifiability in principle”.
Many propositions can be verified immediately, others require a more complex experimentation, however, there are also other propositions which are just as meaningful because, even if we cannot verify them today, we are nevertheless in the position to indicate in which conditions we can verify them. An easy and familiar example is the proposition which affirms that there are also mountains on the other side of the moon (Ayer writes in 1935). Space ships have not yet been built to allow us to go and explore the other side of the moon, yet nevertheless, we are capable of imagining these space ships and can therefore determine the conditions and observations through which we will be able to verify the afore-mentioned proposition: which, therefore, being verifiable in principle, is meaningful. 

On the contrary, the metaphysical propositions (like for example “The Absolute enters into, but is itself incapable of evolution and progress”, which Ayer quotes at random from Bradley) are not even verifiable in principle. Any metaphysical proposition, and therefore any proposition regarding God, seeing as it is unverifiable, is neither true nor false, it is simply lacking in meaning. The metaphysical enunciation proposes to express an authentic proposition, however, in reality it expresses neither a tautology nor an empiric hypothesis. Now, since “tautologies and empirical hypotheses form the entire class of significant propositions, we are justified in concluding that all metaphysical assertions are nonsense” (ibid.). 

At this point it is natural that one wonders: what do we exactly mean by verification? Is a complete verification possible? Should the criterion of verifiability be understood in the strictest sense of the word, or would it not be better to give it a more flexible formulation, one that is more subdued? Ayer says that, if we adopt the conclusive verifiability as criterion of meaning, then our reasoning would prove too much.

This kind of criterion of meaning is also affirmed by neopositivists such as M. Schlick and F. Waismann, respectively in Positivismus und Realismus and in Logische Analyse des Warscheinlichkeits begriffs, both published in “Erkenntnis”, vol. I, 1930. 

Let us consider certain general propositions enunciated as laws, such as “All men are mortal”, “Arsenic is poisonous”; “A warm body is subject to dilation”: if the propositions enunciated as laws are designated to include an infinite number of cases, then it is clear no finite series of observations could verify those propositions in a conclusive manner. 

Do we have to deduce that all empiric generalisations are propositions lacking in meaning? Besides the world of nature - where many phenomena are repeated according to analogous modalities, which can be expressed in laws and also in mathematical formulas  - we also have to consider the world of history, where the assertion that a fact has taken place in a given way is never absolutely certain, however, at the most, it is highly probable. Moreover, “no proposition other than a tautology can possibly be anything more than a probable hypothesis. And if this is correct, the principle that a sentence can be factually significant only if it expresses what is conclusively verifiable is self-stultifying as a criterion of significance. For it leads to the conclusion that it is impossible to make a significant statement of fact at all” (ibid.).  

Ayer also refuses the criterion (proposed by Popper in his Logik der Forschung) according to which only the enunciation that is definitively confutable from the experience would have any factual meaning: “A hypothesis cannot be conclusively confuted any more than it can be conclusively verified” (ibid.).

Therefore, as far as Ayer is concerned, the principle of verification is only to be welcomed in the widest and most “weaker” sense of the word: “…The question that must be asked about any putative statement of fact is not, Would any observation make its truth or falsehood logically certain? But simply, Would any observations be relevant to the determination of its truth or falsehood? And it is only if a negative answer is given to the second question that we conclude that the statement under consideration is nonsensical” (ibid.).

This Ayerian concept of verification, which is already so extensive, is integrated by Carnap to the concept of confirmation. The impossibility of verifying the infinite number of possible cases of a law with a finite number of observations, forces us to abandon the claim of a verification in the strictest sense of the word.  

Nevertheless, this law, which we cannot verify can be controlled, by controlling its single cases, in other words, the particular propositions that come from the law itself and the other previously established propositions. If no negative case is to be found in the prolonged series of such experiments, but, on the contrary, the number of positive cases gradually increases, then our trust in the law gradually increases. In this way, rather than verification, here we can speak of gradually increasing confirmation of the law.

Cp. Testability and Meaning by R. Carnap, published in its original text in Readings in the Philosophy of Science, edited by H. Feigl and M. Brodbeck, New York 1953, pp. 47-92, adapted edition of the original essay which originally appeared with the same title in “Philosophy of Science”, 1963, III, pp. 419-471; 1973, IV, pp. 1-40.
Having dealt - although briefly - with the problem of the conclusiveness of the verification (Is a conclusiveness verification possible or not?), what remains is to consider a no less important problem, which is the objectiveness of the verification: Do we have to limit ourselves to attributing factual significance and cognitive, theoretical value to the sole verifiable propositions in a rigorously objective manner? Or rather, is it also opportune to acknowledge a certain right of citizenship, a certain empiric significance and theoretical value to propositions, which, if not externally recordable, can nevertheless be verified in the subject's inwardness?

 Kant says: “Conviction may, therefore, be distinguished, from an external point of view, from persuasion, by the possibility of communicating it and by showing its validity for the reason of every man; for in this case the presumption, at least, arises that the agreement of all judgements with each other, in spite of the different characters of individuals, rests upon the common ground of the agreement of each with the object, and thus the correctness of the judgement is established” (Critique of pure reason, II,  II, 3).

The objective discourse, that is verifiable by everyone, valid for everyone, is such that the subject who asks can place himself/herself in the place of the subject who answers, and therefore, repeat the same experience and acquire the same certainty. Therefore, the objective discourse can be held in third person. It remains valid with the changing of the subjects. This discourse is valid for everyone: for all reasonable subjects, in whom the faculty of reasoning is suitably and sufficiently developed. 

As far as modern science from Galileo onwards is concerned, the ideal verification is that which objectively records the phenomena in their quantitative as well as qualitative aspects: in other words, it measures them so that they can be calculated, foreseen and reproduced in a laboratory. For a scientist rigorously inspired to these criteria, the excellent degree of verifiability is obtained when the experience is repeatable. 

This suggests that the phenomenon happens according to a strict determinism, according to a strict mechanical necessity, with the exclusion of even the slightest margin of spontaneity and contingency. However, what should now be observed is that if this ideal of verification appeared fully realisable in Galileo's time and in the following two centuries, on the contrary, philosophy and science of the last two centuries (XIX and XX) have come to ascertaining that there are phenomena which may be much more subjugated to a type of verification and others which are increasingly less so.   

Certain phenomena, such as the physical ones, appear to be subjected to a stricter necessity; in others, such as the biological ones, the necessity factor seems to partly make room for the contingency factor; furthermore, in other ones, such as the psychic phenomena, the contingency acquires increasingly greater importance until it expresses itself, on the arrival of consciousness, as freedom. 

As far as this is concerned, one should remember Boutroux' thought, which, from certain points of view, is anticipated from that of Comte. 

As a matter of fact, as Prini then briefly points out, “modern thought has gradually discovered some regions or fields of natural and human reality which cannot be totally objective - which are such as to not allow a repeatable ostensive procedure,  a way of 'public' access to them - like the world of living organisms, whose unity is intrinsic according to Kant and therefore not entirely referable to the transcendental unity of apperception, or the community of ethically or religiously individualised 'Singles', which is outside every 'system', according to Kierkegaard, or the  ‘You’ which is the term of an irreversible relation, and is initiative and totality, according to Martin Buber, or the 'ideological', which, as far as  Marx was concerned, is essentially influenced by factors of class or group” (Discorso e situazione [Discourse and situation], Rome 1961, p. 16).

 We have said that a really strict objective verification can at least be explained in the field of physical phenomena; and yet “the most important gnoseological developments themselves of modern physics have led to narrowing the field of application of the notion of 'objectiveness' to within the boundaries of the macroscopic events, where the relative speed of bodies is very small compared to the speed of light, and the pressure of sunlight reflected onto their surface and necessary for their observation, does not modify the real structure. Whereas, as far as classical physics is concerned, the place in which an observation takes place and the way in which it is carried out , are completely neutralised compared to the result of the observation itself, the theory of relativity and that of 'quanta' have imposed the necessity of a radical revision both of the concept of 'contemporaneity' of events as well as their alleged 'inalterability' as regards the observation, which is the same as a dissociation of the scientific work of the notion of 'objectiveness'“ (op. cit., pp. 16-17). 

Going back to the neopositivists, Carnap himself acknowledges that “in the present condition of the development of science, it is definitely impossible to derive the biological laws from the physical ones” and furthermore, that “in the present condition the laws of psychology and social science cannot be derived from those of biology and physics”, even if “on the other hand there is no scientific reason to assume that this derivation should be impossible in principle” (I fondamenti logici dell’unità della scienza [The logical  foundations of the unity of science] Ital. transl. in Neopositivismo e unità della scienza [Neopositivism and unity of science] by various authors, edited by E. Paci, Milan 1958, pp. 100-101).

 As far as Carnap is concerned, that there is no unity of laws for the time being does not mean to say that there is no unity of language in science. As a matter of fact, there is “a common base of reduction for the terms of all branches of science; this base consists of an extremely restricted and homogenous class of terms of physical language. Well, we can ever increasingly aim at developing science in the direction of a unified system of laws, only because we already have a unified language (cp. op. cit., p. 102). 

Carnap adds that the unity of language of science is the basis for the practical application of theoretical science (cp. ibid., p. 103) because it allows us to unite the contributions of different sciences into the same discourse, so that, by uniting this collection of information, we can formulate predictions and adopt the most opportune decisions.

As Joergensen pointed out, Neurath, a famous historian of positivism, (who was the first to introduce the expression “unity of science” into neopositivism) considered it to be very important that the unification of various particular sciences  in a unitary science took place through the formation of a universal scientific language, in other words, a language of whose logical syntax allowed for the propositions of the most different particular sciences to combine with one another in a logical context (Origini e sviluppi dell’empirismo logico [Origins and developments of logical empiricism],  Ital. transl. in the quoted volume Neopositivismo e unità della scienza [Neopositivism and unity of science], p. 234).

 It is clear how, at this point, the problem arises of what the most suitable language is. Joergensen says again that, as we know, in his theory of constitution, Carnap used an egocentric and phenomenological language, because, through constitution, he claimed to be able of adapting all concepts to basic phenomenological concepts. However, both Carnap and Neurath soon agreed with one another on judging as the most practical, the use of a language called “physical” or “physicalistical”: the language with which, both in physics as well as in every day life, we speak of physical objects (which, besides, approximately means: material things in the common meaning of the expression). The reason why such a language should be chosen as the language of unified science, is that it concerns an intersensual, intersubjective and universal language.   That the typical language is intersensual means that its propositions can be experimented with various senses, seeing as there is no physical function which can be exclusively coordinated  to qualitative characteristics of only one sense. That the physical language is intersubjective means that its propositions can be experimented by various subjects, and they can therefore have a meaning for everybody. Finally, that the physical language is universal means that every scientifically acceptable proposition, taken from everyday language or from any branch of science, can be translated into it (op. cit., pp. 235-239). 

As we can see, here there is at least the tendency to only attributing factual meaning and theoretical value to what is expressed in a “scientific”, “objective” language. Only all the propositions which can be adapted to experience, at least in principle, have an empirical meaning. But what do we mean here by the word experience?  In the wake of an empiric tradition, which starts from Greek philosophy and ends up taking on a more precise form in Galilean and Newtonian science, in the philosophy of Kant etc., experience is synonymous with sensorial experience: it is the knowledge of   “physical” realities that can be acknowledged by corporeal senses, which, within the limits of what is possible, act integrated by recording and measuring tools. These tools, by helping us to abstract what is objective from everything that can vary from subject to subject, allow us to welcome the only incontestably objective data of the phenomena. 

Now, however, if by experience we mean any existing reality, whether material or spiritual, we have to point out the extreme limitness of the “scientific” concept of experience. This concept embraces the sole objectifiable experiences that are expressible in a physicalistic language; however, by doing this, most of the possible  experiences are excluded; in particular, all the “spiritual” or “interior” experiences are excluded, which are not always  accessible to everyone seeing as they demand particular commitment on behalf of the subject and a long process of deepening and personal maturation. The latter are experiences which the common language itself defines as such, attributing a value that is not purely subjective and private to them, but one that is cognitive in the objective sense of the word:  cognitive value that in my opinion seems to be rather rash to want to deny it a priori, to say the least.

Denying all those judgements theoretical value, whose formulation requires the subject's creative commitment, an attempt at putting him in someone else's shoes to re-live his experience, to create his mood, to assimilate something of his inner life in his own heart of hearts, in other words, denying all judgements of this type theoretical value would mean denying aesthetical or historical judgements any theoretical value. 

The consequence would be that we would have to consider ourselves incapable of judging both a work of art's aesthetic value as well as a historical personage's mentality (or typical of a given historical situation), and the spirit of an epoch, a culture, a religion. We should only acknowledge our capability of recording the exterior manifestations as far as a historical, or cultural or psychic phenomenon is concerned, but never of grasping its spirit. Literary criticism should limit itself to philological analysis; history should limit itself to classifying monuments and documents and recording news items; history of religions should limit itself to expressing the form of the temples or the performance of rites; psychology should limit itself to recording the subject's exterior behaviour. 

All and only this can be expressed in a physicalistic language. However, reducing oneself to taking only that which can be expressed in such a  language into consideration, means forgoing grasping the substance, the intimate spirit of those facts, the only thing that helps us understand those facts in their real meaning, without which those facts are destined to remain, as far as we are concerned, a dead letter.

Going back to the afore-mentioned examples, describing the exterior behaviour of Muslims in mosques will be of little use to us in understanding the spirit of Islam if we are unable to in some way recreate their religious experience in our spirit's heart of hearts: we will never be able to understand Muslims unless we also know how to make ourselves a bit “Muslim”. 

In the same way, we will never understand anything of the psychology of a Robespierre - and therefore, the real reasons for his actions and politics - if we are not able to put ourselves in his shoes, to also become a little Robespierre ourselves. 

In the same way we will never understand anything about Dante's poetry if we limit ourselves to making a philological analysis of his works and a mere account of his life and his time: if, in other words, we are not able to become a little Dante ourselves. 

The examples could multiply, embracing the whole complex of “historical and moral sciences” which is acknowledged right of citizenship in the universities all over the world: their character of “sciences” is admitted everywhere; and, on the other hand, nobody can seriously claim that they consist of a pure and simple collection of material, exterior and philological data. 

If not openly then at least implicitly, one presumes that in experts of such sciences there is at least a certain capacity of participation, of sympathy, which allows them to recreate certain human reasons in their own spirit and to regard them as their own, reasons which find their means of expression in the “philological” material. A knowledge of reality that does not wish to be unilateral or incomplete cannot limit itself to recording, to describing: knowledge is above all participation.  

An important difference between classical positivism and Carnap's neopositivism is that, whereas the former used to affirm that all phenomena were reduced in an ultimate analysis to physical phenomena, the latter, the less dogmatic, by leaving the question undecided, limits itself to choosing the physicalistic one out of all the various possible languages, as it is more capable of accomplishing the unity of science. 

Carnap's choice is dictated by reasons of suitability, of practical utility: as far as he is concerned, physicalism is a proposal that, accepted, can give way to a convention. 

However, is it a proposal that should be accepted? It can offer some advantages: as we have already mentioned, the physicalistic language is intersensual, intersubjective, universal, and these are, without a doubt, advantages.  On the contrary, one cannot ignore the enormous disadvantage that the exclusive adoption of the physicalistic language can cause: it leads to denying everything that cannot be expressed in such a language any theoretical value. 

As we have already said, it follows that most of that which the common language defines as experience would be denied any objective value, any value of knowledge of a reality that transcends the subject: any experience of the kind would be considered a mere internal experience of the subject itself and nothing more. 

For these reasons, even if it means forgoing at least for the time being the famous “unity of science”, we cannot but reject Carnap's proposal: its physicalistic language could have its own validity, but only if it is integrated by another language which expresses our lived experiences, which expresses what we will have managed to penetrate, to understand, to sense, to relive in our attempt to welcome, beyond certain material and exterior phenomena, the intimate spirit which animates them, their intimate meaning. 

The physicalistic language is to be integrated by a testimonial language:  the language with which we describe things is to be integrated by another language through which we can bear witness to spiritual experiences, which are generated in us when we manage to grasp the intimate spirit in those facts. We will then see how this testimonial language can also have its intersubjectivity in its own way.

By applying what has been said to the problem of verification, even without taking anything away from the value of the objective verification, we will notice that it is opportunely integrated by a subjective verification:  not everything can be verified with the body's senses and with recording and measurement tools; there are realities that are more subtle, more impalpable and - why not - of a more spiritual nature, which we can only verify through an intimate experience. 

Subjective verification does not at all mean a pure and simple recording of merely subjective and private facts: on the contrary, it rather means an experience of reality that, although they manifest themselves within the subjects inner self, they are actually very objective, equipped with autonomous existence: realities that manifest themselves in the subject's heart of hearts, but which are in no way identified with it; realities which the subject does not essentially create, but which he finds and discovers.

Finally, as far as the problem of meaning is concerned, I am inclined to reject any attempt to objectively establish, a priori, and once and for all, that which has meaning and that which does not. What should be noticed above all is that anything can have a meaning, or not, only in relation to a subject. One can attribute an objective meaning to a certain proposition, it itself, only after an agreement between subjects. 

However, it is the subject who has to testify, in the first place, if a given proposition makes sense to him or not. There are things which have a precise meaning for me, even if they do not as far as other people are concerned. This depends on experiences, which vary from man to man. For he who has never loved, love could appear to have no meaning. For he who does not appreciate certain music, this music could appear to be a mere medley of sounds.  For he who has no religious experience (for he who has never had it, or having had it in the past, has let it fall into complete oblivion)  not only do the articles of faith and dogmas sound like a dead letter, but the word of “God” itself could appear to be nothing more than a meaningless flatus vocis.

In order to discover a meaning in the religious language, one should rid oneself of his attitude of extreme narrow-mindedness which is characteristic of the neopositivists of Vienna’s Circle and which is confirmed by their scientism: scientism that is then, fundamentally speaking, an “uncritical and ingenuous crypto-metaphysic” (D. Antiseri, Dal neopositivismo alla filosofia analitica [From neopositivism to analytical philosophy], Rome 1966, p. 242).

A much more open and unbiased attitude belongs to the language analysts of Oxford and Cambridge. They also refer back to Wittgenstein: more precisely not to the first Wittgenstein of the Tractatus logico-philosophicus, like the Viennese, but to the second one, to the author of the Philosophische Untersuchungen. Here the claim to reduce every language to the model of the scientific language of physics is put aside and on the contrary it is substituted by the will to analyse every different type of language in itself. Analysing here too means not only describing but clarifying, bringing everything that is implicit to a full awareness in order to throw light upon the various discourses' justifying criteria, and in this way to resolve all difficulties, to eliminate all contradictions that were not felt before. Understood in this way, philosophy is not only an analysis of language, but a “therapeutic analysis of the linguistic diseases” (D. Antiseri, Dopo Wittgenstein, Dove va la filosofia analitica [After Wittgenstein – Where analytical philosophy is going], Rome 1967, p. 279). 

The English analysts deem that the neopositivists' vigorous antimetaphysical controversy has been useful, but “philosophically insufficient”, since the neopositivists, although “convinced that metaphysics is a trap, have fallen into the trap without realising it”. 

The two expressions are by G. J. Warnock (Criticism of Metaphysics, in The Nature of Metaphysics, edited by D.F. Pears, London 1957, pp. 136 e 141, quoted by D. Antiseri in Dopo Wittgenstein, pp. 306-307).

They are therefore left stuck in a crypto-metaphysics that is much worse than metaphysics itself. “And the philosophy of language” observes Antiseri, “in order not to become metaphysics itself, makes itself tolerant with regard to this. However, we should be very careful, here 'tolerant' does not at all mean that the analysts will immediately re-admit the metaphysics that their neopostivist fathers exorcised so much, without saying anything;  on the contrary, it rather means that the philosopher of language rids himself of any possible indication of dogmatic uncriticism and instead of palming off the label of senselessness to every metaphysical discourse, according to his aprioristic  model, he provokes them in order to be able to hear what kind of discourse they are capable of formulating, in order to know what meaning  they give to their terms, to their expressions, so that he can single out their justifying criteria and  the presuppositions of the metaphysical language. It may seem strange, but this neutral analysis, this emasculated (to be ironic!) fight for clarity gives off anti-metaphysical corrosive acid in much more concentrated dosages and in much greater quantities than one may be led to believe. Analytical philosophy is not a 'harmless rebellion'“ (Antiseri, op. cit., pp. 306-307). 

In reconstructing the history of Oxford and Cambridge's analytical movement, Dario Antiseri very clearly takes sides in its favour and makes its criteria, attitudes and spirit his own. His studies Dal neopositivismo alla filosofia analitica (From neopositivism to analytical philosophy), Dopo Wittgenstein (After W.), and Filosofia analitica e semantica del linguaggio religioso (Analytical and semantics philosophy of the religious language), are clear, perceptive and well documented historical reconstructions, and they aim at having a precise theoretical purpose.

It is interesting to see in what terms he remakes the typical discourse of the Oxford analyst to the metaphysician and then, more in particular, to the Thomist metaphysician (Dal neopositivismo alla filosofia analitica, pp. 253-256 and 265-269). 

Interesting as the expression of contrast between the two mentalities, the debate on the existence of God between Bertrand Russell (although dissident from the second Wittgenstein and from his followers of Oxford and Cambridge) and Father F.C. Copleston s.j. reported in Why I am not a Christian by Russell, ch. 13). 

The analyst understands the ordinary language well (he assumes it methodically, as a starting point); he understands the language of poets which he loves; if initiated to some science, he understands its relative scientific language; if he is a believer, then he understands, at least as far as certain points of view are concerned, the language of his own religion. 

In his turn, the metaphysician claims to be able of formulating a type of discourse (metaphysical discourse) which is not religion, it is not art and not an empiric science and yet it would have it that it is a “rational”, “intellectually controllable” “rigorous” discourse on God, the soul, man's destiny, the sense of history, etc. This discourse does not place itself on the level of privilege or intimacy but on that of reason common to all men and aims at founding a vision of the world: mechanist materialism, Marxism, idealism, Thomism, positivism, scientism etc. 

Well, says the analyst to the metaphysician, if yours is a discourse that is not for the privileged but erga omnes, I ask you to do it for me: onus probandi incumbit ei qui dicit (It is he who affirms something that has the onus of proving what he says). I am not saying that your discourse has to follow the rules of discourses of a nature that is different to that of the scientific discourse, for example, or of the religious one): you yourself may formulate the rules, methods, justifying criteria. The important thing is that your discourse is understandable, since, like you yourself say, it is not an intimate discourse, not a privileged one, but one that is communicable, addressed to everyone: this is what I expect, I exact to understand it. 

At this point, Antiseri observes, provoked on a sore spot by the analyst's question (“What do you mean by your words?”), the metaphysicians answer in their usual manner. And here we have the beginning of an imminent chaotic display of endless battles between systems based on senseless words and leading to the most opposing results: transcendence, immanence; materialism, spiritualism; realism, idealism etc (Dopo Wittgenstein, pp. 307-308). 

Before moving onto some critical consideration let's see how the analyst tackles the Thomist metaphysician in particular (Dal neopositivismo alla filosofia analitica, pp. 265-266).

At least according to a certain interpretation of this philosophical trend, the Thomist affirms that, apart from this revelation, the reason could lead to the so-called praeambula fidei and demonstrate the existence of God. 

With unbiased sincerity the analyst asks the Thomist in what way and with what means he can infer, from the experience of the world, the existence of a God who is beyond all other experiences. The analyst well understands the concept of “cause” used in different contexts (mathematical, physical, moral etc.), he understands how such an idea can be applied to events or groups of events in relation between them, but he cannot understand how one can speak of a cause of the entire universe, of a cause of the totality of events. 

The fact the existence of the world does not tell him much more than the world exists: apart from the revelation, that could be of use to him if and insofar as he is a believer, the analyst philosopher does not see anything in the world that gives him evidence of the presence of the digitus Dei. St. Thomas saw God in the world because he had faith: he philosophised with the light behind him, and he essentially used his philosophy to clarify his own faith to himself and to others.  

Similar perplexity rises in the analyst as a result of the way in which the problem of the soul is tackled in the Thomistic philosophy. 

The Oxford analyst's attitude in the face of the Thomist is analogous to that which he assumes in the face of metaphysicians of all kinds and tendencies: he asks for explanations, and, rather than being inclined to saying “Your theory is false!” he affirms, “I cannot see what the ways are, what the tools to say what you affirm are”. 

Antiseri's position, who professes himself to being a believing Christian, is the exact opposite to the Thomist: he claims that Christianity has very little to ask metaphysics, just as is the same as far as the sciences are concerned: the “pseudoscientific apologetics” and the “sciences that yearn after God” are just great confusions. 

Religion does not need laboratories, just as in the same way science does not need religious blessings in order to make progress. Science and faith operate on two very distinct levels. Christianity is faith in God, and in Jesus Christ through whom God is revealed. Every possible acceptability of the Christian faith is founded on the authority of its first witness, Jesus Christ. 

Now, what is Christ's authority founded on, his dignity of being believed? What are the credentials that the witness has to produce in order to gain our trust, so that we can reasonably believe in his revelation? There are no reasons which force us to believe in Christ Man-God, there can be no reasons which motivate our act of faith as reasonable: “Nobody compels us to believe, however, before the well authenticated testimonies (authenticated and screened with all the possible imaginable means that a given epoch is provided with) the most sensible, most human, most reasonable act will be precisely that of accepting, despite being aware of the act's responsibility and the risk the witness runs” (Dopo Wittgenstein, p. 452). 

What can be said as regards this discourse of Antiseri's? Let's take it step by step: to start with, let's consider the Oxford analyst's attitude in the face of the metaphysical discourse in general. It seems to me that here there is a formulation error which the metaphysician is the first to run into. The metaphysician affirms that his discourse is communicable to everybody. This means that it will have a meaning for everybody. Now, the Oxford analyst honestly confesses his own inability to grasp a meaning in the metaphysical discourse; a discourse, which, on the contrary, for the metaphysician who offers it, has a very precise meaning. 

How can such an inconsistency be explained? In my opinion, the meaning that man attributes or not to certain things, depends on his own intimate sensitiveness: furthermore, the spiritual sensitiveness is not the same in everyone, it is something that varies from subject to subject: on the contrary, I would say that each subject has his/her own very personal, unique sensitiveness, although there can be a various degree of affinity between subjects. It is this affinity between one subject and the other that permits the communication of interior experiences.   

Now, the metaphysician's discourse is precisely the expression of an interior experience: of an experience that is only communicable to he who possesses an analogous intimate experience. It is precisely that which does not happen when an analyst philosopher, to whom every experience and metaphysical sensitiveness has a fault, - intelligent and well-meaning as much as one likes - finds himself before a metaphysician.

In the face of determined words of the metaphysical language, the analyst confesses that he does not even understand what they mean, whereas in reality they express certain interior experiences and are immediately understood by he who manages to attain analogous experiences.

Therefore, “transcendence” is a word with which the metaphysician expresses a certain intuition that is more or less clear: the intuition which, beyond the beings who manifest themselves to our ordinary experience, there is something which - precisely - transcends them, which does not reduce itself to them, which exists in itself independently from worldly beings, men included. Needless to say, the transcendence of this reality is not total, because otherwise it could not even be sensed by us. The interior perception which is expressed in the word “transcendence” is therefore that of a being that does not identify itself with the world, but which exists beyond the world and independently from it, although it manifests itself in the world to some extent. 

Thus the word “spiritualism” expresses an intuition of an essentially spiritual character of every reality: many things appear to us in the form of material, corporeal beings, but, as a matter of fact, the intimate principle from which all this material reality derives is something “spiritual”. What is the spirit? Besides feeling like bodies we also feel like spirits. The spirit is something similar to what I myself feel, as spirit. 

As for the word “idealism”, as far as I at least am concerned, it expresses an interior experience which is analogous to that with which we can perceive the “ideal” nature of every being; that with which we can perceive that every being exists only in as far as it is thought, only in as far as it is placed into being by a consciousness (human or divine), therefore no reality can exist if it is not with reference to a consciousness (human or divine) that thinks it.

All this may well make the - respectively - immantentist,  materialist or realist smile, but it doesn’t alter the fact that (in my opinion) the words “transcendence”, “spiritualism”, “idealism”, are the expression of interior experience of which the afore-mentioned are lacking in.

Let us now consider the idea of “causality” applied to the universe as a whole. The Oxford analyst well understands how one or more phenomena can be the cause of another or more phenomena, but he cannot understand how one can speak of a cause of the totality of events. Also here, when the metaphysician affirms that the entire universe is caused, is dependent, is contingent, is relative, is finite, is ephemeral, that it does not have a real independent substantiality but that it ontologically depends on another Quid (or, better, Quis) from which it receives every being, every value, every meaning, well, when the metaphysician says all this, he does nothing but express - in an undoubtedly inadequate human language - his own manner of how he feels the world: as feeling as if the world is not self-sufficient but dependent on God; and it is clear that his feeling that the world is not self-sufficient but dependent on God is, at the same time, feeling God, it is perceiving the existence of an absolute Reality, the principle of every other reality.

When the metaphysician then explains the various attributes of God, he may well carry out, within certain limits, a work of logic deduction of attributes which appear logically connected to each other, however, this is not yet the essential thing: the essential thing is that the metaphysician, when he says that God is absolute, necessary, infinite, eternal etc., continues to express what is his own way of perceiving God. 

The idea that the metaphysician has of the infinite is not the simple idea of the non-finite, of the denial of finiteness: before anything else, it is the idea of the infinite: in other words, a way of perceiving God. He who has a certain metaphysical sensitiveness directly arrives at the idea of the infinite. There is always a mystic intuition of the absolute at the origin of all metaphysics. 

Metaphysics tries to rationalise the information, this intuition's content; in its own way, it tries to give it a scientific justification; in this way it ends up specifying certain attributes of God through the so-called via negationis: God is the non-finite, the non-temporal, the non-contingent, the non-relative etc. Here the metaphysician seems to reach God through the denial of the characteristics of worldly beings, in other words, through a mere logical operation. In reality in his “demonstrations” or “argumentations”, he does nothing but try to clarify the content of a more original intuition to himself, which is the direct, immediate intuition - even if it is of course, inadequate - of that God with whom he has achieved a sort of mystical contact.

One could also say that seeing the world as infinite, contingent, ephemeral, without a real meaning in itself, without its own independent substantiality, not self-sufficient but dependent, is already, in some way, indirectly perceiving God, feeling that God and only Him is the infinite, necessary, absolute being, a feeling that God can give a non precarious meaning to existence.  God, say the Thomists, can be demonstrated a contingentia mundi. However, the truth is that the perception itself of the world as contingent is a way of perceiving the world as a created world, it is a way of perceiving God's presence in the world.  

Therefore, the Thomist that “demonstrates” God's existence from the contingency of the world does nothing but clarify an experience of God - direct and indirect - which he already possesses. St. Thomas arrived to God before by starting from the world because he was already “from God”, because he already started from a deep religious experience, and this is what allowed him to see the world as created, as relative to God, as a “contingent” reality which calls for and demands a “necessary” Reality.

On the contrary, the analyst philosopher cannot see anything else but the world itself in the world. The world appears all reality to him, the only reality with which one has to and can deal with, the only reality that is to be taken into consideration and that has a meaning.  All the rest does not exist, it has no meaning, it is of no problem. He who looks for God, he who is in despair of not being able to find Him, he who sets oneself the problem of God because he feels that this world is insufficient and his life is without a non ephemeral meaning, has already  found God in his own way. The true, convinced atheist does not have the slightest interest in this problem: he “loves life” and he takes it for what it is. His only problems are political, social, cultural, scientific, technological ones etc. His spirit is completely insensitive, obtuse and impervious to any discourse regarding something that transcends all of this.

When the analyst answers the metaphysician “I do not see what the ways are, the tools with which you can say what you claim”, the metaphysician could answer him, before anything else: “The only way is for you to achieve the same interior experience as me”.

The analyst would answer: “So you affirm that you possess a privileged experience. And who are you that enjoy an experience that we common mortals are barred from?

Furthermore, one could reply to the analyst that the adjective “privileged”, definitely sounds rather unpleasant especially in these times of democracy; and yet it is sufficient to consider all the possible interior experiences, also the non-metaphysical or religious ones, in order to realise that every form of spiritual sensitiveness is, in a certain sense, privileged. 

The performer of Bach or the musicologist who has written a book on Bach possesses - at least this is what one presumes - a particular Bachian musical sensitiveness. Another may possess a dodecaphonic sensitiveness. Yet another may possess a sensitiveness for Japanese music of a given century and so on. It could well be that the first of the afore mentioned three musicologists, with all his musical preparation and sharpness, has enormous difficulty in understanding the other two's subject matters, and vice versa. 

The examples could go on forever here for every form of poetical, pictorial, architectural, historical, political or other kinds of sensitiveness. In every single case, we will be faced with an experience which, in progress, is “privileged” by those people, but which is potentially obtainable by all those other people who seriously want to put themselves in the ideal condition to obtain an analogous experience in their inner spirit: which, in certain case, could may well require a long process of maturation, one that may even last a whole lifetime. 

Therefore, the metaphysician may answer the analyst: “My experience, which you call privileged, is also accessible to you, as long as you put yourself in the ideal condition to recreate it in your heart of hearts”.

How can these “suitable conditions” be defined? I would say that the first precisely regards one's abandonment of an extreme objectifying analytical attitude. If the analyst claims to analyse the life of the spirit under a magnifying glass, then he definitely puts himself in the worst possible conditions, since the spirit avoids he who claims to conceptualise it beyond a certain extent: something similar happened to those philosophers who wanted to conceptualise the living God, and they lost its live experience, and were left with nothing else except a dead concept in their hands, the “philosophers' God”. 

The testimony of the mystics and saints of all religious traditions agrees in suggesting God's searchers not to search too actively for Him, not to objectify Him, not to make Him too much the object of an intellectual speculation, but, on the contrary, to put themselves in a receptive attitude of invocation, of humble willingness, which not only involves the intellect but one's entire soul, also and above all in its emotional capacity to love, to hope, to believe, to trust. 

If one wishes to listen to the voice of God then one has to start by making silence in one's own soul. In my opinion, this is the exact opposite to the analyst's typical attitude, who wants to objectify everything and understand with his intellect. The first effort he has to make, in his sincere will to understanding the metaphysical language, should be that of foregoing some of the most inveterate and insistent mental habits of his. This will not be easy.  

Since Antiseri, has limited himself up until now to speaking of metaphysics, I have done the same, precisely to follow the same trend of his discourse. As far as he is concerned, religion should not be confused with metaphysics, it is totally different and completely free from it, it acts on a different level. As far as I am concerned, one cannot make such a clear distinction between the two: both are experiences of the absolute.   

As far as the religious person's perception is concerned, God appears a You, to be met in a personal, direct relationship; as far as the metaphysician's intuition is concerned, God appears - in a more indirect, more conceptualised manner - a He, sliding towards an It. 

Out of the two, the religious experience is more alive and original; one could define the metaphysical one as the same religious experience objectified by a conceptual elaboration. One is to the other as existential knowledge is to a more rational knowledge, where, in order to better analyse something, it has been objectified, and this has allowed us to consider this reality more scientifically, but has also made us lose the vital contact we had with it in which we were immersed at first. 

As far as I am concerned, metaphysics is a necessary moment of the knowledge of the absolute, however, it should not propose itself as the only moment, like the only possible knowledge, otherwise it would risk losing all vital contact with the absolute, with the result of  demoting the living God to a mere God of the philosophers. Metaphysical research that has been set up in a certain way could have a deforming effect; however, on the contrary, metaphysical research that has become part of an intense and profound religious experience can only have a positive effect, it can only be a means of clarifying the meaning of this experience, of making it more aware and therefore, of making a better in-depth analysis of it.  

In following Antiseri's conclusive considerations regarding Christian faith, what is it that puts us in the position of seeing in Christ the authoritative witness, the Man-God through whom God reveals Himself?  If we had no metaphysical-religious sensitiveness, then the only credentials for Christ would be phenomena of the type that could fall under empiric observation: Christ's only credentials would be the prophecies and miracles. Saying this means suggesting that,   generally speaking, premonitions and paranormal phenomena are impossible if not as credentials of Christ and the Church: now, the experience disproves all this. 

There is a science that is by now acknowledged all over the world, metapsychics or parapsychology, which precisely studies these paranormal phenomena: predictions of future events (with so much detail that reduces the probability of these events to infinitesimal measures and precludes any “natural” explanation - so to speak - of the predictions themselves) and then also mediumistic, telekinetic, luminous phenomena as well as levitations of people, incombustibility, stigmata, ectoplasia, materialisations, bringing and removing, phenomena of telepathy, telaesthesia, psychometry...

That such various phenomena of these kinds can be verified in the Christian Church and outside it amongst the Indian and Tibetan holy men just as in all religious traditions and primitive populations, is by now ascertained; furthermore, there are an impressive literature and documentation on the subject, of which a part holds an undoubted scientific value, due to the authority of the scientists who have dedicated themselves to metaphysical research after having already created their international fame in other sectors of research.  

For a systematic treatise of metaphysical phenomena and for a  bibliography of the main scientific  publications on the subject cp. La ricerca psichica (Psychic Research)  by E. Servadio (Rome 1946) and L’uomo alla conquista dell’anima (Man's conquest of the soul)  by G. De Boni  (Verona 1961).

Although the miracles - according to the evangelical tradition - performed by Jesus are of an exceptional nature, considering parapsychology's data, I do not feel able of drawing a clear distinction between paranormal phenomena but not supernatural, and other supernatural phenomena in the literal sense that only God could perform and that should therefore be considered as God's seal, like a divine signature that would only authenticate Jesus and the Church as vessels of the revelation.   

If one had to judge Jesus only by his miracles that - according to what is said - he is supposed to have performed, then I confess that he would have very little to tell me from a spiritual point of view. I cannot be at all certain of his works, of the actions he is supposed to have carried out two thousand years ago according to certain testimonies which may or may not be reliable; however, what I hear and read are his words: and these words have moved me, they have lead me to believing in the divinity of the message. 

Now, I am not able of finding what I find in those words (and that seems to be inexistent, or only inadequately and fragmentarily present in other messages), I would not be able of acknowledging a particular presence of God in the words of the Gospel if I had not already matured a certain sense of God, a certain religious and, at the same time, metaphysical sensitiveness in my heart of hearts. 

Christianity itself which I have not come into contact with since today, could have contributed to the formation of this sensitiveness; therefore, it does not only concern Christianity, because if I had exclusively fed off it, then I would not be capable of judging it from the outside, in order to establish whether it is believable or not.    

Religious experience and metaphysical experience are, as far as I am concerned, two inseparable aspects of the same experience of the absolute; and this is what allows us, if not to fully and thoroughly understand any metaphysical or religious language, then at least to attach a meaning to it: the meaning that escapes so many due to the fundamental reason that they have not put themselves in the condition of maturing an analogous experience in their hearts of hearts.  

The Oxfordians, at least in general, do not seem to present themselves with this problem of religious experience, which appears fundamental to me in order to properly formulate the problem itself of the meaning of the religious propositions. In making his criterion of falsifiability proposed for the first time by K. Popper (in Logik der Forschung, Wien 1935), A. Flew (Theology and Falsification in New Essays in Philosophical Theology, London 1955) affirms that the religious propositions have no empiric content and are therefore without meaning, not so much because they cannot be verified but rather because they cannot be falsified. “Flew's challenge” is taken up by theologians, philosophers of language and also scientists interested in the religious problem: at the same time Flew is attacked by a “left wing”, which acts on his own same ground, and by a “right wing” which, against him declares that religious propositions are falsifiable and therefore meaningful. Let us very quickly examine the representatives of the left wing of Oxford. As far as R. B. Braithwaite (An Empiricist’s View of the Nature of Religious Belief, Cambridge 1955) is concerned, the religious propositions, even if they do not have an empiric content, have a “use”, and this is sufficient to make them meaningful. For R. M. Hare (Theology and Fal​sification in New Essays…, quoted) they express an attitude towards the world. For Th. McPherson (Religion as the Inexpressible in New Essays...), they entirely inadequately express what in itself is inexpressible. For J. J. C. Smart (Metaphysics, Logic and Theology, in New Essays...) the theologian has to limit himself to describing the beliefs of a certain religious community. For R. F. Holland (Religious Discourse and Theological Discourse, in “The Australasian Journal of Philosophy”, vol. 34, n. 3, 1956) religious propositions are not so much affirmations regarding God as rather about the believer. For W. F. Zuurdeeg (An Analytical Philosophy of Religion, London 1959) the theological language is merely “convictional”: it expresses the believers' convictions, his trust in the power (authority-power) of the convictor (or convincer, that is of he who convinces other persons). For A. Mac Intyre (The Logical Status of Religious Belief, by various authors, London 1957) the theological propositions are not at all explicative hypotheses, but they express “a free decision made in faith and love” which neither seeks nor can find any rational justification. Let us take a glance now at the right wing representatives of Oxford. For B. Mitchell (Theology and Falsification, in New Essays...) the articles of faith are meaningful because they are not conclusively falsifiable. For J. Hick (Faith and Knowledge, Ithaca, New York, 1957) theological propositions are falsifiable in principle, post mortem (“eschatological verification”). For I. M. Crombie (The Possibility of Theological Statement, in Faith and Logic, by various authors, London 1957) we in this life will never have the occasion of seeing the picture in its entirety: the part which we cannot yet see is what we will see in the afterlife, where only a crucial experiment for or against our faith is conceivable. For such representatives of the right wing, it is impossible to have a determining religious experience now, in our present condition. However, I. T. Ramsey's position is somewhat different (Religious Language, London 1957; Christian Discourse: Some Logical Explorations, Oxford 1965). For Ramsey many expressions of the religious and theological language are justified in their ability to provoke an act of cosmic opening in the human spirit: it is at this point that we will not only have a detailed observation, but the eyes of faith; and when this happens, the techniques will have evoked a religious vision. What this “Christian opening” consists of, this seeing with the eyes of the faith, is explained by Ramsey in recalling the episode of the two apostles who, having arrived at Jesus' tomb after Mary Magdalene, also found it open and empty (Jn 20): having arrived before Peter, John stops on the threshold of the tomb and, bending down to look inside, sees (blépei) the linen cloths lying on the ground. On his arrival at the tomb, Peter enters and sees (theoréi) the linen cloths and the napkin. Then John also entered and saw and believed (kài éiden kài epìsteusen). John's first sight was fruit of a more synthetic glance, Peter's was the result of a more detailed observation of the particulars, but it was only in a third moment that John managed to see with the eyes of the faith.  Ramsey points out that another Greek verb is used here: orào, a verb that indicates a sight that, whilst it naturally and necessarily includes the elements visible at present, it goes well beyond the elements themselves.  It speaks of “appearances” which are indicative of a “reality”, if this old distinction may be used, and if the reality of the appearances is not denied. Here one finds a “seeing” that speaks of discernment, a sight that is like an answer and an opening: something overwhelms us in appearances and around them. J. Wisdom (Gods, in Logic and Language by various authors, Oxford 1951-55) had already in some way opened the way to Ramsey's conceptions: as far as he is concerned, the theological language is always related to facts, towards which it has the task of guiding the attention. For a general introduction to these problems cp. F. Ferré, Language, Logic and God, New York 1961, and W. T. Blackstone, The Problem of Religious Knowledge, Englewoods Cliffs, N.J., 1963, as well as Filosofia analitica e semantica del linguaggio religioso by D. Antiseri, quoted.
CHAPTER V

A critical examination of the third objection: “Any 'experience' that wishes to be referred to 'God', in reality is strictly subjective, private and psychological: it is the subject's mere experience that he/she may have of his/her own idea, feeling or mood”.

According to Hume we only precisely know the “impressions”; and nothing entitles us to infer the reality of an external world, and neither the Ego's unity and identity.  However, we possess an instinct which, despite everything else, leads us to affirming the existence of both: “…I take it for granted, whatever may be the reader's opinion at this present moment, that an hour hence he will be persuaded there is both an external and internal world…” (A treatise of human nature, I, IV, II).

This vital instinct generates in us what Hume calls the “sentiment of belief”. It is “nothing but a conception more intense and steady than what attends the mere fictions of the imagination […] This manner of conception arises from a customary conjunction of the object with something present to the memory or senses” (An enquiry concerning human understanding, I, V, II).

Therefore, for example, Hume observes, “when I throw a piece of dry wood into a fire, my mind is immediately carried to conceive, that it augments, not extinguishes the flame. This transition of thought from the cause to the effect proceeds not from reason. It derives its origin altogether from custom and experience. And as it first begins from an object, present to the senses, it renders the idea or conception of flame more strong and lively than any loose, floating reverie of the imagination. That idea arises immediately. The thought moves instantly towards it, and conveys to it all that force of conception, which is derived from the impression present to the senses” (ibid.).

All of this takes root in human nature, it helps man survive and act in the most various circumstances; and we, by letting ourselves be spontaneously guided by this instinct, affirm certain realities, of which, in rational terms, we can say nothing about, and we will be entitled to infer nothing, not even their existence: “As nature has taught us the use of our limbs, without giving us the knowledge of the muscles and nerves, by which they are actuated; so has she implanted in us an instinct, which carries forward the thought in a correspondent course to that which she has established among external objects; though we are ignorant of those powers and forces, on which this regular course and succession of objects totally depends” (ibid.). 

As far as Hume is concerned, the beliefs are irremediably subjective; furthermore, in particular, the same can be said about the religious beliefs, that the Scottish philosopher makes derive from fear of death and natural disasters, from the need man feels to ingratiate himself with the mysterious forces on which his life seems to depend and, finally, from his need to worship a divinity by attributing it with an exclusive existence gifted with all perfection. Deprived of any theoretical justification and cognitive validity, Hume reduces religion to a simple belief produced by one's imagination and by habit.

Kant, in having excluded the possibility of demonstrating - and also refuting - the existence of God at a theoretical level, claims that we can nevertheless assume or postulate the existence of God as a condition of moral commitment. If we have to promote the supreme good, then we have to assume its possibility; and since the supreme good can only accomplished if God exists, then it follows that  “it is morally necessary to assume the existence of God” (Critique of practical reason, I, II, V). Such a “moral necessity is subjective, that is, it is a want, and not objective, that is, itself a duty” (ibid.). “Considered in respect of this alone, as a principle of explanation” the existence of God “may be called a hypothesis, but in reference to the intelligibility of an object given us by the moral law (the summum bonum), and consequently of a requirement for practical purposes, it may be called faith, that is to say a pure rational faith, since pure reason (both in its theoretical and practical use) is the sole source from which it springs” (ibidem). 

In the Critique of pure reason Kant affirmed that “the doctrine of the existence of God belongs to doctrinal belief” (Critique of pure reason, II, II, III). It is “a condition of what is indeed a contingent, but still not unimportant purpose, namely, to have guidance in the investigation of nature, we must postulate a wise Author of the world” (ibid.). Whereas “the merely doctrinal belief is somewhat lacking in stability […] it is quite otherwise with moral belief […] The end is here irrefragably established, and […] there is only one possible condition under which this end can connect with all other ends, and thereby have practical validity, namely, that there be a God and a future world”. Therefore, Kant added, “I inevitably believe in the existence of God and in a future life, and I am certain that nothing can shake this belief, since my moral principles would thereby be themselves overthrown, and I cannot disclaim them without becoming abhorrent in my own eyes” (ibid.).

This moral faith “rests on subjective grounds (of the moral sentiment), I must not even say: It is morally certain that there is a God, etc., but: I am morally certain (ibid.).

In distinguishing it from opinion (“a consciously insufficient judgement, subjectively as well as objectively”) and from knowledge (which is “both subjectively and objectively sufficient), Kant says that “belief is “subjectively sufficient, but is recognized as being objectively insufficient” (ibid.).

All of this leads one to deducing that faith in the existence of God would be, as far as Kant is concerned, more than a “conviction”, a “persuasion”. A conviction is “valid for every rational being” and therefore “its ground is objectively sufficient” (ibid.). 

In other words “I can only maintain, that is, affirm as necessarily valid for every one, that which produces conviction” (ibid.).

On the contrary, “I may keep” a persuasion “if it is agreeable to me” but I cannot, and ought not, to attempt to impose it as binding upon others (ibid.).

Persuasion “has its ground in the particular character of the subject”. It “has only private validity” and therefore “cannot be communicated” as “I may keep it for myself, if it is agreeable to me; but I cannot, and ought not, to attempt to impose it as binding upon others; I may keep it for myself, if it is agreeable to me, but it cannot, nor must it make itself valid outside of myself” (ibid.).

Whereas Kant tries to justify his faith in God if not at a theoretical level then at least at an ethical one, the neopositivists prefer to refer back Hume who had deprived the religious beliefs of any justification whether theoretical or moral. They emphasise the subjective character that is deprived of any faith or religious experience. 

Besides Hume, the neopositivists also refer back to William James on this subject, who, in his famous book The various forms of religious experience, a remarkable work for its subtlety and depth of many observations, fundamentally limits himself to a phenomenological description of religion, which denies all validity in the objective-theoretical sense. 

In the same way as regards metaphysics, the neopositivists’ attitude, as far as the religious experience is concerned, finds its most famous expression in Language, truth and logic by Ayer. As we have already seen, Ayer's criterion is that all the propositions regarding realities that are not susceptible to verification (a word which, as we have already seen, is understood here in the most rigorous objective scientific meaning) are without any meaning. The result is, that due to our obvious inability to “scientifically” verify God, any proposition regarding a transcendent God is likewise meaningless, whether it affirms the existence or whether it denies it.  Many people affirm to have an experience of God: there could be sense in this affirmation which could also be true “if he who claims to see God is only claiming to experience a particular type of sensorial content” (Language, truth and logic), VII; Ital. trans. Milan 1961, p. 157). 

However, the fact is that, “usually, he who says he can see God is not simply saying that he experiences a religious emotion, but that a transcendent being exists which is the object of this emotion of his” (ibid.).

 Any literal meaning should be precisely denied to an affirmation of this second type. Therefore, as Ayer concludes, “the reasoning taken away from religious experience is completely fallacious. The fact that people have religious experiences is interesting from the psychological point of view, but in no way does it involve the possibility of a religious knowledge, no more than our moral experiences involve the possibility of a moral knowledge. In the same way as regards the moralist, the theist is also allowed to believe that his own experiences are cognitive experiences, however, if he cannot manage to formulate his ‘knowledge’ in empirically verifiable propositions, then it is likewise lawful for us to be sure that he is mistaken. As a consequence, those philosophers who fill their books with affirmations relating to their intuitive 'knowledge' of this and that moral or religious  'truth', they are only supplying material for the psychoanalyst” (ibid., p. 158).

This confining of the religious experience in the domain of subjectivity is a tendency which began to loom up on the threshold of the XIX century, with Schleiermacher. As far as he was concerned, religion is the sentiment of the infinite, it is the sense and taste of the infinite, it is the sense and intuition of an absolute dependence on a power which dominates it: the action of this power transcends us, but, from the moment itself in which we feel it in our heart of hearts, it becomes immanent.

By placing the seat of religious intuition in the subject's heart of hearts, Schleiermacher opens the way to a whole new - so to speak - more “intimist” manner of considering the religion. Much later on, also psychologists like the afore mentioned William James and then K. Girgenson and G. Wobbermin will adhere to such a trend. 

The latter refers the various religious dogmas to different moods which would constitute the substance experienced and the core of truth of them: therefore, the dogma of God's paternity expresses our feeling of dependence, whereas what we say as regards His Son expresses our feeling of being housed in a universe governed by the divine power, and what we say as far as the Holy Spirit is concerned, expresses our feeling of union with God. 

Another example of the same tendency is G. Allport's theory which connects the religious beliefs to the different emotional sources: thus the idea of divine almightiness come from the experience of power, God-love from the need of affection, God-consoler from the need of peace, the Holy Spirit from the need of guidance and so on.    

Even if such psychological research does not directly result in atheism, “it rejects all objective truth of religious content”, and, since an explanation which transcends the level of religious feeling is not searched for, its tendency is nevertheless “psychologist” as “it leads all truth of religion to man's emotional resources” (A. Vergote, Analisi psicologica del fenomeno dell’ateismo [Psychological analysis of the phenomenon of atheism], in L’ateismo contemporaneo [Contemporary Atheism] by various authors, edited by the  Faculty of Philosophy of the Pontifical Salesian University, vol. I, p. 345).   

Amongst the first people who tried to psychologically explain the religious phenomena, there are those who turned to biological and physiological factors: in particular G. Stanley Hall and E.D. Starbuck: one compared the conversion to turning point of adolescence and sexual revolution; the other, whilst still considering adolescence as a period in which one achieves a strong development in all faculties, affirms that a religious attitude is generated when the subject attributes this whole flow of new strengths to a divine help, to the influence of a transcendent spiritual personality. 

James H. Leuba, who is on the same line, explains the religious fact with purely psychological and physiological processes: tendency to the affirmation of oneself and the need of esteem, the need of peace, need of tenderness and moral help, sexual impulses and so on. 

The psychological and biological explanations of the religious feeling are followed up by attempts at psychoanalytical explanations. Neither consciousness nor the physical organism is any longer the centre of attention here, but the unconsciousness. The idea of an almighty and provident God father begins to take form as a result of an unconscious process. 

In civilisation man is forced to restrain his own instincts: frustrated in his desires, he finds a compensation factor and a reason for comfort in the hope of an afterlife. A “God” is the guarantor of this, who, according to Freud, is nothing more than a projection of the image of one's “father”, which is the result of elaboration in child psychology. Also when the man grows up and becomes an adult, a certain infantile need to feel protected persists in him: the mythical image of the God Father takes form through an unconscious process from all of this. 

The religion, which marks the persistence in man of an infantile psychic structure, is an illusion and, at the same time, a neurotic fact, a neurosis of civilisation. The particular accentuation assumed by the figure of the God Father in the monotheistic religion and Jewish monotheism is explained by Freud through the imaginary hypothesis of a primordial murder of the father: the remorse and sense of guilt which would have been the consequence would have contributed to all the more glorifying the figure of the father, deifying him to finally identifying him with the one and only God.

A few quotations from Freud's works allow us to learn of certain essential ideas of his regarding the religious phenomenon, expressed with his own words: “I believe... that most of the world's mythological conception, whose descendents are to be found in modern religions, is nothing more than psychology projected on the external world. The dark knowledge (so to say the endopsychic perception) of psychic factors and relations of the unconscious is reflected - it is difficult to say otherwise, the analogy with paranoia should be of some help to us here - in the construction of a supersensible reality, which science has to re-transform in psychology of the unconscious. In this manner, one may dare to resolve the myths of paradise and original sin, of God, of good and evil, of immortality etc., translating metaphysics into metapsychology. The difference between the displacement of the paranoiac and that of the superstitious is smaller than what it may appear at a first glance. When men begin to think, they are forced, as we know, to anthropomorphically resolving the external world in a multiplicity of personalities that are similar to them; the random circumstances, which they superstitiously interpreted, were therefore actions and manifestations of people, and these therefore behaved exactly like the paranoiacs, who draw conclusions from the non-conspicuous symptoms supplied by the others, and like all healthy individuals, who, with reason,  make their neighbour's random and unintentional  actions the basis for valuing their character. Superstition appears anachronistic to our conception of the modern and scientific world, but not at all complete; as far as the conception of the world of prescientific epochs and populations are concerned, it was justified and coherent “ (Zur Psychopathologie des Alltagslebens [The psychopathologie of everyday life]; Gesammelte Werke, IV, pp. 287-288). -   “Psychoanalysis has taught us to acknowledge the intimate bond which unites the complex of the father to faith in God; it has shown us that the personal God is psychologically nothing more than a transfigured father, and everyday it shows us how young people lose their faith in the moment in which the prestige of their paternal authority fails in their eyes. Therefore this is how we once again find the roots of the religious necessity in the parental complex. God, just and almighty, the benevolent Nature appears to us as magnificent sublimations of our father and mother: better still, renovations and reconstructions of our childhood's first perceptions. Religiousness is biologically related to the long period in which the child is totally incapable of providing for himself and needs continual help; later on, when the adult acknowledges his own real condition of abandon and weakness before life's great forces, he once again finds himself in a similar condition to that of his own childhood and so he tries to deny this situation by regressively resuscitating the powers that used to protect his childhood. The protection that religion offers its believers against the neurosis is explained in this way: it frees them from the parental complex, to which both the individual's and entire humanity's feeling of guilt is connected to and which is annulled, whereas only the unbeliever is left to face such a problem” (Eine Kindheitserinnerung des Leo​nardo da Vinci [One of Leonardo da Vinci's childhood memories]; G.W., VIII, p. 195). - These ideas, which claim to be dogmas, are not the result of the experience and neither the final result of the reflection: they are illusions, they are the realisation of the most ancient, strongest, most pressing wishes of humanity; the secret of their strength is the strength of these wishes. We already know this: the terrifying sensation of childhood abandonment had awakened the need to be protected - protected by being loved - a need which our father had satisfied; the acknowledgement that this need lasts for all our lives has led man to clinging onto a father who this time is more powerful.  Human anguish when faced with life's dangers is appeased with the thought of the benevolent kingdom of the divine providence, the institution of a moral order of the universe guarantees the realisation of justice's requirements, which is so often left unaccomplished in human civilisation, and the extension of our worldly existence in a future life supplies the  space-temporal setting in whose ambit such wishes come true. Answers to problems such as these that human curiosity asks on the genesis of the universe and on the relation between the corporeal and the spiritual are elaborated following the premises of the religious system. And it is an enormous relief for the individual soul to see that one's childhood conflicts that arose from the paternal complex - conflicts that have never been resolved - are eliminated, and receive a solution accepted by everyone” (Die Zukunft einer Illusion (The future of an illusion) ]; G.W., XIV, pp. 352-353). - “It seems that an increasing feeling of guilt had taken hold of the Jewish population, and, maybe, of the entire civilised world, feelings which led one to foretelling that something that had been removed would come back to manifest itself. This was the case until the way in which a member of the Jewish people, siding with a political-religious agitator, founded a new doctrine, the Christian religion, which separated itself from the Jewish religion.    Paul of Tarsus, a Jewish Roman, by taking hold of that feeling of guilt, very rightly led it back to its prehistoric source, giving it the name of the original sin: a crime had been committed against God, which only death could redeem. Death had entered the world through the original sin. As far as what concerned this crime which brought death, in reality it concerned the murder of the primitive father, later to be deified. Except that it was not at all a question of murder but only one of the ghost of its expiation, and this is why this ghost could be greeted as a message of liberation (Gospel). A son of God, innocent of all sin, sacrificed himself, took on everybody's sins. It had to be a son, since a father had been murdered” (Der Mann Moses und die monotheistische Religion [The man Moses and monotheistic religion]; G.W., XVI, p. 192).

Freud's disciples maintain themselves, so to speak, on their master's same line of thinking, by increasingly identifying the religious phenomenon with the unconscious psychic phenomena and placing even more emphasis on the negative aspects of religion.

With Jung psychoanalysis rejects the Freudian pansexualism; it places itself in a, so to speak, less materialistic, more spiritualistic and religious vision; it discovers the soul. Rooted in a “collective unconscious”, the soul draws on its “archetypes”: in other words, on a whole complex of figurations and symbols which recur in our speech, our dreams, in the various manifestations of our spiritual life: these are, for example, the Father, the Mother, the Hero, the Saviour, the Resurrected, God, the Trinity, the Quaternary, the Immaculate Conception, the Virginal Birth, the Passion of the Man-God, the Cross, Love, Art, the Phallus, Fire and so on, and they have come by elaborating through the various emotional experiences, often  full of anguish and terrifying, which humanity has accomplished over thousands of years, conceived as an immense collective being that is incarnated in each one of us.  

Man has to gain consciousness of these archetypes, from which he is unconsciously directed, in order to take on their control. The child's mentality attributes an objective existence to God, but the adult man who has reached a certain degree of self-consciousness can no longer attribute an autonomous existence to the divinity, which transcends the psychological sphere.  

When he assumes the attitude of a pure and simple psychologist, Jung is induced by the methodological requirement to refrain from voicing his opinion on the question of whether God has an objective reality or a merely subjective one; however, when he assumes a philosophical position, he proves to be decidedly against the idea of a God that transcends the soul's reality.

For Jung, I have also quoted some passages from his works as summary exemplifications, from which the result is: 1) that the centre of attention is focused in the unconscious psyche, connected to a collective unconsciousness, both of which are considered the source of many psychological phenomena including dreams, myths, religious revelations etc.; 2) that the only thing that one can say with certainty about God is that He is an “archetype”; 3) that science as such cannot assume the real existence of any God, not even hypothetically; 4) that, in all cases, Jung is against the idea of a God who transcends  man's soul (individual and collective). - “It is normal for a man to resist his anima because she represents, as I said before, the unconscious with all those tendencies and contents hitherto excluded from conscious life” (Psychology and Religion, New Haven 1950, p. 91). - “It would be pure violence, and therefore, not scientific, to want to limit the ‘Selbst’ [i.e. the Self] to the borders of the individual psyche, completely leaving the essential circumstance that we do not know these frontiers out of consideration, because they are to be once again found in the unconscious.   We can indicate the frontiers of consciousness; however the unconscious is nothing but the unknown psychic, and therefore also the boundless, because it is indeterminable. Seeing as this is the way things are, there is no need to be surprised if the empiricism of unconscious processes precisely presents the quality of the boundless, of the indeterminable in time and space. This quality is numinous and therefore terrifying; particularly because of a conscientious thought that knows the value of exactly delimited concepts” (Psicologia e alchimia [Psychology and alchemy], Ital. transl., Rome 1950, p. 203). - “Even dreams are made of collective material to a very high degree, just as, in the mythology and folklore of different peoples, certain motives repeat themselves in almost identical form. I have called those motives archetypes and by them I understand forms or images of a collective nature which occur practically all over the earth as constituents of myths and at the same time as autochthonous, individual products of unconscious origin. The archetypal motives presumably start from the archetypal patterns of the human mind which are not only transmitted by tradition and migration but also by heredity. The latter hypothesis is indispensable, since even complicated archetypal images can be spontaneously reproduced without any possible direct tradition” (Psychology and Religion, pp. 63-64). - “The dogma is like a dream reflecting the spontaneous and autonomous activity of the objective psyche, the unconscious […] The dogma represents the soul…” (Psychology and Religion, p. 57). - “It would be a regrettable mistake if anybody should understand my observations to be a kind of proof of the existence of God. They prove only the existence of an archetypal image of the Deity, which to my mind is the most we can assert psychologically about God. But as it is a very important and influential archetype, its relatively frequent occurrence seems to be a noteworthy fact for any theologia naturalis. Since the experience of it has the quality of numinosity, often to a high degree, it ranks among religious experience”.  (Psychology and Religion, p. 73). - “Psychology as science of the soul has to limit itself to its field and has to be very careful of not overstepping its own bounds, for example, with metaphysical affirmations or with other forms of confessions of faith. If one were to even only declare God as hypothetical cause, he would have implicitly postulated the possibility   of a demonstration of God, and would overstep, in an absolutely illicit manner, the limits of his competence. Science cannot be anything else but science; there are no confessions of 'scientific' faith, or similar ‘contradictiones in adiecto’. Fundamentally speaking, we simply do not know where to make the archetype derive from, just like we do not know the origin of the soul. Psychology's competence as an empiric science only goes as far as the point of establishing if the type found in the soul can justifiably be called, on the basis of the comparative investigation, for example, 'image of God', or not. This being said, nothing is said about a possible existence of God, neither in a positive nor negative sense, just in the same way that the archetype of the Hero does not imply the existence of a hero. If, with my psychological investigation, I am therefore capable of demonstrating the existence of determined psychic types and their analogy with famous religious depictions, then this means that one is offered the possibility of an access to those attemptable contents which, clearly and undeniably form the empirically comprehensible basis of the religious experience.  The believer is free to admit any metaphysical explanation of the origin of these images; however, not the intellect, who is obliged to strictly follow the principles of scientific explanation, and to avoid overstepping in any way the limits of the possibility of knowing. Nobody can forbid faith from admitting God as the prime cause, the Purusha, the Atman or the Tao, and in this way of abolishing men's ultimate dissatisfaction as a whole. Science does a diligent job; it does not attack heaven. If, however, it lets itself get carried away and commits this unconventionality, it does nothing but saw off the branch it is sitting on” (Psicologia ed alchimia, p. 25). - “What one could almost call a systematic blindness is simply the effect of the prejudice the deity is outside man. Although this prejudice is not solely Christian, there are certain religions which do not share it at all. On the contrary they insist, as do certain Christian mystics, upon the essential identity of God and man, either in the form of an a priori identity, or of a goal to be attained by certain practices or initiation, as we know them, for instance, from the metamorphoses of Apuleius, not to speak of certain yoga methods”   (Psychology and Religion, p. 72).

By taking a step back in time, we notice that Feuerbach's atheism is precisely founded on a psychological criticism of religion. David Strauss had already tried to determine the psychological origins of the Christian illusion, concluding that the Gospels are fundamentally nothing more than the mythical expression of the Jewish peoples' aspirations. 

So Feuerbach tries to reconstruct that psychological process through which, more generally, the religious illusion comes to take shape, arriving at the conclusion that God Himself is a myth in whom the deepest aspirations of human consciousness are expressed. That which distinguishes man from animals is the consciousness, which in him is a consciousness of his own infinity. 

Man is infinite, not as an individual, but as a species; and if he feels limited as an individual it is only because he has the idea of perfection and infinity of his own species, “which reveals the infinity of its being by realising itself in an infinite plurality of different individuals” (L. Feuerbach, Das Wesen des Christentums [The essence of Christianity], ch. 17).
In this sense “the absolute being, the god of man, is the being itself of man” (op. cit., ch. 1).

How can one therefore explain the arising of the religious attitude? The attitude for which man, instead of acknowledging his own absoluteness, makes a transcendent being the object of worship? The religious “alienation” (this is how Feuerbach calls it using the Hegelian term) is a first, indirect manner with which man gains consciousness of his own divinity. In this first moment, he does indeed perceive the divinity, but as if projected outside of himself, in a being that he adorns with all perfections. In the religious stage of their evolution, men attribute everything that is of value to them, or that represents perfection, something that is very much desired, to a transcendent divinity: “That which man places as an object is nothing more than his own objectified being. As man thinks, what his principles are, such is his god: his god is worth the same and not more than man himself is worth. The consciousness that man has of God is the knowledge that man has of himself. You know man by his god, and reciprocally, God by man; they identify each other” (op. cit., ch. 2).

Man in his natural state has a naturalistic god. When he lives in his house he locks his gods in temples. The Homeric gods eat and drink because as far as the Greeks are concerned, eating and drinking is a divine pleasure. The bellicose Germans' king of gods was Odin, the god of war.  “You believe that love is attributed to God because you yourself love, you believe that God is a wise and good being because you consider goodness of heart and intelligence your best qualities... “ (op. cit., ch. 2).

In projecting everything that makes up his own inner wealth onto a transcendent God, man becomes spiritually impoverished: “In order to make God rich, man has to become poor; in order that God is everything, man has to be nothing” (op. cit., ch. 2).

Therefore, “man wastes all feelings that should be directed towards life and man, all his best energies for the Being who does not need anything” (op. cit., ch. 20).

Unlike the Greeks, the ancient Jews had neither any art nor any science: they did not feel the need for them, absorbed as they were in Yahweh. The alienation, as most serious as elevated and exclusive appears monotheism, is supreme in Christianity which is the anti-humanism par excellence. “Religion is the first, but indirect self-consciousness of man... Man moves his being outside himself, before finding it in himself “ (op. cit., ch. 2). 

This passing of the human spirit through the religious phase is, Hegelianally, the necessary moment of a dialectic, whose end is man's emergence to his full consciousness of himself and of his own divinity. The arrival point is “the open acknowledgement that the consciousness of God is nothing else but the consciousness of species... that man cannot think, intuit, represent, feel, believe, want, love and worship like an absolute and divine being any other being than the human being” (op. cit., ch. 28).

What we have just examined are all attempts of attributing a mere psychological existence to God, of confining Him to the subject's private sphere, of denying Him any objective and transcendent reality. 

On the contrary, the believers, saints, mystics of every country and tradition attribute a very objective and real value to the religious discourse; and when they speak of God they are well convinced that they speak of a Being who transcends them, who does not at all identify itself with their psyche, neither is it conscious nor unconscious, even if it manifests itself in its heart of hearts, from the “soul's inner doors”. 

However, what could the believer say in reply to this attempt at reducing the experience of God to a pure psychological phenomenon? I think that the believer cannot oppose anything else but his own testimony: the testimony of that which is his own intimate experience of God. 

He might say: “You try to explain my religious experience with biological, psychological and social factors, with environmental and historical influences, with the prolongation in my soul - which from various points of view, has remained childlike - of the paternal image, with the influence of the ancestral “archetypes”, with the collective need to objectify my ideal of perfection, with fear and anguish, with my need to feel protected, to escape desperation, to give my life a meaning, an aim and a destination that is not precarious... 

“You can explain my religious experience in the light of all your biological, psychological, psychoanalytical, sociological, historic-economic theories: and I can frankly, honestly admit that these interpretations also explain many elements of my religious experience, which is still a man's experience, of a being made up of body and soul, which is born and is developing itself in a determined natural, social and historical environment. 

“However, even if I have granted you all of this, I have to nevertheless ascertain that, in my religious experience there is something which escapes such formulas, something which such theories cannot explain: there is one more thing which escapes you; with all your discourses and your way itself of expressing yourselves, you prove that you do not even have an idea of it: I have an intimate experience which you have proved not to have. 

“It is such an intimate experience that I attest with my words, with my attitude to life, with my actions and with all my being. 

“My experience is intimate, it is subjective but it does not become exhausted for this in my subjectivity:  it is the subjective way (and, I want to admit, also deformed; and inadequate in all cases) it is the subjective way of perceiving the live presence of a very objective and real Being; of a Being which, although it reveals  itself in my heart of hearts, it is more intimate to me than  I myself am, so much so that it transcends me in infinite measures. 

“How can I communicate this experience of mine to you so that it becomes the reason of inner certainty in yourselves, like it is in me? I realise how difficult it is to communicate between subjects that originate from different spiritual experiences. I can only invite you to put yourselves in the ideal conditions so that you may be able to achieve the same experience as mine in your heart of hearts”. 

The conclusion of the previous chapter is confirmed here. What is confirmed is the validity of that which, in my opinion, is the only way of freeing oneself of the difficulties of empiricism. If the empiricist conception is based on an extremely limited idea of experience, the only way of overcoming empiricism is to accede to a more comprehensive idea, which includes the experience of the spirit. And the only way of acceding this experience of the spirit can certainly not be that of reading about it or of hearing it spoken about: it is an experience that cannot really be understood unless one experiences it for oneself. 

In Dio senza Dio (God without God) (ed. Pàtron, Bologna 1970) among other things Gianfranco Morra examines the various attempts  historically achieved to reduce the religious phenomenon to something different denying precisely that which characterises religion: the author distinguishes a rationalistic reduction (Neo-Platonism, Gnosticism, Ficino, Bruno, Campanella, Spinoza, Hegel) which defines religion as an imperfect form of philosophy; a moralistic reduction (above all, and exemplarily, Kant) which identifies the object of religion with the object of the moral and resolves one in  the other; furthermore, an anthropological reduction which sees a mere projection of fear and hope in the religious experience (Hume), or of the consciousness of man's infinite possibilities and infinite aspirations (Feuerbach); and finally a sociological reduction (Durkheim) which is why religion limits itself to sacralising society by hypostatising it  and attributing it divine personalities and  names. Morra compares the “God without God” of the reductionists, to the (authentic a priori religious) Sacred which is revealed in an experience sui generis. The merit for having discovered it and defined it in its originality goes to Schleiermacher (Discourses on religion, 1799), Otto (The Sacred, 1917) and Scheler (The eternal in man, 1921). Morra - in my opinion - rightly gives particular credit to Schleiermacher for having indicated an autonomous reason for religion which is not that of knowing, nor that of making, but that of feeling or, better still, that of “sentimental intuition”; which makes all reduction of the religious sphere to other forms of the spirit impossible. As far as Otto is concerned, his most ingenious discovery is the acknowledgement of the a priori religious. Unlike what one could in some way say about Schleiermacher, Otto's refusal of religious rationalism “never becomes psychologistic subjectivism, as the feeling that is shaken by the 'shiver' of the Tremendous has its own objectivity which is - obviously! - not that of discursive reason, but that of the phenomenologically purified feeling” (God without God, p. 121). I also entirely agree with the author when he points out that, “just as it does not seem right to speak of subjectivism, neither does the accusation of irrationalism seem justified, by someone advanced. Otto stressed that the typical faculty of the religious experience is not a rational faculty (‘an understood God is not a God’), as Tersteegen said), however, he did not exclude the intervention of rational and moral factors; on the contrary, Otto deems that the superiority of Christianity over other religions is precisely due to its complexity and to its ability to harmonise the non rational elements with the rational ones” pp. 121-122). The Sacred is a work which really opens up a period, exerting an enormous influence on the most disparate  authors, from the phenomenologists of religion van der Leeuw and Eliade to the Protestant theologians Barth, Bultmann and Cullmann, until the Catholic theologians such as Guardini, Rahner, von Balthasar (although critical with regards to the Ottoian non rationalism). Morra points out these relations, and above all the influence of Otto over Scheler, who, referring back to the tradition of s. Augustine, of Pascal and Newman, “manages to avoid the abstract and deserted contradas of religious rationalism, without entering the chaotic and maze-like Kasbah of irrationalistic sentimentalism” (p. 179). Scheler, indeed, “shows how the analysis of the religious experience, which is a necessary starting point of all our discourses on God, has to be transcended in order to reach an objective definition” (p. VI). Such is the task of philosophy of religion. Scheler's  contribution to the foundation of a philosophy of religion is essential, where religion and philosophy relate to one another, while each one still conserves its full  autonomy from the other: which does not mean identity or fracture between the two, but distinction and at the same time complementarity. As a follow up to the analysis of reductions and religious a priori Morra makes a penetrating analysis of the religious experience and a review of historical attempts to define it through a negative theology even before through a positive theology. The result is, against every rationalistic claim, the analogical and necessarily inadequate character - this does not mean to say irrational - of every discourse on God, which is still a discourse on the “absent Presence”, on “God without God”.

PART II

Intellectualism and oblivion of the Being 

INTRODUCTION - The metaphysical knowledge of the absolute is, originally, the religious experience: it is a form of live experience, of knowledge-contact. Philosophy has been induced to giving itself a conceptual structure from the need to verify its own results, it has transformed itself into knowledge-notion. The loss of all live contact with reality derives from the abuse of conceptualisation: what derives is the “oblivion of the Being” which is so characteristic of modern philosophy. In various trends of contemporary philosophy one can nevertheless notice a pronounced tendency to re-discover the Being, to re-establish a participative knowledge of the Being. The idea of participation is essential in order that thought may recover its original metaphysical-religious dimension.

The knowledge of the absolute is essentially a form of live experience: it is a knowledge-contact, in which it establishes a direct, intimate and - I would say - personal face to face relationship with the Being: a religious relationship. In its original form the knowledge of the absolute is religious knowledge. 

It is only in a second moment that this religious knowledge is transformed into metaphysical knowledge. This gradually happens insofar as the religious experience is conceptualised: therefore a philosophers' God replaces the living God: the You-God is changed into a He-God, into a concept of God, a pale intellectualistic phantom of the true and living God. 

One could say that metaphysics is a crystallised religious experience, in other words, a religious experience that has lost its strength, its original incandescence, but, in compensation, to state precisely in its terms, it has acquired a clearer consciousness of itself.

A religion poses itself as metaphysics in the moment in which it tries to philosophically justify itself. This need to found itself is perfectly natural and legitimate: just like any other experience of the spirit the religious experience also feels the need to put its own validity to the test, to analyse itself in order to make out, within its own ambit, what could have an authentic value and what could have nothing more than a pure subjective, psychological meaning. 

In order to analyse itself in all the elements it is made up of, the religious experience is also forced to conceptualising these elements, to reducing them to relatively clear and distinct ideas to then compare them to one another and to other realities that are “external” to that experience in order to be able to define and evaluate it in the right manner. 

Within certain limits, this conceptualisation process can be extremely opportune and useful; however, if it exceeds these limits it could become dangerous. By conceptualising an experience one risks dissolving it: and one is left with nothing else but the dead concept. Therefore, metaphysics can help the religious experience to make itself clear, to gain consciousness of itself, but it can also represent the first step towards atheism.

Needless to say, atheism is a very complex phenomenon and today's atheism derives from the most varied historical origins. However, out of the various historical forms of modern and contemporary atheism we can isolate one that is peculiarly more philosophical. 

Such “philosopher's atheism” is the result of a conceptualisation process of the highest degree: of the same process which generated the “philosophers' God”: that “God” of the deists, who does not found and does not save, with whom or without whom everything stays as it is and who is equally capable of functioning perfectly independently: a kind of useless headgear, which modern thought gets rid of as soon as possible in order to pass onto, through immanentism  (Hegel) to declared and polemical atheism (Marx). 

Modern philosophy, in its rationalistic trend, transforms the living God into the philosophers' God, who can be “demonstrated”, but of whom one cannot have any experience. This means that such a God is destined to an ephemeral life: he will be got rid of as soon as possible as an entity whose existence appears to be surreptitiously affirmed with an arbitrary passage from the logical nature to the ontological kind. 

On the other hand, in its empiricist trend, modern philosophy ends up by denying the knowability of a God of whom any experience is precluded: one can have experience of the sole representations of the consciousness (as wanted by the English empiricists) or rather of the sole phenomena studied by physical and natural sciences (Kant and positivists). 

From the affirmation of the unknowability of God (Kant, Spencer and English positivism in general) to the affirmation of his non existence (German positivism, Marxism) the step is historically short: lastly the logical neo-positivists (Carnap, Ayer), without declaring their opinion either of his existence or not, or of his knowability or not, affirm that the problem itself of God and the word “God” itself have no meaning.

If the philosophers' intellectualistic God - who absorbs and kills the living God in concept - derives from an excess of conceptualisation, the same can be said of atheism of an empiricist origin. 

Here, despite the proclaimed empiricism which would like to lead everything back to experience, we are actually witnessing a process of conceptualisation of experience which, pushed beyond a certain limit, ends up by deforming it: and therefore, we are no longer faced with experience, but with a conceptualised experience, one that is shattered into lots of “phenomena”, each one of which appears to be absolutized or considered as something absolute and defined as absolutely identical  to itself and absolutely distinct and different from any other reality. 

Therefore every representation, every “idea” is only itself, and is also radically different from that “substantial” reality of which it seems to be a phenomenon, at least according to common sense. Now, if any representation is absolutely defined in itself and separated from the relative “substance”, the result is that no relationship of participation can exist between one and the other; it therefore follows that the representation can in no way be considered as a “phenomenon” of the substance, in other words, as the substance itself in the revealing of itself (fàinesthai). 

In other words, the representation is solely a “phenomenon” of itself. Each phenomenon - however one wishes to consider it, whether as a simple mental phenomenon (empiricism), or whether as a simple natural phenomenon (Galileo, Newton, Kant, positivists) - is always and only a phenomenon of itself, it is always and only studied in itself and in relation to other phenomena; and therefore any reference to ultra phenomenal realities is excluded right from the very beginning. 

Translated in concept, the phenomenon is substantialised: it is almost considered res quae ita existit ut nulla alia re indigeat ad existendum. 

All this leads to excluding that the phenomena - of consciousness or of nature - could be considered as the manifestation of God - in the human soul or in the cosmos. We are very far from the Christian and medieval conception which saw the vestiges of God in all creatures, the symbols of a supernatural reality. As far as the soul is concerned, we are very far from the inwardness of Augustine which saw the privileged place of the revelation of God in it.

As we can see, at the origin of this philosophers' atheism there is always an excess of conceptualisation. The purpose of this study is to attempt to historically reconstruct this process of conceptualisation, showing how it starts from the - basically intellectualistic and rationalistic - philosophy of the Greeks who were the first to discover the concept and to apply it. 

As we will see, intellectualism of the Greeks is renewed in intellectualism of Descartes who, in his attempt to reduce all realities  to “clear and distinct” ideas, gives any idea of participation the finishing stroke: if A is absolutely different from Non A, it will never be able to participate of Non A, it will never be able to be its phenomenon, and neither will it ever be able to establish any vital contact with it: Non A is destined to remaining perpetually extraneous and inaccessible to it. 

Seeing as there is no relationship of participation with that which is beyond the phenomena, there is also no possibility of ultra phenomenal or metaphysical knowledge of the reality: an experience of the absolute is excluded a priori and therefore what is also denied a priori is any theoretical, noetical value of empirical-factual knowledge to the religious experience, to which only a psychological subjective value will therefore be acknowledged. 

I have set myself here to going back to the origins of this process of conceptualisation which then had to lead to such “oblivion of the Being”.

However, I then wondered if and in what way human thought could have successfully tried to find its way out of this impasse to go back to establishing a live contact with the being of things in a renewed experience of the absolute, in a rediscovery of the metaphysical-religious dimension. 

By means of a study of philosophy of the last decade of the nineteenth century and the first of the twentieth one and in particular of the thought of Husserl and Heidegger, I have arrived at the conclusion that this kind of rediscovery of the Being - beyond any conceptual barrier - is not only possible, but is in progress. The main milestones of this new road are, as far as I am concerned, Bergson, Husserl and Heidegger.

Great merit goes to Bergson for having demonstrated the relative, approximate, essentially practical nature of conceptual knowledge. However, this is a subject that is common to many other thinkers of his epoch. In my opinion, Bergson's really personal contribution rather seems to have affirmed the primary nature of intuition as a form of original knowledge, one that is more fundamental than any other, and as the only true metaphysical knowledge of the absolute.

As far as Husserl is concerned, his great merit is that return “to things themselves” which allowed him to recover, beyond any conceptualisation, the real and live consciousness: as far as Husserl is concerned, the consciousness no longer appears, like in Descartes’ thought, a concept of the consciousness, an immobile, closed res cogitans, separated from a Being which is extraneous to it, radically different and unobtainable; Husserl's is a concrete and becoming consciousness open to the Being.

Heidegger goes one step further by demonstrating that, if the human consciousness is open to the Being (if the Dasein, the being here and now, is “being-in-the-world”, to put it in his words) the phenomena of the consciousness are no longer mere subjective appearances but the manifestation of the Being in first person. 

By deepening his own research, Heidegger is convinced that the manifestation of the Being should be welcomed as it is, without organising it in concepts which can do nothing but deform it: metaphysics itself should be put aside as it violates the manifestation of the being to imprison it in the concept of the “entity” and ends up by losing the sense of being (“oblivion of the Being”). 

By foregoing to impose his own mental plans to the Being, man has to go back to placing himself, before the Being, in the primitive attitude of listening and marvel. Only he who knows how to listen will be able to hear the voices of the Being, will be able to welcome its manifestation. The Being donates itself for grace and escapes any attempt of capture by the reasoning thought. 

From our point of view, Heidegger's contribution proves to be extremely interesting as it shows us how the concepts of Greek rationalism (which every subsequent form of rationalism refers back to) are not at all essential to philosophy as such. Heidegger helps our philosophy to free itself of an excessive subjection to the categories of reasoning analytical thought and helps it to recover the categories of intuitive thought which is the original and essential form of thought. As a decisive milestone of this journey which leads contemporary philosophy to the rediscovery of the Being, Heidegger helps us to recover that idea of participation, which is fundamental in primitive and archaic (especially Eastern) thought, just as it is the cornerstone idea of any metaphysics which wishes to propose itself as participative knowledge of an absolute reality: of an absolute reality of which all worldly beings and we ourselves are phenomena.

Denied, amputated by rationalism, the idea of participation is essential so that thought may recover its original metaphysical, religious and mystical dimension; it is essential so that thought may rediscover its original essence and vocation: therefore, first of all it is the thought of the Being, the metaphysical-religious experience, knowledge of the Absolute.

CHAPTER I - Let us historically distinguish two fundamental types of knowledge, which can be - at best - thus defined:

              1) a knowledge-contact of real beings: synthetic, sensitive, participative, existential, vital, emotional, concrete, dynamic, immediate, uncritical, subjective knowledge; which is always in some way imperfect and incorrect, only relatively adequate, in one word “analogical”; expressible in terms of a semantic discourse;

              2) a knowledge-notion which, being considered apart from concrete reality, becomes, at best, knowledge of ideal beings: analytical, purely intellectual and coldly detached, abstract, static, mediate, objective, critically reflected; always perfectly adequate and correct; only expressible  in terms of a rigorous apophantic discourse.

, 

In his Introduction to metaphysics (I,1) Bergson distinguishes two profoundly different manners of knowing: an intuitive knowledge, one that is synthetic, and an analytical knowledge. The intuition is “that vital sympathy with which one is transported into the heart of hearts of an object to coincide with what it has that is unique and as a consequence inexpressible”.

 It seizes the reality in movement, in its flowing, in its concrete “duration”. As it penetrates the intimate essence of the thing, such knowledge in its own way reaches the “absolute”, and is therefore “metaphysical”.  

On the contrary, the analysis “implicates that it goes around this thing” and “depends on the point of view in which one places oneself and on the symbols with which one expresses oneself”: it is “a representation taken from a certain point of view, a translation made with certain symbols” (ibid.).

The analysis “is the operation which leads the object back to already known elements, in other words, ones that are common to this object and to others” (ibid.).

Unlike the intuition, which seizes or grasps the reality from inside, within itself, the analysis is condemned to remain an exterior, inadequate knowledge forever: “In its eternally unsatisfied desire to embrace the object around which it is condemned to turn, the analysis endlessly multiplies its points of view to complete the ever incomplete representation; it varies the symbols to perfect the ever imperfect translation without a break” (ibid).

While the intuition seizes the movement, the analysis is forced to translate the movement into a series of immobile moments, into a series of instants, each one of which is static in itself. 

While the intuition penetrates - from inside - the life of the ego in its organised unity of phenomena which flow one into another, the analysis - in this case the scientific psychology - resolves this continuum in distinct determined sensations, feelings, representations, “psychological facts” which it then studies separately as if they were many “parts”. 

While the intuition grasps the individual for what it has that is unique, the analysis reduces the individuals under certain concepts that are like “ready-to-wear clothes that will fit Peter as well as Paul, because they do not form the shape of either of them” (op. cit., I, 6).

Why should one then trust in analysis if it is by nature deforming? Because analysis actually accomplishes an extremely useful role in our practical lives and to the purpose of research itself. 

The human spirit “which looks for sound points of support” moulds the concepts it needs: therefore, “every now and then, it takes almost instantaneous views on the undivided mobility of reality and thus obtains “sensations” and “ideas”. In this way it substitutes the continuous with the discontinuous, the mobility with stability, the tendency undergoing change with the fixed points that mark a direction of change and tendency. This substitution is necessary to common sense, to language, to practical life and, also to a certain extent […] to positive science. Our intelligence “places itself in ready-made concepts, and tries hard to catch, like in a net, something of the reality that passes by. Needless to say, not to obtain an interior and metaphysical knowledge of reality, but simply to be able to make use of it, since every concept (like every sensation) is a 'practical question' which our activity poses to reality and to which reality replies, as happens in business, with a yes or a no answer. However, in this way, it lets what is the essence itself slip by unnoticed from reality” (op. cit.,  III, 3).

Pietro Prini points out that in the principle Indo-European languages the term “knowledge” is used, although within rather flexible margins imposed by daily and literary use, in two groups of rather constant meanings:

a) “knowing in person”, “acknowledging”, “coming in the presence of”, “coming into contact with (a person  or a thing)”, knowing how”, (ghighnòskein, agnoscere, cognoscere, kennen lernen, knowledge by acquaintance, knowing that etc.);

b) “being informed of”, “owning news about”, “having notions of”, “knowing that” (eidénai, at least in the most recent use, scire, wissen, knowledge about, knowing that etc.) (Verso una nuova ontologia [“Towards a new ontology”], Rome 1957, p. 7). 

The author in his turn quotes J.M. Baldwin,  Dictionary of Philosophy and Psychology, London 1901, I, heading Knowledge edited by G.F. Stout, p. 602 f.; W. James, Principles of Psychology, I, p. 221; G. Ryle, The Concept of Mind, Italian trans., Turin 1955, pp. XXX and 22-60.   

Prini respectively calls these two forms, “knowledge-contact” and “knowledge-notion”: in my opinion there is no doubt that the terminology seems appropriate. If one wished to denominate each form of knowledge more briefly using only one word, then I think that without a doubt I could use the Bergsonian terms “intuition” and “analysis”. 

Nevertheless, to avoid any misunderstanding, I have to point out that the term “intuition” is used by Descartes to nominate “clear and distinct” knowledge which, if well considered, rather belongs to the second type. Let us have a look at how Descartes defines intuition: “As far as intuition is concerned, one does not mean the fluctuating attestation of the senses, or the misleading judgement of imagination which it makes by chance, but rather a concept of the  pure and careful mind,  one that is so easy and distinct that, by understanding it, one no longer has any doubt regarding it; or, what is the same, an undoubtful concept of the careful and pure mind, born from the light of sole reason...” (Regulae ad directionem ingenii, reg. III, in Oeuvres, Adam and Tannery, X, p. 368).

As far as Descartes is concerned, intuition is a perception which, besides being clear is also distinct. In his opinion distinct is a perception that is “so precise and separate from all the others, that it contains nothing more in itself than what is very clear” (The principles of philosophy, book I, 45). 

 I believe that the words I have put in italics sufficiently attest the analytical character of Descartes' intuition. Having clarified this, there is nothing to stop us from using the term “intuition” in the Bergsonian meaning of synthetic knowledge.

Understood in this manner, “intuition” or “synthesis” is knowledge-contact: it is knowledge that takes place when a live contact establishes itself with a concrete reality. In the broadest sense of the word it is sensitive knowledge: it is feeling, perceiving the presence of a being. 

Sensitiveness should be understood here in the broadest meaning that such a word is capable of assuming: therefore it is right to speak not only of a visual, tactile, auditive sensitiveness, but also a psychological and human, sensitiveness, a poetical and musical one as well as a political, social and religious one. It concerns in all cases perceiving a live, present, determined reality. Some examples will give us the possibility of making it clearer just how much these various forms of sensitiveness have in common.

A rather obvious and common example of corporeal sensitiveness: we are in a wood looking at an oak tree: we see it in front of us, we see that it has that shape, those dimensions, those characteristics; we realise this with our eyes; by means of other sense organs we can complete the sensitive experience that we have of this oak tree: by touching it we feel the roughness of its bark; by listening, we can hear the rustle of its leaves; and so on.

An example of psychological sensitiveness is offered to us by those people who are gifted with particular intuition, therefore they know how to address their neighbour in the opportune forms and moments, guided in this, one could say, by a true and proper perceptive faculty, by that which is commonly known as “tact”: he who has no tact whatsoever has difficulty in  making up for it with reasoning or with his past experiences, and is therefore condemned to acting clumsily despite his best intentions.

An example of political sensitiveness can be found when, faced with a rather complex political situation, we manage to perceive the single forces at stake, the consistency and real possibilities of each one of them with sufficient clarity, and on this basis of all of this we pass judgement, with reason, that a certain initiative by the government or by a party would be inopportune  and impolitic: we do not exclusively come to conclusions of this kind (which we suppose to be well-grounded) through reasoning, but, above all, by means of a kind of intuition, of insight, even if reasoning can help us to clarify what our sensitiveness makes us feel in a way that, from certain points of view, is still obscure and confused.

An example of musical sensitiveness can be had when, whilst listening to a piece of music, we hear something more than the sounds in their materiality: to be more precise, we hear music, music as harmony, as a work of art; and we feel an aesthetic emotion in our spirit. When listening to the performance of a concert, how do we come to realise that it concerns a work of extremely high musical value that is masterfully performed? Definitely not through pure reasoning, but through a form of sensitiveness that we have potentially carried within ourselves from birth, which we can refine and develop with practise, and nevertheless steer and supplement with critical considerations of a rational nature. 

Such rational considerations can help us steer our sensitiveness, but will never be able to completely substitute it; neither will we be able to lead those who, at least at present,  are totally lacking in musical sensitiveness, to enjoying good music with pure and simple reasoning. 

As one can see, there are numerous examples of “spiritual sensitiveness”. If the synthesis is knowledge-contact, perception of an existing reality, sensitive experience, this does not mean that it is reduced to a mere sensorial datum: matter without form is blind, and the datum in its pure materiality is blind too, when it is not informed by a meaning, when it is not illuminated by an implicit judgement that alone can give it a meaning, allowing for the formation of an experience, of new knowledge. 

Even with this opportune specification, it should be pointed out that synthesis is sensitive experience, it is knowledge-contact of real beings, whereas analysis is knowledge-notion of ideal beings: not of things but of ideas: of concepts, of symbols, of numbers, of geometrical figures and so on. 

By defining analysis as knowledge of ideal beings I evidently use this term “analysis” in a meaning that is different to that in which for example Bergson uses it: for whom analysis is always knowledge of real beings, whether considered under particular points of view or according to common aspects and characters. 

As we have already seen, Bergson considers both intuition as well as analysis as knowledge of things: one is intimate and adequate; the other is always exterior and inadequate. However, here I essentially consider analysis as knowledge of ideal entities, concepts, noting how it always suggests a process of conceptualisation, an abstractive operation through which the studied realities are reduced to “universal” or at least “general” concepts: also when such a process of conceptualisation, of reduction of concrete beings to abstract concepts is only accomplished in relative measures. 

Needless to say, if by following Bergson one considers analysis as knowledge of real beings, then it is clear that from this point of view it will not be able to appear anything but imperfect and inadequate. On the contrary, it can appear perfectly adequate if one considers it as knowledge of concepts: of entities that the spirit itself creates, and can therefore perfectly and fully know. 

However, the contrast between this conception of analysis and that which I make as my own is more apparent than real. As far as I am concerned, analysis implies abstraction: one analyses something by abstracting it from what surrounds it, leaving other beings out of consideration, or other aspects of this being itself, which, for the time being are of no interest to the research. 

The starting point of analysis is always the real being: the entities of geometry are, indeed, ideal and abstract entities, however, in defining them we always start from the real space and concrete and sensitive experience that we have of them. As their first starting point the most varied, complex and abstract forms of calculation have the extremely concrete and empirical act with which we, right from childhood, are used to using to “count” trees, sheep, cherries, people walking along the street. Therefore, by starting from the consideration of this and of that concrete space, spaces occupied by determined beings, we abstract and conceptualise determined spatial figures: the triangle, the square, the circle; starting with the consideration of the three horses, the three pine trees, the three shells, we abstract the number three. 

We therefore, by passing from an abstraction to another one and so on, arrive at formulating the concept, in general, of “space”, of “number”, of “quantity”, of “movement”, and of all the possible infinite concepts. If the starting point of the abstractive process is the consideration of the concrete reality, it is clear that we will have to deal with real concrete beings in the first degrees of abstraction. Insofar as we continue the abstractive process we will be dealing with increasingly more idealised beings, nevertheless linked by some relationship of analogy to those real beings from which the human spirit, in formulating them, has stemmed.

For the first time the human spirit assumes an analytical attitude when it observes a being in its certain characteristics, abstracting, or rather leaving them out of consideration, from certain other ones, and from all those beings which surround it, from each one of those by which it is nevertheless in some way filled with. In the broad sense of the word this is analysis. What can also be included under this term is phenomenological analysis, which observes the phenomena of the consciousness without considering any of their reference to a real objective being, to a worldly reality, precisely that which one leaves out by “putting it in brackets”.

In this way, one can speak of chemical analysis, of literary analysis, of analysis of a political situation, of psychoanalysis.   We can define all these forms of investigation of beings and real phenomena with the common term analysis since in each one of them we exclusively concentrate our attention on one or more beings, on one or more phenomena or aspects, leaving other beings, phenomena or aspects out of consideration.
There is then a particular type of analysis, which is the conceptual one:  that which, as its object, no longer has live, concrete, individual realities, but abstract and universal concepts. Well, this particular type of analysis is also based on an abstractive operation (in which it abstracts itself from other concepts, leaving them out of consideration). This time, those which one leaves out of consideration are no longer some particular characteristics in order to concentrate one's attention on other particular characteristics of a single being; those which one leaves out of consideration are, on the contrary, all the particular characteristics in  order to  concentrate one's attention on “universal” characteristics that are common to that and to other beings that are classified under the same “kind” or “type” or “concept”.

In any case, it is clear that the analysis of ideal beings is an activity of thought and research which gradually develops from the analysis of real beings: this happens both in the life of the single man as well as in the history of the human spirit. This is why, broadly speaking, with Bergson we can very well consider analysis as a form of knowledge of real beings. Specifying, however, that in this case it concerns analysis that is still in the first stages of abstraction: specifying that it concerns analytical science which is not yet as such in the full sense of the word, as at best can be said of mathematical sciences and pure logic.

In the synthesis, knowledge-contact of real beings, the subject “finds” a reality that has been “given” to him, and therefore knows it a posteriori, that is later, or subsequently. It establishes a contact, a vital sympathy with this reality and to a certain extent it grasps it, penetrates it. However, since the human subject, imperfect by definition, only knows it imperfectly, to some extent this reality always remains exterior and mysterious to him: he knows it, but not completely; and therefore all the judgements that he may give of it, all the judgements he could formulate to express the knowledge he has of it, are always relatively inadequate in expressing its real beings, and therefore they are never completely and absolutely strict.

On the contrary, the analysis of concepts of ideal entities of logic and mathematics is always adequate knowledge, its judgements are always characterised by absolute strictness: we may be able to ignore many things concerning triangles, but, if we affirm that the sum of their inner angles equals two right angles, then we pronounce an absolutely  true and certain judgement, expression of apodictic evidence: we have a perfectly adequate knowledge of this essential and necessary characteristic of every triangle, and not even an omniscient being could have a knowledge of it that is more adequate than ours.

Why is the knowledge that we can humanly have of a real being always imperfect, whereas what we know of ideal beings, a great deal or little as the case may be, we always know with absolute adequateness? The reason is simple: we do not create the real beings, but we already find them “given”, already formed in a determined manner independently from us; on the contrary, as we have already mentioned, we ourselves create the ideal beings: we “set” them in the arbitrary act with which we define them, in all their characteristics: we explicitly place them into being in their characteristics that are enunciated in the same definition, and implicitly in those other characteristics that the definition does not enunciate but implies. 

This is why we investigate the nature of the ideal beings through an aprioristic and deductive process, without any need to have experience of them. Furthermore, this is why, within the limits in which we manage to make it explicit, we know it perfectly: precisely because we ourselves are its creators.

Analysis aims at giving its object a precise and unequivocal definition, it exactly establishes what it is by distinguishing it in a clear, firm, absolute manner from what it is not. Analysis makes use of the principles of identity, of  contradiction, of the excluded middle, and it makes a rigorous use of it in the strictness sense of the word. 

This does not mean that also the synthesis does not use these principles: in every synthetic knowledge, in every experience, a judgement which guides it and gives it a meaning is implicitly present: now no judgement can contradict the fundamental principles of logic without immediately becoming meaningless. 

The difference between these two kinds of knowledge is this: that the analysis defines its object with absolute accuracy by giving it precise contours and by distinguishing it in an absolute manner from what it is not; whereas the object of the synthesis, as it is a real and live being in full exchange and in mutual participation with all the other beings of the universe, can never be completely and utterly distinguished; it is always  to some extent full of them, and therefore the representation itself that we may have of it is always to some extent hazy and indefinite.

In order to make an example, let us consider any man. Needless to say, every man is himself, and is well determined and distinct from the environment in which he lives: in logical terms, if he is himself, he cannot be anything else: here the principle of contradiction proves to be undoubtedly valid. However, although granted that the distinction is possible from a conceptual point of view, can we really distinguish that man from his environment? 

Can we separate that man from the universe in which he lives, from the air he breathes, from the food he eats, from the parents themselves who procreated him? He would not be able to survive without breathing, without eating; he would not even have come into existence without his parents. 

There is no doubt that he is himself, and as such he distinguishes himself from all the other beings that surround him and which he precisely is not; however, in a certain sense and to a certain extent, he is also the air that he breathes: the air's oxygen has become an integral part of himself and circulates in his veins, and we can say the same of the food that he has eaten and assimilated and converted in substance of his own corporeal organism itself.

One may well wonder: in what precise moment, in what precise phase of nourishment did that food stop being something “other” and became precisely his own? It is impossible to say: that food, which was initially foreign to him, progressively became part of him by means of a gradual process. 

Ultimately, that man is, without doubt, different from his parents, who compared to him are other people; and yet, does he not carry something of their lives in himself, something which his parents have passed onto him? 

I have limited myself here to giving examples of a biological nature. However, does something similar not happen in the ambit of the spiritual life which, despite being the subject's creation, nevertheless receives nourishment from man's meeting with other beings and other spirits?

A man's life can only come about as a result of an environmental influence, and can only be developed as a result of an active, continual exchange between man and his environment. Furthermore, since the environment itself is in turn set in the entire universe, no rigorous distinction, no clear separation can we operate unless on an abstract conceptual level, between man and the other beings of the universe, between that man and the totality of being. 

Distinctions can be operated in an imprecise and empirical manner; moreover, the principles of logic themselves, which have full and absolute dominion over the world of ideal beings, can only be applied to the world of concrete reality with extreme caution: precisely because here it is so very difficult to separate A from Non A, to the contrary of what can be said of the world of concepts and of mathematical symbols where such separations can always be operated in an  absolutely rigorous manner.

We have said that, whereas the object of the synthesis lacks precise contours, and is always to some extent filled with the reality that surrounds it and in which it lives, and therefore its own representation is always in some way hazy and indefinite, on the contrary the object of the analysis always has extremely precise and clear contours: it is determined with absolute exactness in what it is and in what it is not, and therefore the principles of logic have full application to it.  

One should add that the object of analysis, in the same way as it is accurately and unequivocally defined, is defined once and for all as it is not susceptible to change and therefore to further definitions. On the contrary, the object of synthesis, not an abstract concept but a real, live being, is subject to incessant change, even if this continual change does not always appear to our eyes. 

This is why the synthetic knowledge is dynamic knowledge, which always needs up-dating: precisely because its object, A, although without ever ceasing to be A, could at any moment change into something different, and therefore every moment that passes it could become synthesis of A and Non A, synthesis of itself and something else that is was not before. 

Here too the application of the principles of classical logic cannot be absolutely rigorous: they can only be as such in comparison to beings that do not change (precisely like ideal beings); moreover, in comparison to beings which continually change, the application of the formula A = A can only be valid within the limits in which A remains itself, whereas it is no longer valid insofar as A actually changes.

Having defined the opposite static and dynamic character of analysis and synthesis, let us now move onto pointing out other characteristics which, as far as we know, clearly diversify them. In synthesis the subject is identified with the object, it knows it from inside because it experiences it. In analysis the subject detaches itself from this intimate vital contact with the object, placing it at a due distance: the subject  “objectifies” the object; moreover it is precisely in this analytical operation that the “object” is born as such.

Before moving onto “objectifying” the object to define it precisely as an object, to distinguish it from what it is not, therefore from the subject itself, the subject lives with the object in perfect harmony and is therefore inclined to confusing itself with the surrounding reality in which it lives, without being able to distinguish well what is reality and what is imagination, what is the objective state of things and what is the subjective mood: the beings of the surrounding nature acquire a personality that is almost human and the entire nature is filled with ghosts who, born from the subject's imagination, acquire objective reality in his eyes. 

This tends to happen in children, in the primitives, in individuals gifted with particular sensitiveness and imagination as well as an imaginary and poetical temperament, in those who dream (it does not matter whether they day-dream or dream in their sleep), in those whose conscious psychic life (voluntary, reflected) is dominated and guided by forces of the unconscious and instinct. The critical faculties in these individuals are evidently less developed and the synthetic knowledge by far prevails over the analytical one. 

Therefore, one could say that, considered separately, synthesis is uncritical: it is “feeling” or “perceiving with an upset and deeply affected soul” much more than “reflecting with a pure mind”. Criticism begins with analysis which, by objectifying the object, defines the object in what it is distinguishable from what it is not, in this way ceasing to attribute the results of subjective elaboration to it.

Due to its essential criticality, analytic knowledge scores a good point in its favour compared to synthetic knowledge; however, since every coin has another side, this great advantage is dearly paid for by the fact that, the more objective the object is, the more the subject detaches itself and loses that vital intimate contact it had with the object: such a contact allowed the subject itself to know the object from the inside, to know it by experiencing it. Therefore analytical knowledge which is not nourished  by a knowledge-contact, is destined every step it makes to gradually drying up, to becoming increasingly less knowledge of a being and increasingly more knowledge of a concept of that being: knowledge of an abstract, rigid, immobile being, no longer knowledge of a concrete, real and living being.

Another differential character is given by the fact that, whereas analysis is pure knowledge, pure visual nature and pure theoretic nature, old and detached contemplation, in the synthesis the subject, submerged in the object and almost identified with it, knows it in the act itself in which he feels the object and experiences it, in which he wants it and escapes it, in which he loves it and hates it, in which he creates it or distinguishes it or fights it, in which he searches for it, in which he invokes it. 

The result is that, unlike analysis, synthesis is not distinguished from other forms of vital and spiritual activity: it is indeed knowledge, but also feeling and mood, it is instinct, it is will, it is action. In synthetic knowledge the visual, theoretical element is always to some extent accompanied by an affective, emotional, pragmatic element. Synthesis is, in its essence, emotional knowledge. 

As pure theoretic nature, analytical knowledge, which is knowledge of concepts, has its own expression in the apophantic discourse, which is exclusively articulated by means of judgements, or better, by propositions, whose meaning is rigorously determined and univocal. Whereas synthetic knowledge, on the contrary, due to its existential knowledge nature, precisely receives its first testimony from the vital attitudes that the subject assumes in contact with reality; and therefore has its first and immediate manifestation in a semantic language which, more than judgements, is made up of expressions of love and hate, of desire, of anguish, of pain and joy, of doubt, of interrogation, of invocation.

Synthesis is evidently immediate knowledge: it is a direct and immediate contact with things; it is the significance and immediate expression of what is learned in this contact: of how things are revealed in this contact. 

Even if the human spirit can perceive the sensorial datum only as he imposes (a priori) its meaning, it should be pointed out that such a significant activity of the subject is carried out in an instinctive manner rather than a reflected one: it only becomes more reflected and conscious in a second moment, when it manages to analyse itself; however this precisely happens with the advent of analytical knowledge. Therefore, synthetic knowledge is without a doubt immediate. 

As far as analytical knowledge is concerned, it could be doubtful in a first moment if it always has to be considered as mediated by a rational process, or rather if it could be considered immediate at least in the moment in which, through an intuitive act, it gains knowledge of the leading principles of logic; or rather, to make another example, in the Cartesian intuition of cogito ergo sum.

“The perception of a sensorial datum is just as immediate as the intuition of the leading principles of reason [...] As a matter of fact, this variety of determinations of the notion of immediate knowledge also has to be made to go back to the distinction of the two original meanings of knowing. Needless to say, what has to be related to these are the two most constant modern traditions of the concept of intuition, which respectively originated and were accentuated by Descartes and by Kant and in which all those determinations are directed after all. As far as Descartes is concerned, the intuitive knowledge is the 'evident conception' or the simplified relation of ideas 'whose knowledge is so clear and distinct that intelligence cannot divide them in others of a greater number that are more distinctly known’ (Règles pour la direction de 1’esprit [Rules for the direction of spirit], XII). As far as Kant is concerned (at least if we do not wish to consider here that particular kind of intuition which for him is the consciousness of Duty), the intuitive knowledge is rather more the determined knowledge of something that is immediately present to the subject, that is to say, in the human condition of knowing, the knowledge of what is given to us through our senses. There are therefore two types of immediateness in the intuitive knowledge. There is the immediateness which belongs to knowledge-contact and is the 'presence'; and there is the immediateness which belongs to knowledge-notion, and is the 'evidence'” (P. Prini, Verso una nuova onto​logia [Towards a new ontology], quoted, pages 9-10).

Needless to say, the knowledge of a leading principle is an intuitive act. But how can one arrive at determining a leading principle, if not through a preliminary process of abstraction? 

We agree that A equals itself and is absolutely different from Non A: however A is, precisely, an abstract concept: it presupposes an analytical process through which the concept of A has been formulated, that is to say, the concept of “any being”, of “a being in general”, considering it apart from all individual and also specific determinations that any being could have, to consider it precisely as “any being in general”. 

Now, one cannot have any sensitive perception of a being in general: in concrete reality we only come across single particular and determined beings. The concept of “being in general” is the result of abstraction. 

Furthermore, all principles of logic, if before than logical they are metaphysical principles, presuppose metaphysical abstraction: that special type of abstraction that, prescinding from all the possible determinations of the being, precisely and exclusively considers the being as a being. 

If one then wishes to consider these principles as conventional and arbitrary, there is always a mediation: the mediation of the act of will that has arbitrarily defined them. 

Whether they require, due to their formulation, an abstract process, or whether they require a free and arbitrary act of will, the principles of logic are in any case mediate, and therefore their knowledge cannot be anything but mediate. 

The same can be said about cogito ergo sum, which presupposes the mediation of a methodical doubt or at least of an epoché of the Husserlian type, which, in any case, form an abstractive process: a process with which one prescinds from realistic prejudices suggested by the sensitive, common and uncritical experience, whether one wishes to conventionally make it object of doubt or whether one wishes to limit oneself to putting it “in brackets” or momentarily “out of order”.

We can therefore say to conclude in short that here we are faced with two fundamental types of knowledge that can, at best, be thus defined:

1) 
a knowledge-contact of real beings: synthetic, sensitive, participative, existential, vital, emotional, concrete, dynamic, immediate, uncritical, subjective knowledge; always in some way imperfect and inaccurate, only relatively adequate, in a word “analogical”; expressible in terms of a semantic discourse;

2)
 a knowledge-notion which, being considered apart from concrete reality, becomes, at best, knowledge of pure real beings: analytical, purely intellectual and coldly detached, abstract, static, mediate, objective, critically reflected; always perfectly adequate and accurate; only expressible in terms of a rigorous apophantic discourse.

Even if knowledge-contact and knowledge-notion, synthesis and analysis can sometimes give the impression of opposing each other, of excluding each other, they actually tend to integrate themselves. Synthesis and analysis are two moments of a same cognitive process: “systole and diastole of the spirit” as Goethe called them (Einwirkung der neueren Philosophie [Influence of the new philosophy], Werke, vol. 38, p. 87). 
CHAPTER II  - In the primitives and the ancient Orientals knowledge-contact prevails; which nevertheless, separately pursued, ends up by proving to be a form of uncritical knowledge, without any real objective value. The irremediable subjectivity of every knowledge-contact left alone to itself - and especially of every merely sensorial knowledge - has clearly been emphasised right from the beginnings of Greek philosophy.

Knowledge-contact, which is essentially sensitive knowledge, prevails amongst the primitives, in whom, on the contrary, intellectual knowledge, knowledge-notion, is very weak and insufficient.

In the primitives, who out of all men are still the closest to animal nature, the senses prevail over intellect and are particularly acute: just as they do in animals. Not only is the 'normal' corporeal sensitiveness extremely acute, but so too is the - let's say - psychic and 'paranormal' sensitiveness, the one which makes two people communicate with each other not through corporeal senses, but due to vital sympathy; the one which allows us to perceive reality whose presence cannot be felt by the corporeal senses. 

Phenomena of telepathy and telaesthesia and a whole range of metaphysical phenomena frequently appear amongst the primitives. The primitives are different in this compared to civilised men, where the emergence of superior cognitive faculties and the development of analytical intelligence seem to have come about at a loss of not only corporeal sensitiveness but also psychic and paranormal sensitiveness. Such forms of sensitiveness appear predominant in primitives compared to civilised populations (cp. Popoli primitivi e manifestazioni supernormali [Primitive populations and supranormal manifestations], by E. Bozzano, ed. Europa, Verona, 1941; ed. Bocca, Milan-Rome 1953).

 Generally speaking they seem likewise emphasised in young children rather than adults, in women more than men, in neurotic people more so than in healthy ones, in those asleep more than those who are awake, in the hypnotised, in  psychics, in mediums.

In the primitive person there is an extremely poor ability to formulate concepts abstracting a universal meaning from the concrete, individual, mutable representations which are relative to the sensitive experience. On the contrary, the primitives know how to express a reality very well by using images. The choice of image is due to the fact that this one is a symbol of a reality that is similar to the first one. 

However, the criterion of analogy between the two realities is nevertheless a subjective criterion: in that moment, in the soul of he who expresses a reality by using an image of another reality, the two realities appear to be similar, like a courageous man and a lion, like a stubborn man and a very hard stone: however, such relationships of affinity are more moulded by the imagination than actually existent: a scientist would see much more affinity between a courageous man and a cowardly man, rather than between the former and a lion; and even more so between a stubborn man and a yielding, compliant man rather than between the former and a stone. 

This is because the modern scientist, on the contrary to the primitive man and the poet, no longer aims at the similarities which appear to sensitiveness and subjective imagination, but rather at real similarities, those which objectively exist between one reality and another and allow one to classify the two realities in the same species. Therefore, the scientist no longer expresses himself by means of images, but through concepts. This is precisely what the primitive man is still almost totally incapable of doing. 

“Along with the general characteristics we have already described as typical of the primitive mentality, it is necessary to add a new and no less important characteristic of their thought: the tendency towards the live and concrete image united to the aversion to abstract reasoning” (R. Cantoni, I1 pensiero dei primitivi [The Primitives' thought], Milan 1966, pp. 45-46). Lucien Lévy-Bruhl writes: “The minimum amount of even slightly abstract reasoning is so repulsive to the primitives that they immediately say they are tired and give up” (Les fonctions mentales dans le sociétés inférieures [The mental functions in the inferior societies], Paris 1928, p. 123). Furthermore, he observes that they still have a definite aversion to reasoning, to that which the logics call the discursive operations of thought. “This aversion does not come from a radical inability or from a natural impotence of their intelligence, but it is rather explained by their habits of spirit as a whole”. (L.-B., La mentalité primitive [The primitive mentality], Paris 1922, p. 1). In another passage Lévy-Bruhl concludes: “To put it briefly, the mental habits as a whole that exclude the abstract thought and reasoning in the true sense of the word, seems precisely to be found in a large number of inferior communities, moreover, it is a characteristic and essential element of the primitive mentality” (op. cit., p. 11; these passages written by Lévy-Bruhl have been quoted by Cantoni in the afore-mentioned pages of Il pensiero dei primitivi (The Primitives' thought), a remarkable book for the synthesis it offers and equipped with a good, quite up-dated bibliographical appendix). 

Having a much more synthetic than analytical mind, the primitive man discerns similarities better (also between the beings which are most different by nature) rather than differences and distinctions.

The primitive man, observes Cassirer, does not at all lack the ability to grasp the empirical differences of things. However, in his conception of nature and life, all these differences are cancelled by a stronger feeling: the profound conviction of a fundamental and indelible vital solidarity which goes beyond the multiplicity and variety of the single forms of life (Cp. Essay on man, ch. 7).

The primitive man feels merged or moulded into one with his family and his tribe, with the environment in which he lives, with all beings of nature. His feeling of individuality and individual sensitiveness is very poor. What is also very poor is his sense of personal and individual character, original and creative, unique and unrepeatable of every human action: every one of man's actions involves a collective responsibility of the group. 

Cassirer observes that there is not even a shadow of any individual responsibility in this system. If a man commits a crime, then he is not the only one to be marred; his family, his friends, the entire tribe are branded with the same disgrace (cp. Cassirer, ibid.).

All their actions are depersonalised and considered nothing more than a repetition of analogous actions performed by their ancestors in analogous circumstances, actions which in their turn were a repetition of an archetypal action performed, in illo tempore, by a god or by a hero, a legendary ancestor of their race. All man's actions are impersonal, typified, lacking in originality and history. 

From this point of view, the work by Mircea Eliade Le mythe de l’éternel retour (The myth of eternal return), Paris 1949, is extremely interesting. On the basis of extensive documentation, the author declares that in the primitives' mentality the meaning and value of human actions “are not at all bound to their mere physical datum, but to their quality of reproduction of a primordial act, of an act of repetition of a mythical model. The act of feeding is not a simple physiological operation, it renews a communion. Marriage and group orgy refer back to mythical prototypes; they are repeated because they were originally consecrated (‘in that time', ab origine) by gods, by the 'ancestors' and by heroes”. In this sense the primitive and archaic man “does not know a single action that has not already been performed and experienced before by another: by another who was not a man. What he does has already been done. His life is the uninterrupted repetition of gestures inaugurated by others “(pp. 18-19). 
Since the free and new, original and personal character of human actions is lacking, in such forma mentis, there is also a lack of the sense of time and history (or better, it has not yet been born). 

In the eyes of the primitives, as pointed out by Cassirer, nature becomes a one and only society, the society of life. Man does not occupy a special place in this society. He is part of it but he does not, from this point of view, hold a higher position than any other member. Life possesses the same religious dignity in its lowest forms as it does in its highest ones. Men and animals, animals and plants are all on the same level. In the totemistic society we find plant-totems side by side with animal-totems. Furthermore, we find the same principle, that of solidarity and the inseparable unity of life, if we pass from space to time. This is not only valid for simultaneity, but also for succession. Generations of men form a single continuous chain. The previous phases of life are preserved through reincarnation. The ancestor's soul reappears rejuvenated in a new born baby. Present, past and future merge together without any boundary line; the limits between generations become uncertain (op.cit., ibid.) 
  There is an evident connection between all of this and that well-known inability to formulate conceptual distinctions, which makes it extremely difficult for the primitive man to discern the true “nature” or “essence” of a being from what on the contrary belongs to the nature of another real being. Not only is he incapable of clearly distinguishing the single “objects” amongst them, but also the object in general from the subject itself. It is difficult for him to distinguish reality from imagination well, how much objectively exists and happens from how much on the contrary is a result of subjective elaboration. This is why he tends to confuse reality with dreams, to project his own moods onto beings of nature, to attribute his own humanity to them.

In short we can say that amongst the primitives the generally widespread form of knowledge is uncritical intuition, the sensitive experience that has not as of yet been critically examined, not yet “verified”. This fact unites the primitives to the ancient Oriental populations, whilst still obviously taking their very different level of civilisation and spiritual maturity into consideration. As far as the Orientals are concerned, the true knowledge is the mystical intuition, and he who sees into the depths of the mystery of being is not the philosopher but the clairvoyant. The intuition of clairvoyants and mystics is, in its own way, experience.   

“Mysticism”, points out Paolo Filiasi Carcano, “fundamentally involves an experience which, in order to be different to the sensitive conceptualised one, is not necessarily any less concrete or any less real: this experience requires particular practice and training in order to be conquered, but it is then experienced in its immediateness as participation of a more profound and original reality, which remains concealed from an ordinary perception, but which precisely reveals itself to the eyes and consciousness of the mystic” (Problematica della filosofia odierna [Problems of today’s philosophy], Milan 1953, p. 187).
Such experience of the mystics, although distinguishing itself from the sensorial experience whose organs are in the corporeal senses, can nevertheless be defined as a sensitive experience, intending this term in its widest meaning, which has been attributed to it right from the very beginning of this study.

Now, the sensitive experience is the perception of a fact. One can give testimony of such perception which can be “recorded” like the testimony of any news story. In this way the sacred scriptures of various populations are not only the recording of human facts and events, but also and above all (here it is their true value and “sacred” character) the recording and news of supersensible  experience, of revelations, of visions. 

There is no demonstration given of such knowledge, only simple testimony. Nor does the clairvoyant need to demonstrate their truth to himself, since he is satisfied with the immediate evidence and certainties of his inner vision. Nor does the reader of the sacred scriptures ask for any demonstration of what they affirm, since as far as they are concerned what counts is the authority of the witness, his quality of true clairvoyant, of true prophet, of true man of God universally “felt” and therefore acknowledged as such in the domain of a certain religious tradition.

In this conception, in this forma mentis the first source of authority is, after all, tradition: in other words, what a population, what a community of individuals united by the same religion “feels” and acknowledges and professes as divinely inspired, and as such hands it down (tradit) to the younger ones and to those to be born. Here tradition is a fundamental criterion of truth: this is true because our ancestors have handed it down to us: and since we and our ancestors are the same thing, their feeling cannot be anything other than one and the same with our feeling: what they feel as true and good, is also true and good for us; he who is an authentic clairvoyant, prophet, witness of truth, is also such for us.

However, although the source of authority and the criterion of truth is in tradition, what actually becomes part of tradition is only that which the sensitiveness of a social group “feels”, “perceives” as true and as valid. This is why one can say that at the basis of the tradition itself of a population there is the sensitiveness of this population: there is a cognitive factor and, more precisely speaking, a factor of sensitive knowledge.

Knowledge that is exclusively reduced to sensitive experience can have, as we have already seen, its positive aspects, but it also has its insurmountable limits: it is indeed knowledge of an existing reality and therefore objective; but such objective knowledge is filtered through a human subject by defective and inadequate sense organs, by the mind which is full of prejudices. These sense organs, these psychic faculties, these mental attitudes which allow man to know a given reality, are precisely those which at the same time deform it, giving him an altered and inadequate image of it. Therefore, in every sensitive knowledge there is an element of truth and an element of illusion, of deformation, of error.

Furthermore, sensitive knowledge is also essentially uncritical: he who in knowledge lets himself be exclusively guided by his own sensitiveness without subjecting it to critical examination is incapable of distinguishing how much there is of true and real in his own experience and how much there is of deformed, illusory and false.   

He is incapable of distinguishing in his own experience how much is the revelation of a reality that actually exists and objectively determined in a certain manner, from how much, on the contrary, is the result of a subjective elaboration. 

This elaboration could take place in the unconscious psyche rather and before than on the level of consciousness; and it could be influenced by the most varied and complex factors: organic constitution of the subject, natural and human environment in which he lives, the social group he belongs to, the experiences he has had, his education, traditions, mental habits, tendencies and affections, his likes and dislikes, his inhibitions, complexes, psychic traumas, even those which happened a very long time ago and have been forgotten. 

What can one say about these traumas? Having left their mark in the unconscious area of the psyche, they can still exert a remarkable unnoticed influence on the subject's attitudes and on his way of judging reality. 

A knowledge which is exclusively reduced to sensitive experience deprives itself of those means that are necessary to subject the sensorial data to criticism and distinguish how much objectively valid there is in them, how much corresponds to true evidence. An exclusively sensitive knowledge gives us the appearance of things; it does not reveal the truth of it to us; it allows us to form an opinion, but not to corroborate it, not to verify it, in other words, to control whether and to what extent it concerns a true opinion. Therefore a mere sensitive knowledge has been defined in all epochs as irremediably subjective.

Right from the beginnings of Greek philosophy one has been aware of the fundamental inadequacy of sensitive knowledge, which can give us nothing else but the mere subjective opinion “Eyes and hears”, points out Heraclitus, “are bad witnesses for men who have barbaric souls” (22 B 107). 

The texts that are relative to the pre-Socratics are quoted here by I preso​cratici, Testimonianze e frammenti [The Pre-Socratics, Testimonies and fragments] edited by G. Giannantoni (translations by G. Giannantoni, R. Laurenti, A. Maddalena, P. Albertelli, V. E. Alfieri, M. Tim​panaro Cardini), Bari 1969. I will limit myself to purely quoting the fragment only when I have to quote the philosopher's exact, original words; on the contrary, when the pre-Socratic's thought is expressed by the author of the testimony with his own words, I will also indicate the author and passage, as quoted in the afore-said text.

As far as Heraclitus is concerned, men “are easily deceivable as regards the knowledge of visible things” (22 B 56); “sight deceives” and “opinion is a kind of epilepsy (22 B 46); “the nature of things likes to hide” (22 B 123).

Also Xenophanes “declares that sensations are false” (21 A 32; Ps. Plutarch, Strom. 4 in Eusebius, Praep. evang. I, 8, 4).

He points out that “nobody has ever grasped what is certain, and nobody will ever grasp it as far as gods and all things are concerned… In fact, if even one finds oneself saying a real thing in the best possible way, nevertheless he could not know it as he has experienced it directly. We can only have opinions” (21 B 34).

Parmenides “drives sensations away from the domain of truth” (28 A 22; Ps. Plutarch, Strom. 5 in Eusebius, Praep. evang. I, 8, 5). 

Furthermore, he admonishes: “Send away your thought from such a way of research / and don’t allow a habit born from so many experiences to compel you, along this way, / to use either the eye which doesn’t see, or the hearing which resounds of illusory sounds / or the tongue…” (28 B 8).

It is a pathway of research “along which the mortals who don’t know anything at all / go wandering like people with two heads. Because, in their own heart, / it is the incapacity that directs their wandering mind, and they are dragged / being, as they are, deaf and blind, dazed, irresolute, / for whom being and non-being are the same / and not the same, for whom the walk of all things is reversible” (28 B 6).

One can also say of Empedocles that, as far as he is concerned, “sensations are not the criterion of truth: “in fact weak powers are spread along the limbs; / many sudden illnesses which dull the thoughts. / As they see a poor part of life in their own life / of short destiny, rising like smoke they vanish, / and they only believe what each of them runs up / and driven everywhere, they boast about their capacity of discovering all things; / so that nothing is either seen or heard by men / or grasped with mind” (31 B 2).

Also “the most physical Anaxagoras, criticizing the weakness of the senses, says that ‘because of their opacity we are not capable of judging truth’. As an argument to demonstrate their unfaithfulness he notices the imperceptible transformation of colours” (59 B 21).

As far as Democritus is concerned, “there are two kinds of knowledge, the one genuine, the other obscure: all these objects – sight, hearing, smell, taste and touch belong to the obscure one” (68 B 11). Although defective, sensitive knowledge is nevertheless necessary: “Oh poor reason”, the senses could tell her, “you who get all proofs from us, do you really attempt to demolish us? Your success would mean our ruin” (ibid.). Whilst it makes use of the senses, reason integrates them. A mere sensitive knowledge is, in itself, radically inadequate. “The sensitive qualities are all subjective” (68 A 1; Diog. Laert. IX 45), that is “relative to us who perceive them” (68 A 49; Galen. De el. sec. Hipp. I 2). 

Democritus thinks “that white, black, yellow, red, sweet, bitter don’t exist in their own nature (ibid.), but only atoms and void”. Therefore “colour is opinion, sweet is opinion, bitter is opinion, whereas atoms and void are truth” (68 B 125).

 “As far as he is concerned, “the atoms, since they are tiny bodies, have no sensitive qualities” (68 A 49; Galen. De el. sec. Hipp. I, 2).

One arrives at the truth of atoms with reasoning. “Truth is in depth” (68 B 168): he who trusts in the mere sensitive appearances “is kept far from truth” (68 B 6).

As far as Protagoras and sophists in general are concerned, the only possible form of knowledge is the experience of the senses “as they limit the whole of reality to corporeal sensations” (80 A 16; Euseb. Praep. evang. XIV 19, 8).

According to the same philosopher, “man is both limit and judge of things; and those things which fall under his senses really exist, whereas those which don’t fall there, don’t even exist among the forms of being” (80 A 16; Herm. Irris, 9). 

As Sextus Empiricus points out, Protagoras was included “in the group of those philosophers who abolish a norm of judgement as it affirms that all appearances and opinions are true and that truth is such in relation to something, so that everything that appears or is thought by someone exists in the act itself as relative to him” (80 B 1; Adv. math.  VII 60).

Such would be the meaning of Protagoras' famous aphorism: “Man is measure of all things: of those which are, as they are; of those which are not, as they are not” (80 B 1).

What has been said is confirmed in Plato's interpretation itself. in commenting Protagoras' motto, Socrates asks Theaetetus: “- Does he not mean that things are to you such as they appear to you, and to me such as they appear to me, and that you and I are men?… The same wind is blowing, and yet one of us may be cold and the other not, or one may be slightly and the other very cold? - Quite true. - Now is the wind, regarded not in relation to us but absolutely, cold or not; or are we to say, with Protagoras, that the wind is cold to him who is cold, and not to him who is not? - I suppose the last. - Then it must appear so to each of them? - Yes. - And “appears to him” means the same as “he perceives”? - True. - Then appearing and perceiving coincide in the case of hot and cold, and in similar instances; for things appear, or may be supposed to be, to each one such as he perceives them” (60 B 1; Thaet. 152 A-C).

As is well known, generally speaking the ideas which will receive subsequent development in ancient scepticism and modern relativism up until today are contained in the ancient sophistic, and more generally in the criticism of the sensitive knowledge carried out by the pre-Socratics. 

The contribution of relativism is without doubt valuable in defining those which are the actual possibilities of philosophy, keeping all dogmatic rationalism under control. Moreover, in placing the extreme subjectivity of a pure sensitive knowledge into light, relativism always ends up, perhaps indirectly and as a consequence, by inducing philosophy to search for a different form of knowledge which, supplementing the sensitive one, can reach a certain objective, scientific value; and what continually rises and re-rises here is the problem of a knowledge-notion, of an analytical, rational knowledge. 

CHAPTER III - The Greek philosophers were the first to feel the need for a rational and scientific knowledge, one which proves what it declares: this is how analysis originated, the knowledge-notion. Plato conceives the true knowledge, the one that can be had of ideas, essentially like knowledge-contact; but then, stimulated by the demand for a more demonstrative and scientific knowledge, he ends up by attributing increasingly greater value to analysis. Aristotle, the systematizer of logic, decisively contributes to the forming of philosophy as knowledge that aspires to being objective, rigorous, scientific. The principle of non contradiction, which Aristotle places at the foundation of logic, is however based in its turn on the assumption that not only the logical-mathematical entities, but the real beings themselves are definable with absolute accuracy, unchangeable, completely distinct from one another like A from Non A and without any relationship of reciprocal participation. This assumption, however convenient it may prove to be with the practical effect of allowing us to have rigorous reasoning and calculations, nevertheless risks giving us an abstract, arbitrary and deformed vision of the reality; it risks inhibiting us any penetrating intuition of the reality, any vital communion with the Being.

The established inadequacy of sensitive knowledge has, right from the very beginning, induced Greek philosophy to try to define a new different form of knowledge that can offer guarantee of objectivity: rational knowledge. The formation of this new concept of knowledge is an event of inestimable importance in the history of the human spirit. Here man really begins to free himself from the slavery of sensations and sensorial images. He becomes capable of objectifying them, of analysing them with detachment, of comparing them with one another, of evaluating them. He has by now left the magic circle of the sensorial life and has spiritually come of age.

It is difficult to specify how this new form of knowledge came to be formed in man. There are those who claim that the first steps in this direction came about thanks to the progressive development of hearing and especially of sight. These are the senses which allow man to perceive from a distance. Their development is supposedly accompanied by the regression of the other senses, such as smell and touch, which only act in the immediate vicinity. 

To see means to objectify, to consider with detachment: we cannot consider a reality in a cold, rational manner, we cannot analyse it unless we first of all detach ourselves from it, become indifferent to it, objectifying it before us; only in this way is it possible for us to study the object as an object, considering it apart from us subjects, from our personal likes and dislikes, from the impulses of our soul. 

Completely considering apart from our subjectivity may seem to us to be humanly impossible; however, it is important for us to aim at this goal with all our strength, trying to make ourselves as much as possible aware of the subjective factors that influence our knowledge. The more clearly we identify the subject and manage to consider ourselves apart from it, the more our knowledge and our valuations can aspire at having an objective, scientific character. 

The first step towards this objectification of knowledge is accomplished thanks to the distinction of sight in man over all the other corporeal senses. In this sense, and to a certain extent, to see is already objectifying, considering the object as an object, considering the object apart from the subject, conceptualising the object as such: the future developments of notional knowledge (objectification, abstraction, conceptualisation) are already implicit in the first distinction of visual ability. 

Cp., also for the bibliography on related problems, Paolo Filiasi Carcano, Problematica della filosofia odierna (Problems of today’s philosophy), Rome-Milan 1953, pp. 332 ff.; and Pietro Prini, Verso una nuova ontologia (Towards a new ontology), Rome 1957, pp. 14 ff.

The first to affirm the full objectivity of rational knowledge in the clearest and most definite manner was Parmenides. As far as he is concerned, true knowledge is identified with thought. It is thought which makes us realise the inadequacy of the senses. It is only reason that can prove to us to be the authentic, profound nature of being. Whilst, “you cannot either think the non-being (in fact it is not possible), or express it” (28 B 2), “whereas, on the contrary, to think and to think that something is, is just the same thing: / you will not find any thought without being, in what one says: / nothing other is or will ever be / but being, precisely because the Moira compels it / to be a motionless whole” (28 B 8).

Even more specifically, Parmenides affirms that “to think and to be is just the same” (28 B 3). 

In the quoted collection, from which I have quoted the passages relating to the pre-Socratics, Pilo Albertelli translates the to gar autò noéin estìn te kài éinai with “in fact thought implies existence [of what is thought]”. Pasquinelli, whose translation I prefer to adhere to, follows the traditional interpretation, which I still judge to be the best, criticising the versions of Calogero and Albertelli himself who have used arbitrary integrations of the text (I presocratici, Frammenti e testimonianze [The pre-Socratics, Fragments and testimonies], introd., transl. and notes by Angelo Pasquinelli, Turin 1958, note 32 to “Parmenides”, pp. 397 f.). The short fragment in question is quoted, besides by Clement of Alexandria (Strom. VI 23), also by Plotinus (Enn. V, 1, 8), who interprets the phrase in the tendentially idealistic meaning, which seems to me as being the most acceptable and in keeping with the inspiration of the entire Parmenides philosophy, when he says that  “Parmenides identified being with mind, and never counted being among the perceptible things”.

In interpreting this latter fragment belonging to Parmenides, quoted by him in the Enneads (see previous note), Plotinus confirms the idea of a fundamental identity between thought and being, a fundamental identity which seems in some way to be also affirmed by Anaxagoras. It is thought, mind (noùs) which, as far as Anaxagoras is concerned, animated and ordered all things and “the intellect had power on the whole revolution, so that it started it […] Thus it ordered anything which had to be, anything which was and now doesn’t be anymore, anything is now, anything will be” (59 B 12). 

 “The intellect is mingled with nothing, but it is alone in itself. If it were not in itself, but if it were mingled, it would take part in all things”. And all things, “mingled with it, would hamper it in such a way, that it would have no power on anything as when it is alone in itself. Because it is the subtlest and purest of all things: it perfectly knows and dominates all things…” (ibid).
In this passage of Anaxagoras' there is evidently no expression of Parmenides’ type monism, nevertheless thought, despite distinguishing itself from things, is their beginning: if not the entire being, it is at least the prime cause of being: the first cause and organiser principle of beings - the homoeomeries - coeternal and irreducible. Now, in what way and up to what point is the organising intellect of the universe distinguished from the individual intellect of every man, in other words, from the soul? Aristotle remarks: “…He who said that either in living beings or in nature there is the intellect, cause of both cosmos and universal order, seemed to be a wise man on opposition with them who had preceded him and used to speak at random. We know that Anaxagoras treated such subjects openly” (59 A 58; Methaph. A 3, 984 b, indexes).

 Now, Anaxagoras “says in many passages that the intellect is cause of both beauty and order, whereas in other passages identifies it with soul” (59 A 100; De an. A 2, 404 b 1 ff.). “He seems to distinguish soul and intellect, and nevertheless he treats both of them as they were one and the same nature. In the same way he considers both functions, that is knowledge and movement, when he says that the intellect moves the universe” (59 A 100; De an. A 2, 405 a 13). 

The conclusion we claim to be able to draw from all of this is that although Anaxagoras does not identify thought with the entire being, he nevertheless places thought as principle organiser of the Being; and that such thought is, after all, the same rationality that is expressed in the human mind when it manages to free itself from the limits of a merely sensorial knowledge. Such is the assumption that rationalistic philosophy, born in Greece, has implicitly put forward right from the very beginning, and that will gradually reach an increasingly clearer and more conscious clarification, especially in modern rationalism: between thought and being, between logical order and ontological order there is that fundamental identity which allows human reason to understand the heart of things without having to go through sensitive experience that rationalism devalues due to its irremediably subjective nature.

It is from this spirit that the tradition reported by Gellius (Noct. Att. X 17; 68 A 23) and denied by Plutarch (De curios. 12 p. 521 D; 68 A 27) seems to have originated, “that Democritus deprived himself of the light of his own eyes by staring at a glass put in front of a fire, so that his eyes could not steal his intellect too often calling it outside, and, on the contrary, could leave it shut in itself - as windows shut towards the road - and all turned to the intellibible things” (Plutarch, ibid.).

In any case, one should remember how Democritus defined sensitive knowledge as “obscure”. On the contrary, he “defines the knowledge through the intellect as genuine, because he admits it is credible in judging what is true” (68 B 11; Sext. Emp.,  Adv. math. VII 138).

He precisely says that “its objects are hidden [...] When the obscure knowledge cannot grasp a smaller object either by sight or by hearing, or by smell, or by taste, or by touch, but ‘research has to be addressed’ to what is even subtler, ‘then the genuine knowledge helps us, as it has a subtler organ more fit to thought’” (ibid.).

As Aetius notices, “atomists, affirming that atoms are in themselves colourless, say that the sensible qualities derive from elements knowable only through reason” (I, 15, 11; 68 A 124). 

 “Two things”, says Aristotle, “deserve to be attributed to Socrates: the inductive process and the definition of what is universal, both of which concern the principle of science” (Metaph., XIII, 4, 1078 b, transl. Carlini; cp. Xenophon, Mem. IV, 6, 1).

 This acknowledgement, thus formulated, perhaps rather feels the effect of a more scientific mentality that matured after Socrates, who, despite opening a new road with the discovery of concept, directed the concept to defining not so much beings and forces of nature, as rather human values, not merely subjective values but the universal ones of virtue, of justice, of the saintliness undermined by relativism of the sophists. 

“Socrates was concerned with ethical virtues, and first tried to define the universal that is in them: whereas, among the physicians, Democritus had just touched such a question and somehow defined what are hot and cold; and before him the Pythagoreans researched for instance what is opportunity, or justice, or marriage, only for few things whose concepts they reduced to numbers. Socrates, on the contrary, researched what a thing really is, through reasoning: he tried to proceed by syllogisms, and the principle of syllogism is the essence” (ibid. Cp. Metaph., I, 6, 987 b). As far as the method followed is concerned, see for example, Plato's early dialogues where Socrates' true personality appears to be more present,  the definitions of courage in Laches, of wisdom in Charmides, of saintliness in Euthyphro, of sophistry in Protagoras where the concepts of knowledge, of wisdom of temperance, of courage, of justice, of saintliness, of useful, of good, of evil, of pleasant, of painful etc, are formulated and compared to one another.

The need to formulate such values induces Plato to attributing an objective reality to Socratic concepts. Hypostatised in a hyperuranic world, the Platonic ideas are as a whole, entities and perfections, unchangeable realities but also perfect examples, and therefore goals, to whose realisation the beings of this world are dynamically intent on reaching.

The ideas are realities in the strong sense of the expression, they are the only true realities. The beings of the corporeal world are only real insofar as they are part of the ideas. Therefore the true knowledge is only that which one can have of ideas. 

The soul cannot know ideas through the sensitive experience of the corporeal realities, but only through a direct contemplation, which, precisely speaking, can only be had in the hyperuranic world, in the intervals between one wordly existence and the other. 

“When does”, Socrates maieutically asks Simmias, “the soul touch the truth? If it is through the body that it attempts some investigation, it is clearly deceived by it. - You say well. - Therefore is it not in pure reasoning, if anything in some way, that the truth reveals itself to the soul? - Yes. - Furthermore, the soul precisely reasons with its best pureness when nobody disturbs it with such sensations, neither sight, nor hearing, nor pain and not even pleasure; but if it gathers itself in itself all alone saying farewell to its body; and no longer taking part in the body nor having any contact with it, it aims with all its efforts at the truth” (Phaedo, 65 bc).

Furthermore, since “it is not possible, in association with the body, to come to know any thing in its purity, of the two the one: or it is not in any case possible to conquer knowledge, or it is only when one is dead; because only then will the soul be all alone in itself, when it is freed from the body, not before” (op. cit., 66e-67a. Cp. ff.).

We have said that the contemplation of ideas happens in the hyperuranic world: “This dull, shapeless and intangible essence dwells in this place, contemplable only by the intellect,   pilot of the soul, that essence which is the source of true science. Now divine thought is nourished by intelligence and pure science, so too is the thought of every other soul which insists on obtaining what belongs to it; therefore, when it finally aims at being, it enjoys it and contemplating the truth is nourished and is well, until the circular revolution leads the soul back to the same point. During this periplus it contemplates the justice in itself, it sees the temperance and contemplates science, but not that which is connected to becoming, nor that which varies in the different entities that we call beings,  but that science that is in the being that truly is “ (Phaedrus, 247c-e).

By reincarnating itself in a human body the soul can only know the truth through the reminiscence of already contemplated ideas, through the re-awakened memory of the sensorial perception of beings of this earth, which share those ideas and imitate them: therefore “when he, who has just started and has enjoyed a long vision up there, catches a glimpse of a face of divine appearance, or some corporeal form that well reproduces its beauty, immediately shudders and is seized by bewilderment of the past...” (op. cit., 251a. Cp., more generally, 245c-251b. Cp. also Phaedo, 72e-77b).

If a full knowledge of ideas could only be achieved by a soul that is freed from the body with death, then already in this life we can nevertheless predispose the soul to knowledge of the pure intelligible, through a kind of purification: “Furthermore, is purification not therefore, as already said in the ancient word [kàtharsis, sacred word of the Orphics], to do one's best at all costs to keep the soul separate from the body, to get it used to gathering itself and closing itself up into itself outside every corporeal element, and to stay there, as far as possible, also in the present life, just as in the future, completely alone in itself, aiming at its liberation from the body like from chains? [...] Moreover, is it therefore not this that one calls death, releasing and separation of the soul from the body? […] Furthermore, only those who directly philosophise aim at releasing, as we say, the soul from the body; and this is precisely the typical study and practice of philosophers, to release and separate the soul from the body” (Phaedo, 67c-d).

In the allegory of the cave (Republic, 514a-517a) a man, who symbolises the philosopher, lays a prisoner along with many others in the cave (sensible world); however, suddenly freed from his bonds, or chains (from the senses), forced to get up, to turn towards the entrance, to walk towards the light, to climb a steep slope whose peak (intelligible world) is directly illuminated by the sun, (idea of good) manages to see the sun, and is at first blinded by it, but then grows accustomed to resisting its light and, by looking at it, understands that it is the sun that rules all things and that it is also the cause of that which he and his companions saw in the cave, and he realises how wrong their judgements were, like he who mistakes the shadows of things for the things themselves. 

Now, “if our man were to go back down and sit back once again on the same bench, would his eyes not be full of darkness, having suddenly come from out of the sun? [...] Moreover, if he had to once again discern those shadows and contend with those who still remained prisoners, whilst his sight was still blurred, before his eyes returned to their normal condition? and if this period of time in which his eyes became once more accustomed proved to be rather long? Would he not then be the laughingstock? and would one not say about him who returned from his ascent with damaged eyes and that it would not even be worthwhile attempting to climb up the slope? Furthermore, if he cared to release the prisoners and lead them, would he not perhaps be killed, if they were to get hold of him and kill him?”(quoted work, 516e-517a).

However, this is precisely what the philosophers’ mission should be in an ideal society which, instead of mocking them and persecuting them, should entrust themselves to their guidance. This rising to the contemplation of the pure intelligible to then go back down in the sensible world is something that can also be accomplished, to a certain extent, during one's life on earth. Of the philosophers called to hold government after a very long period of training, “each one in turn has to nevertheless go back down into the common dwelling of the others and get used to contemplating those dark objects. By getting used to it, you will be able to see much better than those down there and you will know what the single visions are, and what their objects are, because you will have seen the truth about the beautiful, the just and about good” (quoted work, 520c. Cp. also 539e–540b).

The philosopher's education aims at promoting in him the conversion of his look from sensible realities to intelligible realities: “This faculty, which is inborn in the soul of each one and the organ with which each one learns,  have to be detached from the world of generation and made to go around together with the entire soul, in the same way that it is not possible to turn one's eye from darkness to the brilliance of light if not together with the whole body; and this has to be done until the soul becomes capable of resisting the contemplation of what [really] is and of its more splendid side”. There is “a special art of turning around that organ, and in the easiest and most efficacious manner. It is not the art of infusing one's sight in it: that organ already possesses it but it is not turned to the right side and is not looking where it should be; and it is precisely up to this art to deal with its conversion” (op. cit., 518c-d). 

From these quotations - which I prefer to quote in the most detailed way so as to enhance the expressions in their context and their spirit better - it is clear that the knowledge of the intelligible is, as far as Plato is concerned, essentially a knowledge-contact. 

We could in some way liken such knowledge, one that is so immediate and direct, to sensitive knowledge, certainly not understanding it in the strictest, sensorial-corporeal meaning, that Plato devalues like others for its subjective and deforming character, but rather understanding it in a much broader meaning of the immediate perception of something that really exists: of a real being, not a mere concept of the mind. 

This knowledge has nothing intellectualistic about it, nothing objectifying, or detached: on the contrary, it is an existential knowledge, which involves the entire soul and allows it to establish a live contact with its object. 

The analogy between knowledge of the intelligible and a sensitive experience understood in this broadest sense - non sensorial - is confirmed by the recurrence, in the dialogue of the Republic, of expressions such as these, although assumed with analogical meaning: “look at the light itself”  (515e), “see the superior world” (516a), “observe and contemplate what really is the sun” (516b), “see the idea of good” (517c), “divine visions” (517d), “see good... fully” (519d), “turn the soul from a dark day to a true day” (521c), “intellection is forced to see” (524c), “contemplate the Being” (525a), “everything that forces the soul to turn towards the place in where the happiest side of the Being lies, that which it absolutely has to see” (526e), “the look of the soul” (528b), “the eye of the soul”  (533d), “grasp the real essence of good with pure intellection” (532b), etc. 

“There are things” it is affirmed in the Theaetetus “that the soul discerns through the body's faculties” and others that “discern by themselves through itself” (184b-186a). “…These species not perceivable by us with our senses, but only intelligible exist absolutely by themselves” (Timeus, 51d). In other words “there is a species that is always in the same way, not generated, or perishable, transitory, that does not receive in itself another thing from somewhere else, nor does it ever pass into another thing, and that is not visible, or perceivable in another way, and it is that which intelligence was precisely given to contemplate” (52a).
Within the limits of which one can achieve it during this life on earth, the knowledge of ideas is made possible by a “dialectic” which is divided up into two essential moments or procedures. There is, as will be better specified in the Phaedrus, an “ascending dialectics” (synagoghé) and a “descending dialectics” (diàiresis). One consists of “embracing everything in one look and directing back to a single form what is multiple and scattered” (265d).  The other “consists of the ability to dismember the object into species, following the natural neuration” (265e).

We have already seen the ascending dialectics in action: we have seen how, through a paideia or ascesis of the soul, it can lead it to freeing itself from the slavery of the body's sensible impressions: we have seen how it “gradually draws and guides the soul's eye, which is really buried in a kind of barbaric mire, high up above” (Republic, 533d), and how it can lead the human spirit and acknowledge its own essence, which is to be a pure intellect, of a kind that is similar to ideas, to which only the ideas can reveal themselves in their pureness. Such dialectic is entirely aimed at achieving - or better, at re-conquering, through reminiscence - the vision of ideas. In other words, such a knowledge-contact is radically different from the experience achieved through the corporeal senses and much more direct and adequate. Thus we already have an idea of the role that can be accomplished by the ascending dialectic.

The type of truth that is possible to understand with the ascending dialectic is that which, in the Meno (97b), is essentially defined as the object of “the true opinion” or “right opinion”. Needless to say, the “true opinion” [...] as far as the rectitude of the action is concerned, does not direct any worse than intelligence” (Meno, 97b) and “it is not, therefore, any less useful than science” (op. cit., 97 c). It is “no worse than science in directing our single actions” (op. cit., 97 c). One could say that “politicians rule countries through it, in a way that is no different as far as science is concerned, from soothsayers and prophets” (op. cit., 99c). 

At this point Socrates, the protagonist of the dialogue, remarks: “Also the soothsayers and prophets utter many truths, it is just that they know nothing about what they are saying” (ibid.).

 Here the limit of the “true opinion” is reached. Because, in the present earthly condition in which the soul may know ideas only through reminiscence, true opinions are like the statues of Daedalus: so full of life and movement that they give one the impression that “if they are not tied down, they will escape and run away” (97d). 

Now, “possessing one of Daedalus' statues, without any ties, means to have a work that does not cost anything, like possessing a slave who escapes: in reality one is left with nothing. On the contrary, to possess it tied and bound means to have something of great value, as such works are of great beauty” (97e). 

In this way, “also the true opinions, as long as they remain, are things of beauty, capable of achieving all possible good; it is just that they do not agree to staying for a long time, and escape from the human soul, therefore they are of no great meaning, unless they are not chained with a reasoning founded on causality [...] If connected, they at first become sciences and, therefore, stable knowledge. This is why science is worth more than the right opinion: the difference between science and the right opinion lies precisely in the connection (97e-98a).

This need to connect the soul's intuitions -that are still dispersed and confused although profound - to the purpose of defining them and justifying them, is repeated in the Republic: “ ...Do you yourself not call dialectic he who gives reason of the essence of each thing? Furthermore, he who is unable of doing so, do you not deny that, insofar as he cannot give himself or others a reason for it, in such measures he has the intelligence of it? [...] It is the same for good. Consider the case of he who does not know how to rationally define the idea of good, isolating it from all the rest; of he who, like in battle, in passing all tests and trying hard to prove his point of view not according to the opinion, but according to the essence, nevertheless does not manage to overcome all these obstacles with his infallible reason: would you not say that such an individual does not know the good in himself or any other good, but that, if he by chance grasps an image of it, he understands it with opinion, but not with science?  furthermore, that he spends his present life in a state of dream and torpor and, before he wakes up in this world of ours, he reaches Hades to sleep a complete sleep there?” (534b-d). 

Here there is the confirmation of the need of a “descending dialectics” which is an indispensable complement of the “ascending dialectics”. Plato maintains them constantly joined together. A philosophy that wishes not only to be a “right opinion” but “science” has to be not only intuition and synthesis, but also rational, discursive, analytical consideration. 

A strongly felt need throughout the entire history of thought, from the ancient Greeks to the fathers of the Church, to the medieval Scholastic philosophers, to the modern ones, is always that of a philosophy that knows how to express itself in a scientific language made of affirmations founded on evidence, formulated with accuracy, each ones inferred from the others with rigour. It is an extremely ancient need. One would say: it is an ancient temptation. 

It is precisely this that prompts Plato to giving an increasingly greater development to diàiresis. As a matter of fact, this has the task, as far as possible, of making the content of the visions of ideas one attains with the synagoghé clear; it has the task of analysing, as far as possible, the nature of ideas in themselves and in their participation in sensible things. The result of this work of analysis should be able to be expressed in an organic system of judgements, which are as far as possible founded on evidence. 

Therefore, the judgement acquires more and more importance since only judgements correctly formulated on the basis of what proves to our vision of reality can really express what we know and can express it clearly, adequately, in a justified and scientifically valid way. One understands how, at a certain point, Plato concentrated his own attention on judgement, and pointed out the importance considering the formulation of a philosophy as rigorous science.

It is well known how, in his last dialogues, Plato emphasised the need to confer a more scientific rigour to thought. From this point of view, what is fundamental is the formulation of the “discourse” or “judgement”: “Deprived of these, we would be deprived of philosophy” (Sophist, 259a) and “we would be deprived of it if we admitted that there is no union of anything with anybody” (259ab).

The “discourse” is thus called because “it not only denominates but also discourses” (262d), in other words, “it not only denominates but also expresses a complete meaning, connecting the verbs to nouns” (ibid). It is necessarily “discourse of something” and is “qualitatively determined” (262e).

Furthermore, it could be true or false: of the two judgements “Theaetetus flies” and “Theaetetus sits”, one can say that “one is false” and “the other is true”; whereas “the false one says different things from what they are”, the true one “says the things as they are” (263ab). 

One could say that “thought” and “discourse” are the same thing: the only difference lies in the fact that thought is “that discourse which happens inside the soul, made by the soul with itself, without a voice”, whereas the discourse is “the flow that comes out from the soul through the mouth and is accompanied by the sound of the voice “ (263e).

Now, “we definitely know that in the discourses there is [...] affirmation and negation” (ibid.). These are the discourses  that Aristotle calls “propositions”: one could say that every discourse has a meaning, but one can definitely not say that every discourse is a proposition; since only “the discourse in which true or false resides” is such (De interpretatione, 4, 17a). 


For example, prayer is neither true nor false, therefore Aristotle excludes it from the logical discourse, along with the other “Modes of Utterance (ta skémata tes léxeos). But this province of knowledge belongs to the art of Delivery and to the masters of that science. It includes, for instance, what is a command, a prayer, a statement, a threat, a question, an answer, and so forth” (Poetics, XIX, 1456b), and whose examination “is rather a task of the rhetoric or the poetics” (De intepretatione, 4, 17a).

We have a proposition every time there is a connection between a name (subject) and a verb (predicate). “No one of these terms, in and by itself, involves an affirmation; it is by the combination of such terms that positive or negative statements arise. For every assertion must, as is admitted, be either true or false, whereas expressions which are not in any way composite such as 'man', 'white', 'runs', 'wins', cannot be either true or false” (Categories, 4, 2a).

  Therefore, every proposition is true or false; there is no in-between: “…There cannot be an intermediate between contradictories, but of one subject we must either affirm or deny any one predicate” (Metaphysics, IV, VII).

In truth, “of one subject we must either affirm or deny any one predicate. This is clear, in the first place, if we define what the true and the false are. To say of what is that it is not, or of what is not that it is, is false, while to say of what is that it is, and of what is not that it is not, is true” (ibid.).

There are those who deny this “principle of the excluded middle”: the best way of refuting such negations is to demand the formulation of a determined meaning, of a precise definition for each one of the terms: “The starting-point in dealing with all such people is definition. Now the definition rests on the necessity of their meaning something; for the form of words of which the word is a sign will be its definition” (ibid.). 

The principle of the excluded middle originates from the principle of non contradiction. As far as Aristotle is concerned, this is the fundamental principle of thought and, at the same time, of reality; it is “the most certain of all principles” and “the starting point even for all the other axioms” (Metaphysics, IV, III). 
The principle of non contradiction is thus expressed: “It is, that the same attribute cannot at the same time belong and not belong to the same subject and in the same respect” (IV, III). There are those who deny it; however, retorts Aristotle, “…this view is impossible, if our opponent will only say something” (IV, IV). 

As far as those who wish to defend it are concerned, “the norm is not to expect the opponent to say that a thing is or is not (because he would immediately object that one presupposes what is to be proved); but to give a meaning to what he says, for himself and for others: and this is nevertheless necessary, if he wishes to say something” (ibid.).

 “First then this at least is obviously true, that the word 'be' or 'not be' has a definite meaning, so that not everything will be 'so and not so'” (ibid). 

Let us consider the word “man”, to which only one meaning has been attributed: “two-footed animal”.  Well, continues Aristotle, “by having one meaning I understand this: if 'man' means 'X', then if A is a man 'X' will be what 'being a man' means for him.

“It makes no difference even if one were to say a word has several meanings, if only they are limited in number; for to each definition there might be assigned a different word. For instance, we might say that 'man' has not one meaning but several, one of which would have one definition, viz. 'two-footed animal', while there might be also several other definitions if only they were limited in number; for a peculiar name might be assigned to each of the definitions. 

 “If, however, they were not limited but one were to say that the word has an infinite number of meanings, obviously reasoning would be impossible; for not to have one meaning is to have no meaning, and if words have no meaning our reasoning with one another, and indeed with ourselves, has been annihilated; for it is impossible to think of anything if we do not think of one thing; but if this is possible, one name might be assigned to this thing)” (ibid.).

 Aristotle's reasoning is much more complex, here I have only wanted to quote the points which I think are essential. Also here I have tried to quote the author's thought by using his own words as much as possible. 

To those who carefully read these quoted passages and notice the terminology and emphasised intellectualistic mentality they express, a fact appears to be rather clear: the presupposition of the principle of non contradiction - and therefore the principle of the excluded middle, and therefore of every proposition that absolutely affirms or denies the belonging of a certain predicate to a given subject - the presupposition is that one can give absolutely precise definitions of real beings, like those given of the ideal beings of pure logic and mathematics. As far as each being, also real, existing is concerned, one must be able to say what it absolutely is and what it absolutely is not: no predicate can be attributed to it in a relative manner. 


It is the same need felt by Plato in his last dialogues: “To accurately and correctly demonstrate what the genres that agree with other determined ones are and what on the contrary do not admit to connect between themselves” (Sophist, 253c). Such is the task of “the science of dialectics” which is perhaps “the most important science”; and the connected “dialectic art” is not to be attributed to “anybody else that is not the pure and true philosopher” (253c-e).

As far as Aristotle is concerned, every being is definable - at least according to its certain characteristics - with absolute accuracy, precisely because each being is absolutely determined: this in thought as in reality. The principle of non contradiction rules the reality even before thought. It is indemonstrable: we learn of it by means of an intuition (Second analytics, 100b). 

After all, that which allows us to know the “essence” of things, “the form” of things, is a kind of intuition: since they are incorporated in the material reality, the essences offer themselves to the (passive) intellect in the sensible phantasm, in an individuated image; at this point, the (active) intellect intervenes to grasp the essence - de-individuated and de-materialised - in its pureness of universal, necessary, unchangeable and intelligible essence. This happens because there is an intellectual light in the human mind: and it is this which illuminates the essences, present in the phantasm as potentially intelligible, making them become intelligible in progress, concepts (cp. De anima, III). 

Here one has an act of immediate knowledge, a kind of intuition, which we could also define in turn - in its own way - as a knowledge-contact. The object of this intuitive knowledge is an absolutely simple and indivisible essence; and it is this character of absolute simplicity and indivisibility that allows the intellect to grasp the essence in an adequate manner. Therefore, one cannot be deceived as regards the nature of such essences unless accidentally: “In these things truth and error are only possible in the sense that grasping (thighèin) them is already enouncing them (to enounce is not the same than to affirm), whereas not grasping means ignoring them. 

 “Being mistaken about the essence of something is not possible but by accident. Thus one cannot be mistaken about those substances which are not composed, as they are all in progress and not potential. Otherwise they should either be born or perish, whereas being which is in itself and for itself is never born and never dies, as it doesn’t receive its being from anything other.

 “To sum up, when the being of things is what it is, in progress, one cannot be mistaken: one can only understand or not understand” (Metaphysics, 1051b, 7-8).

One could say, as far as the intellect is concerned, that “when it has as object the essence conceived as quiddity, it dwells always in the truth […] Just as perception, through sight, of its sensible object is always true, so it is for all matterless objects” (De anima, III, 6, 430b). In other words, for intelligible essences, that are grasped by the intellect by means of a cognitive act likewise immediate to that with which the eye sees. With this as extra: which, whereas the sensible knowledge is always to some extent inadequate, the intellectual knowledge “in touching (thingànon) and understanding its own object” it identifies itself with the object “taking the place of the intelligible, so that intelligence and intelligible are the same thing. Intelligence is, in fact, what has the capacity of receiving both intelligible and essence” (Metaphysics, XII, 7, 1072b, 7-8).

In other words, “as far as immaterial realities are concerned, there is identity between the thinking subject and the thought object, because the theoretical science and what it knows are identical” (De anima, III, 4, 430a). 

Concluding, in synthesis, as far as Aristotle is concerned, this ability of ours to grasp the essences of things with our intellect in an adequate manner allows us to define real beings with the same absolute accuracy with which we define our concepts. In other words this means that every reality has an absolutely determined essence: if one wishes to express the same concept with formulations of subsequent epochs, then we can say that, according to Aristotle, each A is absolutely itself whereas it is not Non A in a likewise absolute manner.

 As we have already seen, the first clear and distinct affirmation of the absolute determination of being dates back to Parmenides’: “Saying and thinking are, necessarily, being: in fact, being is, whereas non-being is not” (28 B 6); as “you cannot either think the non-being (in fact it is not possible), or express it” (28 B 2). In other words, “to think and to think that something is, is just the same thing: / you will not find any thought without being, in what one says: / nothing other is or will ever be / but being, precisely because the Moira compels it / to be a motionless whole” (28 B 8).  

Parmenides' Being is, within its limit, complete and perfect because it is in a full and total sense: it is everything that can be, it is everything that should be, it does not lack anything: the non being is inconceivable, both in the - absolute - sense of existence, as well as in the - relative - sense of simple lack of being: “The ruler Necessity / keeps it in the narrowness of the limit, which surrounds it all around; / because being must not be incomplete: / in fact it is non-defective: if it were defective, it would be lacking in everything” (28 B 8). 

What derives from the completeness of being, from its absoluteness, from its total determination, from the fact that the being - within its limit - is entirely itself and does not need anything is the important consequence that the Being, as such, is motionless: “Motionless in the limit of powerful ties / it keeps ignoring either beginning or end, as both being born and perishing / have been driven very far away, and the truthful conviction has driven them out. / And remaining identical in an identical state, it keeps being in itself / thus remaining motionless there” (28 B 8). 

As far as Parmenides is concerned, “becoming, on the contrary, is of things which seem to exist from a false point of view”, it is what deceitfully appears to sensible experience (28 A 22. [Plutarch] Strom. 5 Euseb. Praep. evang. I 8, 5).

The contrast between sensitive experience and reason, which the beings in continual becoming show us, which the unchangeable being infers to us, is resolved by Empedocles, Anaxagoras and Democritus explaining the birth and death of things and their incessant transformation with the various association and dissociation of elements, each one of which remains perpetually identical to itself: the four roots of Empedocles, earth, air, water and fire remain unchangeable; the homeomeries of Anaxagoras and the atoms of Democritus are unchangeable. 

Empedocles says: “There is no birth either of mortal things, / or end of woeful death, / but there is only minglement and separation of mingled things / and the name ‘birth’, for these things, is used by men” (31 B 8); the four roots, “as they never stop changing continually, so they are always motionless during the cycle” (31 B 26).

 As far as Anaxagoras is concerned, “the Greeks have not a right conception, because nothing either is born or perishes, but all things join and separate from existing things. Thus they should properly call birth joining and death separating” (59 B 17). 

Moreover Anaxagoras “demonstrates that no homeomery either is born or perishes but they are always the same, when he says: ‘As these things separate in such a way, one must recognize that all things are neither quantitatively less nor more but always equal (because it is not possible that they are more than all)’” (59 B 5; Simplic. Phys. 156, 9). 

Democritus and atomists, who think that all things and events derive from the various ways of joining of the atoms, “presume that the first bodies are unalterable […] and that they even cannot undergo, by a whatever external force, those changements to which all men (who draw their science from sensations) believe they are subjects” (68 A 49; Galen., De el. Sec. Hipp. I 2).

Also as far as Plato is concerned, “the philosophers are those who manage to attain what always remains unalterable” and the non-philosophers are “those who don’t manage to do it, but lose themselves in the multiplicity of variable things” (Republic, 484b). 

This second reality, the reality of the corporeal world, “is opiniable by opinion through the irrational sensation, because it is born and dies, and never really exists” (Timaeus, 28a). 

However, on the contrary, the invisible reality of the world of ideas “is knowable by intelligence through reasoning, because it is always in the same way” (27d-28a). 

The sensible reality, which is “intermediate between what absolutely is and what is not at all” (Republic, 477a, 478d) is precisely the object of that opinion (dòxa) that is “intermediate between science and ignorance” (478d.); whereas science (epistéme) “for it has as its object what really is” in the full sense of the word (478a), the intelligible reality. 

Out of all the various sciences there are those which are more and less accurate, more and less pure, clear, certain and true; nevertheless, “everyone in all occasions, if only has a bit of intelligence at least, thinks that by far the most true of sciences is that related to what is, to what in its nature is always identical to itself” (Philebus, 58a). 

On the contrary, “on what is becoming, on what will become, on what is become” (59a), there is neither mind, nor science that can grasp the absolute truth relatively to these things. Because, in fact, “how can we fix the name of a colour or of a similar quality, if it is true that the thing, which perennially flows, always escapes from us in the same moment in which we talk of it?  (Theaetetus, 182d). 

As far as the definition of beauty, of good, and so on, is concerned, “can one call this beauty for itself rightly, if it always escapes from us, and can one affirm that it is, and that it is such? Or is it necessary that, while we speak of it, it becomes something other at once, and runs away, and is not anymore what it was an instant ago?” 

In this second case, “how could something be what it is never in the same way?” (Cratylus, 439d-e).

It is clear that, “if everything moves, each answer, on whatever question, is equally right, either one says that the thing ‘is so’, or that ‘it is not so’”. (Theaetetus, 183a). 

One may conclude that “no knowledge, surely, knows what it knows, if this doesn’t keep still in any way”, and that “not even it is right to say that knowledge exists… if all things change and nothing keeps still” (Cratylus, 440a).

As we have already seen, Aristotle confirms that “the being that is in itself and for itself, as it doesn’t receive its own being from another, neither is born nor dies” (Metaphysics, IX, 10, 1051b, 7. 

According to what the previous philosophers have asserted about the first elements of being, Aristotle clearly affirms: “Reason demonstrates that the species doesn’t become, not only with regard to the substance, but also with regard to all things which are first: that is quantity, quality and other categories.

Thus what becomes is the bronze sphere, neither the sphere, nor the bronze” (VII, 9, 1034b, 8-9).

In other terms “it is evident that what one means for species or substance, doesn’t become, but it is their junction which becomes” (VII, 8, 1033b, 4).

 Becoming happens where matter is present; and it is why “there is neither definition nor demonstration of sensible substances, which are particular because they are endowed with matter, whose nature is such, that it can be and not be” (VII, 15, 1039b, 5).  

On the contrary, the form, or species, or essence is absolutely simple; and unchangeable because, as such, it is perfectly in progress, it is everything that it should be, it is in the full sense of the word. As far as Aristotle is concerned, “the more the concept of a science is first in its concept and simple, the more it has rigour: because only what is simple can be treated rigorously”

Now, “if […] one considers movement, the science of what is first will be the most rigorous, just as the science of what is simplest” On the contrary, “if one abstracts from movement, rigour is the greatest one” (XIII, 3, 1078a, 5). 

Aristotle's thought does not aim at defining a system of hyperuranic ideas but the real world where the ideas are incarnated like the unchangeable essences of the realities themselves in continual becoming. Aristotelian philosophy, which came to fall into oblivion in the subsequent years, is put back into a place of honour by the scholastic philosophers  and by Thomism and still inspires modern philosophy itself in those which are the principle informers of its logic, which remains a logic of the motionless being. On the other hand, fissistic remain the entire conception of nature up until Charles Linnaeus, included: the living species themselves are given once and for all and unchangeable.

This life, which had been imprisoned for centuries in the system of abstract reason, suddenly exploded with Romanticism and crushed the rational schemes by affirming itself as a reality in perennial transformation, always new, individuated, unrepeatable, contingent, inaccessible to any attempt of conceptual definition. 

It is in the nineteenth century that the intellect was defined as a faculty that can only achieve the motionless, therefore cannot include life. The first to emphasise the irreducible immobility of the intellect was Fichte (cp. Wissenschaftslehre [The doctrine of science], 1794, II, “Deduction of the representation”, III). 

Such immobility, rigidity and abstractness of the intellect were confirmed by Hegel, who set the intellect of traditional philosophy against dialectic and dynamic reason, which he deemed to be capable of grasping reality in its intimate rationality. Hegel's reason, despite its efforts to grasp the becoming of things, in its claim to express and define everything in his schemes, gave rise to a new and no less unbearable form of rationalism, against which the irrationalist and vitalistic currents rebelled in the second half of the XIX century and the first half of the XX one. The criticism of the intellectual knowledge became commonplace: it found its most classical, most complete, most refined expression in Bergson.

As far as the author of L’évolution créatrice (The creating evolution) is concerned, in order to think according to clarity and distinction, “intelligence” is forced to formulate concepts which are actually exterior to one another, like objects in space; furthermore, they have the same stability of objects, on the model of which they have been formed. What results is an “intelligible world” which is similar to the world of the solids, but whose elements are lighter and diaphanous. These are no longer images of reality, but symbols; and the logic is the rules as a whole to be followed in the manipulation of the symbols. Logic triumphs in the science which takes up the solidity of bodies as its own object: in geometry. 

Geometry and logic can be applied with particular rigour to matter, tending to transform it into an instrument of action. However, when one leaves the domain of inorganic matter and approaches the living, intelligence remains dumbfounded like when faced with something new and irreducible; it therefore attempts, as far as it can, to reduce life to matter, the organic to the inorganic, finalism to mechanical causality, the contingent to necessary, the unexpected to what is already known or at least implicit and precontained, the becoming to motionless until the becoming represents itself as a succession of stases. 

Intelligence, as such, is unable to think both true continuity as well as movement and interpenetration; in other words, it is unable to conceive the creating evolution which is life: “Intelligence is characterised by a natural incomprehension of life” (L’evolution créatrice, Paris 1966, p. 166). 

Cp. More generally pp. 161-166, and, for a historical consideration of the problem, the entire chapter IV (pp. 272-369). One should particularly bear in mind the quoted essay Introduction to metaphysics. 

The Greeks, the discoverers or, better, inventors of formal logic and mathematics as pure science, having pointed out that there does in fact exist a remarkable analogy between the ideal beings of these sciences and the ideal beings found in nature, were subjected to the temptation of conceiving the real beings - or at least certain alleged “essences” of theirs - to the same standard of the ideal beings. 

The entities of logic and mathematics are determined in an absolute manner: one can define, of each one of them, what it absolutely is (and remains forever) and what it absolutely is not (nor ever will be). 

What is fully in force here is the principle of non contradiction which, applied in its pureness, excludes change: if A is not Non A, and if it is not in an absolute manner, it will never be able to even partially change its nature of A. With absolute accuracy we can say of a triangle, if a given point lies or does not lie in it. We can affirm of a triangle in an absolute manner that it has a certain property (for example: the sum of the internal angles is the same as the two right ones, in other words, as an 180° angle) and in an equally absolute manner we can deny that is possesses another property (for example: the sum of the internal angles equals an 181° angle). Everything that we affirm regarding this triangle is valid once and for all, because with its properties it - obviously - escapes any becoming. 

However, on the contrary, can we only define a real being, delimit it in a relative, macroscopic way: also - conceptually - reducing the becoming to a succession of stases, in whose precise moment the oxygen an animal breathes becomes his and no longer foreign to him? in what precise moment does it become A from that Non A that it was in the previous instant? Does this only happen when the oxygen enters his nostrils? or his pharynx? or his trachea? or his lungs? or his blood? 

By multiplying analogous examples, one could point out that it is impossible to formulate an absolutely distinct and clear definition of real, existing beings: this is because, unlike the ideal beings of logic and mathematics, no real being is absolutely determined. 

It follows that the supreme principles of logic are only applicable in an imprecise manner to the empirical beings, always becoming and penetrating one another at least to a certain extent.

Should this all lead us to concluding for the non validity of logic and rational knowledge in general? In my opinion, a rational knowledge is necessary for reasons clarified towards the end of the previous chapter, where the inadequacy of a purely sensible knowledge was demonstrated. Analytical knowledge, reason, is necessary to validate synthetic knowledge, however, it has a complementary, ancillary, instrumental character. 

Analysis needs to shape its concepts; however, they do not have - as such, in themselves - an ontological consistency, they should not be hypostatised. They should be solely seen in their essential character of research instruments. In order to reason on the real beings, one has to conceptualise them, and one has to first of all reduce them to concepts; however, it is clear that the - universal, unchangeable, rigorously defined and determined - concepts are conventional realities. Such concepts, which appear tied to corresponding real beings by relationships of remarkable analogy, are shaped by us or imagined by us in order to be able to reason on the beings and perhaps to be able to make them the object of calculation and prediction. 

All of this is useful to us, within the limits in which we consciously deal with them as with instruments. However, when these limits are overstepped, when we arrive at hypostatising the concepts to the point of confusing them with real beings, all the reality ends up by appearing distorted to us, and we lose any live contact with it. 

If the metaphysical knowledge is a participative knowledge, an intimate experience of the Being which assumes submergence in life to achieve the principle of it, then it is clear that an excessive conceptualisation of the reality, inhibiting us from entering in vital communion with the being, detaches us from it, so that we lose the sense of its meaning. 

It is what has been verified - as we will see - along the gnoseological tendency of modern philosophy, where, having lost the idea that the phenomenon is participation of the objective being and therefore having lost all the sense itself of the real objective being, one has also lost the sense of the metaphysical being: then one might as well have spoken of a true and proper “oblivion of the being”.

CHAPTER  IV – Once it has been reduced from Cartesian rationalism to “a clear and distinct idea”, the consciousness - the only absolutely certain reality - is no longer conceived as a live, concrete, becoming consciousness in continual exchange with the external reality, but, on the contrary it appears to be something static, something absolutely distinct and different from the objective reality; it no longer appears a real consciousness, but rather a concept of the consciousness. Compared to a consciousness that has been conceived in this way which absolutises itself and makes itself different in an absolute manner from everything that it is not (like A from Non A), the objective reality cannot be anything other than radically extraneous, unobtainable, unknowable. As far as the phenomena are concerned, Descartes considers them as pure and simple phenomena of the consciousness. Later on, the English empiricists considered them as phenomena in themselves, like atoms of experience which are in a certain way substantialised, provided with an autonomous existence. In no case are the phenomena any longer considered as phenomena of being. What derives from the excessive conceptualisation of the consciousness and its phenomena is that “oblivion of the being”, which is so characteristic of modern philosophy.

The conception of beings as absolutely determined - like definable and distinguishable in an absolutely precise manner from that which they are not -dominated undisputedly during the medieval period and the modern age itself. Such a need to determine, define and distinguish the real beings to the same standard of the ideal beings of logic is particularly felt in rationalism. Furthermore, it is fully in keeping with the intellectualistic mentality that Descartes wants to define every thing in a “clear and distinct” manner. 

Descartes' intention is to “establishing something firm and lasting in science”. (Metaphysical meditations, I). 

He is searching for a criterion of truth, of certainty, of scientific nature. The criterion he establishes is that of clarity and distinction: what is true is only what we manage to intuit in a clear and distinct manner: “I think that one can already establish as a general rule, that all the things we conceive very clearly and distinctly are true” (Medd., III).

 In other words, “in order for one to be able to found a certain and undoubted judgement on a perception, it is necessary for it to be not only clear, but also distinct” (Principia philosophiae [The principles of philosophy], I, XLV). 

In this way we arrive at the first of the two famous definitions: “What I call clear is the [perception] present and evident to the spirit of he who pays attention to it, in the same way that we say that the things present before the eye that watches them and able of acting vigorously and clearly on it are clear “ (ibid.). 

 The second definition, which is the development of the first, concerns our problem more directly. On the contrary, what I call distinct is that perception which, being clear, is so precise and separate from all the others that it cannot contain anything in itself that is not very clear” (ibid).

The idea of this absolute determination of every thing, the idea of this absolute distinction, preciseness and separation of every being from the others, is confirmed by the definition of substance: “By substance we cannot mean anything else but a thing that exists in such a way as to have no need for any other thing in order to exist “ (op. cit., I, LI). 

In the strict sense of the word, a definition of this kind is only suited to God: all the other substances derive from and depend on the Creator. The “created substances”, are therefore, “things which, in order to exist, have no need of any thing else other than the aid of God” (I, LII). 

All of this confirms us in the idea that Descartes accentuates the determination of the single (created) substance: that he accentuates that distinction that exists in nature between one being and the others, and he accentuates it to the point of identifying it with that absolute distinction and separation that exists between the ideal beings of logic. All of this is in full keeping with the tendency to conceptualise reality, to reduce the real beings to concepts, which belongs to rationalism.

In the Meditations, by applying the methodical doubt to all judgements which do not appear to be provided with absolute evidence, clarity and distinction, Descartes arrives at discovering the absolute evidence and certainty of the proposition I am, I exist. He then goes on to asking himself how to define this I; and, since the existence of the material realities is completely questioned, he concludes that this I of which one can affirm the existence in an apodictic manner, cannot include the body, it is reduced to the spirit, to the consciousness, to the “thinking substance” (res cogitans): “...What therefore, am I? A thing that thinks. And what is a thing that thinks? It is a thing that doubts, that conceives, that affirms, that denies, that wants, that does not want, that also imagines, that feels” (II). 

Indeed, “although the things I feel and imagine may not perhaps be anything outside myself and in themselves, I am nevertheless sure that those ways of thinking, which I call sensations and imaginations, certainly dwell and are found in me, for the pure fact that they are ways of thinking” (III). 

In this latter quoted passage, Descartes clearly distinguishes things that exist outside of myself and in themselves (an external world, of uncertain existence) and ways of thinking that are to be found in me as ideas of my consciousness and which form the res cogitans with it (an internal world, whose existence is absolutely certain and indubitable). 

In the Cartesian thought the two realities appear determined in an absolute manner, they are formulated as two clear and distinct ideas: regarding each one could affirm, with absolute rigour, that it is itself and is not the other, that it is A and it is not Non A. In other words, since Descartes reduces an evident reality to a clear and distinct idea, he considers it at the same standard of an abstract concept of logic, of an object that is definable with full rigour in that which it absolutely is and that which it is absolutely not. 

In the Summary of the six meditations it is said that “the first and principle thing that one asks in order to know the immortality of the soul is to form a clear and lucid concept of it [of the soul], and entirely distinct from all the concepts that could be had of the body [...] Furthermore, it is necessary to have a distinct concept of the corporeal nature...” (Medit., I).

The conclusion Descartes comes to is that “the things we clearly and distinctly conceive as different substances, such as the spirit and body, are in fact different substances, and really distinct from one another” (ibid.). 

The body being divisible and the soul being indivisible, “not only are their natures acknowledged as different, but also, in a certain manner, as contrary” (ibid.). 

The human body becomes and dies, the soul is immortal because it is unchangeable: “Although all its accidents transform themselves, and, for example, it conceives certain things, it wants others, it feels others etc., it is nevertheless the same soul” (ibid.). 

Furthermore, therefore, “the idea that I have of the human spirit, as a thinking thing, and not extended in length, width and depth, and that it does not participate in anything of that which belongs to the body, it is incomparably more distinct than the idea of any corporeal thing” (Medd., IV). 

This distinction of the soul from the corporeal world and from the human body itself which belongs to it is confirmed by Descartes one more time in the Sixth Meditation, where he substantially affirms that, in reality, all beings are determined, distinct, separate in the same way in which the abstract intellect conceives them, used only to considering what it manages to reduce to abstract concepts, to clear and distinct ideas: “...Since I know that all things, which I clearly and distinctly conceive can be produced by God as I conceive them,  then it is enough that I can clearly and distinctly conceive a thing without another, in order to be certain that one is distinct or different from the other, so that they can be placed separately, at least from the almightiness of God; and it does not matter what power operates such a separation to compel me to judging them as different. 

“And therefore, from the fact itself that I certainly know that I exist, and, nevertheless, I observe that no other thing necessarily belongs to my nature or to my essence, except being a thinking thing, then I can very well conclude that my essence is this alone, that I am a thinking thing, or a substance, of which the entire essence or nature is only that of thinking. 

“Moreover, although [...] I have a body, to which I am extremely closely joined, nevertheless, since on one side I have the clear and distinct idea of myself, as I am only a thinking and unextended thing, and on the other side I have a distinct idea  of my body, as it is only an extended and non thinking thing, it is certain that this ego, in other words, my soul, for which I am what I am, is entirely and truly distinct from my body, and can be or exist without it” (ibid.).

It is true that the soul and body are closely joined in such a way as to make up one only thing, and this allows the soul to feel pain when the body is hurt; on the other hand, “the spirit does not immediately receive the impression of the whole body, but only of the brain, or perhaps also of one of its small parts, in other words, of where the faculty they call common sense is practised” (ibid.). This small part of the brain is the conarium, the pineal gland, home of the soul.

Cp. The letter to father Mersenne dated 24 December 1640;  Oeuvres de Descartes publiées par Ch. Adam et P. Tannery, III, Paris 1899, pp. 262 ff. 

The pineal gland is the body and soul's meeting point: outside of it, body and soul are two absolutely distinct and separate realities. It is clear that Descartes identifies the soul with the consciousness, excluding that which modern psychology calls the unconscious. Between the consciousness and any being that transcends it there is absolute separation, which means that the only guarantee of the objective character of what the senses reveal of an alleged external world is entrusted to the truthfulness of God, who, in His own perfection cannot have provided man, His creature, with organs of deceptive knowledge.

As far as Descartes is concerned, the idea of God is inborn in the human spirit: “Like the idea of myself, it is born and produced with me, ever since I was created” (Medd,. III).

 The idea of God is the idea of a supreme perfection which, as such, cannot but include existence; and therefore, “due to the sole fact that I cannot conceive God without existence, it follows that existence is inseparable from Him, and, therefore, that He really exists” (V).

 One could object that, if it is true that the idea of a perfect being includes the idea of the existence of such a being, then this does not mean to say that the concept of this extremely perfect being cannot be a creation of our mind like the concept of a number, of a geometrical figure or of any entity of logic (whose arbitrary and conventional nature is generally acknowledged, today, on the contrary of what happened in Descartes' days). 

Now, if the idea of a God perfect being is the creation of our mind, then it follows that it is subjective, and that nothing compels us to affirming the objective existence of a real perfect being which corresponds to him. One cannot pass onto the ontological order from the logical order - whose nature is conventional - unless with an arbitrary jump. 

However, Descartes starts from the presupposition that everything which one can have a clear and distinct idea of, is, therefore, true, certain, real, existing: now the idea of a God, which he affirms to have always carried within his own spirit, is a clear and distinct idea. 

However, one should notice that the clear and distinct ideas are the abstract concepts, whose arbitrary origin was placed into light starting from the middle of the XX century, with the discovery of the non Euclidean geometry, and with the consequent acknowledgement that it is possible to create infinite logical-mathematical systems each one provided with its own perfect internal coherence: which then led to concluding that not only every geometry, not only every numerical system, but also every logical system of abstract concepts, far from reflecting something objectively real, is in fact founded on determined presuppositions of a conventional and arbitrary nature.

Despite affirming - on the basis of experience - that the idea of God appears to be anything but inborn in the mind of every man, Locke nevertheless refers back to the Cartesian cogito: of our existence, of our ego, says Locke, we have an “intuitive” knowledge: in fact, “as for our own existence, we perceive it so plainly and so certainly, that it neither needs nor is capable of any proof. For nothing can be more evident to us than our own existence. I think, I reason, I feel pleasure and pain: can any of these be more evident to me than my own existence? If I doubt all other things, that very doubt makes me perceive my own existence, and will not suffer me to doubt that. For if I know I feel pain, it is evident I have a certain perception of my own existence, as of the existence of the pain I feel: or if I know I doubt, I have a certain perception of the existence of the doubting thing, as of that thought which I call doubt (An essay concerning human understanding, IV, IX, 2-3).

Here the Cartesian influence is more than evident. However, if Descartes conceptualises the consciousness, in his turn Locke analyses the phenomena of the consciousness and he resolves them into their constitutive elements, in many elementary elements, in many elements of experience which he calls “simple ideas”: they are the single colours (perceived through the eyes), the various kinds of noises and sounds (ears), tastes (palate), smells (nose); they are the ideas of space or extension (figure, quiet and movement), that reach us through many senses; they are the ideas relative to the spirit's activities (thought, will), which come from the “internal sense” or “reflection”; they are simple ideas, which we receive at the same time from the body's senses (sensation) or from the internal sense (reflection), or rather pleasure, pain, power, existence, unity, succession and so on. 

The spirit forms complex ideas in various ways with the simple ideas: by joining many simple ideas in a complex one; or by juxtaposing two ideas in such a way that one can make out their relationship at a glance; or rather by a combination of ideas, separating one of them so that, due to abstraction, it comes to forming a general idea. 

The spirit limits itself to varying the combination of simple ideas, each one of which remains, in itself, unchanged. Each simple idea remains identical to itself and distinct from any other, like a clear and distinct idea according to Cartesian philosophy, like a concept of reason. 

Here the experience is conceptualised. The world of experience no longer appears to us as a whole organic living being, but rather the varied mechanical combination of cognitive atoms, each one of which is not obtained from a direct, live, existential experience, but,  on the contrary, through a work of analysis, through a substantially identical work to that with which abstract concepts are obtained. 

As far as Locke is concerned, our entire knowledge regards ideas: in reality we do not know anything else but simple ideas and their combinations and relations: “Knowledge is the perception of the agreement or disagreement of two ideas. Knowledge then seems to me to be nothing but the perception of the connexion of an agreement, or disagreement and repugnancy of any of our ideas. In this alone it consists. Where this perception is, there is knowledge, and where it is not, there, though we may fancy, guess, or believe, yet we always come short of knowledge” (op. cit., IV, I, 2).

In other words, knowledge is no longer conceived as knowledge of being, or of beings, but solely as knowledge of ideas, that is to say, representations of the consciousness. In English empiricism, what replaces the consciousness as a whole undivided thing (Descartes’ res cogitans) is a multiplicity of simple ideas or representations or phenomena of consciousness, each one of which is conceived as a clear and distinct idea, rigorously identical to itself and rigorously distinct and different from others as a concept of reason could be, definitely not as a live reality could be which is always to some extent immersed in other realities, always to some extent part of other realities in continual active exchange  with them, in continual becoming and transformation.

Locke begins the criticism of the substance, which, put forward in depth by Hume, leads to defining any substance, material or spiritual, as a simple hypothetical substratum of atomic representations, which would appear, in all plainness, to be the only true substances, the only true beings of which it is possible to definitely affirm their real existence. 

Locke could infer the objective reality of substances, as the cause of the representations, however, with Hume’s criticism of causality,  the affirmation that real, objective beings exist beyond the phenomena of the consciousness is nothing more than a belief, engendered by habit, but indemonstrable with rational proof. 

As far as Hume is concerned, the only realities, the only substances of which one can affirm the existence with absolute certainty are “impressions” and “ideas”. Knowledge appears reduced to pure knowledge of phenomena, it is no longer the knowledge of beings. The phenomenon is considered in its elementary individuality perfectly determined, absolutely identical to itself and distinct and different from any other thing: such a phenomenon is far too conceptualised for it to still be able to admit the existence of a participation relationship, of a live and active exchange between the phenomenon and a being that transcends it.

The “Scottish school” (Reid, Brown, Dugald-Stewart) goes against Hume’s sceptical phenomenalism and attempts to restore a realistic conception by founding it on “common sense”. The existence of the external world does not need to be demonstrated: it is evident to men’s common sense. 

Aristotle said that trying to demonstrate axioms, which are precisely the principles on which every demonstration is founded, does not make sense; well, as far as Reid is concerned, common sense also has its own principles, which are indemonstrable but axiomatic because they are self-evident. 

Such are the “first principles of the contingent truths” (the existence of everything of which I am conscious; that the thoughts of which I am conscious are the thoughts of a being that I call myself, my mind, my person; that those things that we distinctly perceive with our senses really exist, and they are as we perceive them; that the natural faculties, through whose means we distinguish the truth from error are not deceptive etc.) and then the “first principles of necessary truths” (logical axioms; mathematical axioms, aesthetical axioms; the ethical first principles; the metaphysical first principle, affirming the distinct existence of a body as “subject” of sensations and of a soul as “subject” of thoughts, moreover affirming that any thing that begins to exist has a cause and that the nature of the cause could be inferred with certainty from the nature of the effect) (cp. Thomas Reid, Essays on the intellectual power of man, Essay VI, ch. V, pp. 441-452; ch. VI, pp. 452-461; Works, Edinburgh 1880).

 It is evident that the uncritical character of these affirmations, which hardly meet the requirement of philosophy itself, which is to found every one of its propositions critically. Reid does not even minimally seem to take that need of “establishing something firm and lasting in science” into consideration, which induced Descartes to applying the methodical doubt to all judgements, starting from those laid down by common sense.

If the coming into contact with Hume’s thought was of use in awakening Kant from his dogmatic sleep, then this does not mean that Kant, in his attempt to overcome Hume’s sceptical phenomenalism, relies on the philosophy of common sense: on the contrary, he thoroughly disagrees with Reid and Hume’s objections: as far as Kant is concerned, common sense can be a guide to us in acting, but it lacks gnoseological value. 

With regards to Hume, who excludes the possibility of an authentic and certain knowledge and who affirms that we men can at the most achieve a probable knowledge, Kant objects that an authentic knowledge exists and is the modern mathematical science of nature of Galilean and Newtonian stamp. 

Hume, having considered knowledge entirely empirical  and a posteriori, concluded that a pure experience is in itself unable of giving us a sure notion of beings and laws of nature; Kant, pointing out that Hume’s conclusion would definitely be legitimate if it were true that knowledge is entirely and only empirical, affirms that, on the contrary, the objectivity (universality and need) of scientific propositions is guaranteed by the fact that not only an a posteriori empirical element intervenes in knowledge (matter, sensorial datum), but also an element a priori, in other words the whole of the forms a priori through which rationality itself as such is articulated. 

The forms lie in rationality, not in the real being as wanted by the tradition of classical philosophy. Furthermore, these forms of the spirit - always the same - organise the sensorial datum (in itself amorphous) and confer a structure and a meaning to it. 

Therefore, as far as Kant is concerned, the cognitive act is synthesis, it is the reception if an empirical datum, it is the acquisition of something new, but it is not entirely and only this: it is synthesis a priori.

With regards to the quality and number of forms a priori it is easy to point out the arbitrary and complicated character of Kant’s classification, which is certainly not such to satisfy also he who admits, in every act of knowledge, the intervention a priori of an activity of the human spirit which organises the sensorial datum by giving it a meaning. In Kant's classification of the forms it is easy to find something arbitrary. 

A Descartes that might have lived in the second half of the XVIII century, in his attempt of absolute foundation, in the same way as he would have subjected Reid’s axioms of common sense relative to “contingent truths” to methodical doubt, he would have also had more than one reason to doubt the forms a priori in the same way as they were deduced and proposed by Kant.

Furthermore, what also appears to be uncritical and dogmatic in Kant is the acceptation of presuppositions on which Galileo and Newton’s building of modern science is founded. In the second half of the XIX century the arbitrary and conventional character of the judgements of mathematics is brought out, as well as the imprecise and relative character of the judgements of physics; however, in Kant’s days, mathematics and physics were still considered perfect sciences. They are also placed on the same level, as Kant denies that the judgements of mathematics are analytical and he defines them as synthetic a priori like the judgements of physics. 

Kant does not wonder whether a mathematics and a physics are possible (as perfect sciences - one means - in other words, absolutely valid, certain and true, without those reservations which critics of science would later formulate); he does not wonder whether they are possible, since their possibility is demonstrated by the fact itself that they exist, and in full bloom; on the contrary, he wonders how they are possible. 
It is (Wolf’s) metaphysics that Kant wonders whether it is possible, as science. And the answer is negative: having established that only that which has cognitive-theoretical value has a scientific value, and being science only that which can follow the model of mathematical science of Galileo and Newton’s kind, it follows that the metaphysical propositions, since they cannot be assimilated to the propositions of natural science, lack scientific value and therefore also lack any cognitive value: they do not even express knowledge, but, at the most, aspirations of the human soul; they are regulating ideas of action: they do not belong to the theoretical sphere but to that of practical life and its problems (among which there is the ethical problem). 

In other words, as far as Kant is concerned, what has a scientific, theoretical, noetical value is only that which lets itself be reduced to Galilean-Newtonian concepts, since only these concepts define what one could call, in the proper sense of the word, experience. To say experience is the equivalent of saying scientific experience of phenomena recordable in an objective and mathematisable manner: to which, in other words, one can apply the calculation in such a way as to be able to predict them and possibly repeat them in a laboratory, also in order to promote technology. 

The presupposition of all of this is a mechanistic conception of nature: if the phenomena were contingent, they could not be object of either calculation or prediction. In uncritically assuming the full validity of science of his time, Kant also assumes the presuppositions of it. 

His denying metaphysics any noetical value is - as we have seen - another implicit consequence of his admitting that only that which lets itself be reduced to the models of modern science is evident. 

This attitude is not original in Kant: he makes it his by taking it up from the scientists of the modern age from Galileo to Newton, limiting himself to trying confirm them in the philosophical field. Later on this same attitude will be transmitted to positivism and to physicalistic neopositivism.

We have seen that Descartes judges only that which appears under the form of a clear and distinct idea as evident. The first reality which appears clearly and distinctly to him is the cogito; furthermore, in affirming the existence of the consciousness, he distinguishes it and separates it from any other reality, from every corporeal reality (except for making God intervene as a true Deus ex machina to guarantee the truthfulness of the testimony of our senses and therefore the objective existence of the corporeal world). 

Also Locke starts from Descartes’ criterion of the clear and distinct ideas to affirm the primary evidence of simple ideas. 

Locke and Hume’s criticism of science and then Hume’s criticism of causality induce Hume to affirming the evidence no longer of Descartes’ cogito, of the individual soul, but, in its place, of those atoms of experience that are the single representations (“impressions” and “ideas”). 

Such is the arrival point of English empiricism that, by referring back to Descartes and adopting his criterion of clarity and distinction, has wanted to depart like him from the consciousness and from its phenomena, but by rationalising them, reducing them to clear and distinct ideas, imprisoning a live experience in rationalistic concepts. 

Kant does something very similar, in a different context: he does not place the existence of the world into any doubt but he reduces every experience to the type of scientific experience and he only attributes theoretical value to judgements of science; furthermore, he only acknowledges that which lets itself be reduced to the models of the scientific method inaugurated by Galileo as evident.

In the cases of Descartes, Locke and Hume, as well as Kant, experience is never welcomed as the revelation of the Being to the subject; reality is never considered in a disinterested manner, it is never simply and spontaneously welcomed in the same way as it offers itself to a unprejudiced glance: on the contrary, experience is always conceptualised, rationalised, imprisoned in intellectual models; and to some extent it is always deformed, reduced to what it is not.

The result is that everything that does not let itself be organised by those models is declared as being uncertain, hypothetical, arbitrary, it is excluded from the theoretical sphere to become at the most a motive of practical action: such is the fate, in Descartes’ thought, of the external world (although saved in extremis by the Deus ex machina); the same fate awaits, in Hume’s philosophy, the existence both of the external world, of God and the ego itself; and the same can be said of God, of the soul and the intimate nature of the cosmos in Kant’s thought.

As far as the phenomenon is concerned, it is seen: by Descartes, as a phenomenon of the consciousness; by Locke to Hume, as a phenomenon in itself, atomised, almost substance or res quae nulla alia re indigeat ad existendum; by Kant, as a phenomenon of a mechanical corporeal nature; but in no case is the phenomenon seen as the phenomenon of being. The phenomenon is far too conceptualised for it to still admit the existence of a relationship of participation between it and a being that transcends it. It is impossible to go beyond the phenomenon.

The Being is by now the forgotten element, the great absent in philosophy, although once philosophy was even based on the being. One can truly speak of oblivion of the being in modern philosophy.

CHAPTER V – If the “oblivion of the Being” is imputable to a prevalence of the knowledge-notion over the knowledge-contact, the big problem that one is faced with today is to go back to a renewed contact with the things themselves, to an unprejudiced vision of the phenomena which appear to the consciousness prior to any attempt of conceptualising them. A road in this direction was opened up by Husserl and Heidegger as was also done, in a different context, by Bergson. What resulted was the following: the repudiation of the idea of knowledge reduced to an abstract and static concept, one that is perfectly determined and concluded in itself; moving towards the idea of a live, concrete, becoming consciousness open to the Being; the resurfacing of the idea of a phenomenon as revelation of the Being, and, on the contrary, by deepening, as revelation of the absolute Being.
A new attempt of absolute foundation of philosophy and sciences was accomplished by Husserl and by the phenomenological school. As far as Husserl is concerned, knowledge is a disinterested, unprejudiced contemplation; it is seeing things as they are, as they reveal themselves, without trying to impose models on them a priori of any kind. 

In order to obtain this pure vision of things, it is necessary, according to Husserl, to free ourselves of that “natural attitude” which belongs to the scientist and philosopher of a scientistic mentality like that of any man who allows himself to be guided by his “common sense”: the scientist involved in positive research, the philosopher who fails to ask himself certain fundamental epistemological questions, the man involved in acting, are all inclined to assuming certain naturalistic presuppositions (realities of a corporeal world, the existence of an ego as a psychosomatic individuality etc.) without arguing: naturalistic presuppositions, which, on the contrary, cannot be uncritically accepted by he who wishes to accomplish an absolute foundation of one’s own thought. 

Every presupposition, and the natural attitude itself, are therefore “enclosed within  brackets” or put “out of the electrical circuit”. Not exactly in the identical way as Descartes applies the methodical doubt to all these judgements that do not immediately appear to be evident, but in an analogous way Husserl applies the “epoké” to all these pre-judgements. In a way that is similar to that which happens in the Cartesian procedure, here the consciousness also emerges on the environment that surrounds it, and frees itself of it, and therefore realises that it is no longer a thing amongst things, a piece of a world like all the beings we see around us; on the contrary, the consciousness discovers it is the donor of meaning to all things, which now appear its phenomena (almost, in a certain sense, placed into being by it).

In my opinion, Husserl’s originality compared to Descartes seems to lie above all in its absolute freedom from prejudice, in its proving itself free from any rationalistic prejudice. Husserl aims “at things as they are” (zu den Sachen selbst) (Ideen, Halle 1928, p. 35; cp. the entire § 19), just as they are, as they spontaneously reveal themselves to intuition, and he tries hard to assume, as far as possible, an attitude of absolute receptivity and availability to the manifestation of the Being. 

The “transcendental reduction” itself, the application of the “epoké”, although they may appear to be artificial to the  man of common sense, they do not wish to be anything else but an ascesis which better allows the phenomenology to assume that attitude of pure contemplation which in this way from close up recalls the Platonic thaumàzein. 

On the contrary, Descartes starts from a typically rationalistic presupposition from which he is no longer capable of freeing himself and which right from the very beginning has influenced and ruined the results which gradually emerged from his research: it is the famous criterion of clarity and distinction. As far as Descartes is concerned, evident is the synonym of clear and distinct. 

According to Descartes, when can we really be sure of seeing something? Not when we simply see it as it is, but when we see it as, besides being clear, distinct, or rather “precise and separate from all the others” in the same manner as an abstract concept or a number or geometrical figure: in other words, according to Descartes, we can only be really sure of seeing a thing  (and so it is evident, and therefore true and certain) when such a thing takes on the shape of a concept before us, only when it appears to us as conceptualised: and, in other words, from a concrete, live, becoming and penetrated being of the surrounding realities reduced to an abstract, inert, motionless being, one that is absolutely identical to itself and absolutely distinct and different from any other being. 

This difference in formulation makes it possible that, whereas according to Husserl the consciousness appears a live, becoming, open being intended to be and in continual active exchange with it, on the contrary the consciousness according to Descartes appears to be conceptualised, substantially unchangeable, closed, radically distinct and separated from a world that remains foreign to it: an abstract consciousness: more than a consciousness, a concept of the consciousness.

Having become object of a pure, disinterested look, one that is free of rationalistic prejudices and of those of any other kinds, the consciousness reveals its constitutive character to Husserl: its intentionality. By the word intentionality, Husserl means the property, that the consciousness has with its phenomena, “of being consciousness of something”, in other words, of an “object” (op. cit., p. 168; cp. all of § 84.

 It is not, like it is as far as Descartes is concerned, a consciousness of its pure internal phenomena, of its mere cogitata; on the contrary, it is the consciousness of things and beings: “I do not see sensations of colours but coloured things, I do not hear sensations of sound but the singer’s song” (Logische Untersuchungen [Lpgic researches], Halle 1913, II, p. 374). 

Let us have a look at how Heidegger carries out this same concept:     “The… pretension… that in the manifestation of things we start perceiving, first of all and properly, sensations presenting themselves - for instance sounds and noises - is unfounded. What we hear is the storm which hisses in the chimney, the roar of the three-engined aircraft, the Mercedes which is so different from the Adler. There are not the sensations, but the things as such that are close to us. At home we hear the door which bangs and we never hear acoustic sensations or simple noises without anything else. If we want to hear a simple noise, we must avoid hearing the things, we must take our mind off our ear, that is listening abstractly. The concept of thing, which we are examining, is not so much an overwhelming of the thing, but rather an exaggerated attempt to pull it to us as close as possible. But the thing will keep escaping from us as long as we shut ourselves in the attempt of reducing its character of thing to what is perceived by sensations…  The thing vanishes… We must have the thing resting in itself and stepping forward in its resting in itself” (Holzwege, [Interrupted Pathways])..

An act of consciousness, a look (noesis, form) turned towards a sensible datum (yle, matter) confers a meaning to it (noema). This ideal meaning of the thing is clearly distinguished from the thing itself, that may not even exist. If such an object exists, it transcends the noema or the plurality of noemata (e.g. “the winner of Jena” and “the defeated of Waterloo”) which we formulate on it in the attempt to define it. 

There is always a hiatus between the noemata and the object: no noema ever fully adapts itself to the thing in itself. This means that, in its concrete organisation and action in order to accomplish an increasingly better knowledge of the thing, the consciousness aims at a being that always to some extent remains foreign to it. 

Such a being partly withdraws from the consciousness, whereas it partly reveals itself to it, it participates in it. As far as it is concerned, the consciousness is open to this being, intent on welcoming its manifestation. The closing to the Being of the Cartesian consciousness is obsolete: one no longer poses oneself the problem of the bridge between the consciousness and the being, since the consciousness is already in some way in the being.

It now concerns establishing whether this affirmation of the opening of the consciousness to the Being - result of a phenomenological research free of rationalistic preconceptions - could have, or not have, a metaphysical meaning, if it could mean, or not mean, the proposition of a realistic metaphysics, the conclusion that an objective being, which transcends the subject, really exists. 

If one prescinds from any isolated expression, then it does not generally seem that Husserl posed himself a precisely metaphysical problem: his interest was and will always be a phenomenological one, he almost always constantly maintains himself in an ambit which comes before the ontological one, in an ambit in which he does not as of yet pose himself the ontological problem. 

If we then wish to clarify what his intimate and implicit conviction could be, his real attitude - that he does not generally express, and which he extraordinarily expresses in a very ambiguous manner - it is difficult to find a precise answer when we see that also his best interpreters, starting with his disciples and closest friends, showed very different opinions. 

However, one usually comes to an agreement in distinguishing three phases. At first, until the compilation of the Logische Untersuchungen, Husserl seems to tend more towards a form of realism, when he emphasises the intentionality of the consciousness and its opening to the Being. 

In a second period (from the five conferences of 1907 published afterwards under the title of Die Idee der Phänomenologie [The ideas of phenomenology] until the Méditations cartesiennes [Cartesian meditations] and the Formale und traszendentale Logik [Formal and transcendental logic] of 1929) the author’s attention moved increasingly more from the objectivistic-realistic pole of the opening of the Being to the subjectivistic-idealistic one of the consciousness as constitutive of the Being, until he arrived at the point of defining his doctrine a “transcendental idealism” (Meditations cartésiennes, § 41).  

In a third and final period (Die Krisis der europäischen Wissenschaften [The crisis of European sciences], Erfahrung und Urteil [Experience and jugement] etc.) stimulated by concrete, historical and existential interests and probably also shocked, moved by the persecution of the Jews and influenced by the diffusion of Heidegger’s philosophy, maybe also aware of having shut himself up in an ideological horizon, one that was too restricted, in other words, for a whole series of motivations of the most various kinds, Husserl set out along a very different path. Furthermore, it is at this point that what came to prevail in his phenomenological research was a realistic-existential need in the best sense of the word. Here Husserl, without ever denying the consciousness its constitutive role (a being is always as such in relation to a consciousness), he nevertheless conceived it as open to the world of life (Lebenswelt) and he tended to conceive the truth as the revelation of the Being to the consciousness.

As far as Heidegger is concerned, the consciousness is the concrete consciousness of man: it is man himself, the existing man, who finds himself thrown into the world, submerged and operating in a particular situation: Heidegger calls it the Being-Here-and-Now (Dasein). The being of the Being-Here-and-Now is existence. Moreover, the ontological-existential character of the Being-Here-and-Now - its fundamental, essential, necessary constitution, a priori - is the being-in-the-world (in-der-Welt-sein). What does Heidegger mean by the word “world”? Such a term “is not a simple regional concept destined to signify men in contraposition to what remains of natural things; ‘world’ means, here, men in their relationship with the entity as a whole”.  

Therefore “it is erroneous even to assume the expression ‘world’ to mean the whole of natural things (naturalistic concept of the world) or to signify the community of men (personalistic concept).

“What of metaphysically essential is contained in the meaning clearly established of kosmos, mundus, world, is that it is turned to the interpretation of the human Being-Here-and-Now in its relation with the entity in its whole… The world expresses the mode of the entity in its whole… The world belongs to a relational structure which characterises the Being-Here-And-Now as such: a structure which we have meant by the expression Being-In-The-World (Vom Wesen des Grundes [The essence of foundation], essay written in 1928, Frankfurt 1955, p. 36).

If the Being-Here-and-Now (man) is constitutively being-in-the-world, he - to put it in the terms of the typical language of modern philosophy - does not need any “bridge” to know “things” in their “substance”. If he is already in the world of entities, then this means that the entities, as a whole, are already in some way open and manifest to him:  “The human Being-Here-and-Now, that is the entity emotionally situated in the middle of the entity and in relationship with the entity, exists in such a way that the entity is always manifest to him as a whole. 

“But this doesn’t imply any true conceptual comprehension of the totality; its belonging to the Being-Here-and-Now can also remain concealed, the width of this totality can vary.

 “The totality is, in fact, understood even if the revealed entity in its whole has not been grasped adequately or ‘completely’ sounded in its specific connections, in its regions and strata.

“The understanding of this totality, an understanding which is always pre-understanding, is the transcendence towards the world” (op. cit,, German ed. p. 37).

Just as we have already said, precisely as man is in the world, precisely as he lives in an intimate vital contact with the entities of the worlds, the entities of the world are no longer foreign and unobtainable for him - like the “substances”, like the “thing in itself” - but they reveal themselves in their own essence. 

Therefore, as far as I, man, am concerned, the phenomena are not at all - Cartesianally speaking - mere phenomena of my consciousness; they are not “appearances”: on the contrary, they are the self-manifestation of an entity in itself: the Greek fainòmenon - from which “phenomenon” - derives from the verb fàinesthai which means manifest oneself. Therefore fainòmenon means that which manifests itself, the manifestation, the manifest. 

As far as fàinestai is concerned, it is a form of fàino, illuminate, make something clear. Moreover, fàino derives from the root fa as fòs, the light, clear, or rather that in which something can manifest itself, make itself visible in itself. 

One must therefore make good note of the following meaning of the expression “phenomenon”: that which is manifested in itself, the manifest. “The fainòmena, the ‘phenomena’, are so the whole of what is in the light of the day or can be brought to the light: it is what the Greeks sometimes identified straight away with ta ònta (the entity]” (Sein und Zeit [Being and time] Tübingen 1927, p. 28).

 One can well understand how Heidegger, once he had accepted Husserl’s idea of phenomenology and made it his own in his fundamental premises, ended up by identifying the phenomenology with ontology and philosophy itself. 

We should notice that, with regard to the carrying out of his discourse, Heidegger first of all defines the phenomenon as a self-manifestation of the entity and, only many pages later, having dealt with that particular entity which is the Being-Here-and-Now  (man), affirms that he is constitutively being-in-the-world. On the contrary, I would prefer to make the first proposition derive from the second, since, as far as I am concerned, it is clear that man cannot have a real knowledge of things unless he is already in some way in intimate vital contact with them: in my opinion, it is clear, in other words, that man cannot know the entities in themselves if he is not already a part of their world (if he is not in the world). Therefore, the opening of the consciousness to the world of the entities, to the Being - however we wish to call such a being: “world of life” with Husserl or simply “world” with Heidegger - the opening of the consciousness to the Being is the necessary presupposition of Heidegger’s conception of the phenomenon as the self-manifestation of an entity in its own intimate essence. Such a relationship of implication between these two concepts seems emphasised, at least vaguely, in an above-mentioned period, from Vom Wesen des Grundes: “The human Being-Here-and-Now, that is the entity emotionally situated in the middle of the entity and in relationship with the entity, exists in such a way that the entity is always manifest for it [for the human Being-Here-and-Now] in its whole” (p. 37).  

The rediscovery of the original meaning of fainòmenon is at the same rate as the rediscovery of the primitive, authentic and fundamental meanings of lògos and aléteia. Lògos does not mean - at least primarily - judgement, but, as a discourse, it rather means making that which one “is talking about” in the discourse manifest. The logos lets something be seen (fàinestai) and precisely that which the discourse is about (Sein und Zeit, p. 32).
In particular, Heidegger refers to the apophantic discourse, which affirms or denies, not to a semantic discourse like for example that of prayer, which also manifests but in another way. The discourse lets something be seen, it expresses, and therefore has the character of speaking: “The lògos is foné, and precisely foné metà fantasìas, vocal notification in which something is always seen” (op. cit. p. 33).

In its “let someone see something in its being together with something else”, in its “let see something as something” the lògos is synthesis. Furthermore, as it is a “let something be seen” the lògos can be true or false (op. cit., p. 33).

Since synthesis does not mean connection of representations, in the same way truth - in its original and profound meaning - does not at all mean concordance of concepts or adaequatio. “The ‘being true’ of lògos as alethéuein means: in the léghein, as apofàinesthai, draw the entity, which one is speaking about, from its hiding, and let someone see it as non-hidden (alethés), that is discover it” (ibid.).

Such a conceived truth cannot primarily have its own place in lògos, in judgement. According to the Greek conception, what comes even before the lògos is the àisthesis which is true, the pure sensible perception of something. The àisthesis always refers to its own ìdia, in other words to the entity that is only genuinely accessible through it and for it (as happens for seeing compared to the colours), therefore, the perception is always true. “The pure noéin is ‘true’, in the sense most pure and original, that is in the sense that it cannot do anything but discover (and therefore it can never cover). Thus what is true is the pure noéin, that is the perception which purely looks at the Being’s simplest determinations of the entity. 

“This noéin can never cover, it can never be false; at worst it can remain in a non-perceiving, an aghnòein, insufficient to realize a sure and adeguate access to the Being” (op. cit., p. 33).

The traditional definition of truth as adaequatio, as concordance of the judgement with the thing, does not at all grasp the original, fundamental essence of the truth. Truth is alétheia, it is the “non-hiding” and we cannot grasp it only in that “freedom” which “lets the Being be, just as it is”

In other words, “what is revealed, to which the representing enunciation must adequate itself as to a norm, is the Being, as it still manifests itself when the open attitude relates itself to revelation.  Freedom, relating to what reveals itself within the opening, lets the Being to be still that being that it is [...]                                       

“To let the Being be - just as that Being that it is - means ‘to trust’ to what is manifest and to its manifestation, which every being consists in, and that it brings with itself.

“The western thought has conceived, since its beginnings, this manifesting itself as ta aletéa, the ‘non-hidden’ […] Freedom meant in this way as to let the Being be, works and accomplishes the essence of truth in the sense of the showing itself of being” (From the ch. IV of Vom Wesen der Wahrheit, conference held the first time in 1930, whose text, revised, was published in the definitive editing in 1949 in Frankfurt).

Later on, Heidegger insisted on the particular revealing character of beauty, art and poetry. One should particularly read his essay “The origin of the work of art” with which the Holzwege [Interrupted pathways], Frankfurt am Main 1950) are opened. “Beauty is one of the ways in which truth is-present […] “Art makes truth spring. Art makes the founding safeguard of the truth of Being spring”.

Moreover, “each art is Poetry in its own essence”; hence “architecture, sculpture and music shall be able to be reduced to poetry [Poesie]”, as poetry [Poesie] in a narrow sense of the word “is nothing but a mode of the enlighting planning of truth, that is of composing poetry [Dichten] in the broadest sense” (op. cit.).

“Phenomenology” could be defined, in Greek words, a léghein ta fainòmena, where léghein means apofàinesthai.

Therefore, phenomenology means apofàinesthai ta fainòmena: let what is manifested be seen by oneself, in the same way as it is manifested by itself. This is the formal meaning of the research that is defined phenomenology. However, in this way one does nothing but express the maxim formulated above: “Towards the things in themselves!” (Sein und Zeit, p. 34).

Such a "self-manifestation has its own characters, and it has nothing in common with appearing. The nature of being cannot absolutely be understood as something ‘behind’ which still dwells something ‘that doesn’t appear’. (op. cit., pp. 35-36).

 Phenomenology is ontology, it is the research of the being of the entity: phenomenology is therefore the research of the Being, but of a being which, as such, is always the being of the entity. This means that “the project of ostension of Being first requires an adequate approach to the Being” (op. cit., p. 37).

Entities are all beings that exist, of whom we talk about or with whom we come into contact; and entity is also Being-Here-and-Now, man, that which we are and what we are like. Which entity should we start from in our phenomenological-ontological study, intended to grasp the meaning of the Being? Is the starting point indifferent, or is there an “exemplary entity” which holds, in this sense, a “supremacy”? 

At this point, Heidegger remarks that looking at, understanding, conceptually grasping, choosing, complying with, are constitutive behaviours of searching and therefore, likewise, ways of being of a determined entity, of that entity that we ourselves, the researchers, always are. Therefore, studying the problem of the Being more deeply means making an entity - the researcher - transparent in its being. “We call Being-Here-and-Now (Dasein) this being, that we ourselves always are, and that, among other things, has that possibility of being which consists in asking questions. The explicit and transparent position of the problem of the sense of being requires the adequate preliminary exposition of an entity (the Being-Here-and-Now) with regard to its being” (quoted work, p. 7).

The problem of being (Seinsfrage) is thus formulated, articulated like an orderly series of problems regarding the being of the entity: of that particular privileged entity which is the Being-Here-and-Now, man.  In this way, Sein und Zeit comes to be carried out as an existential phenomenology of man (in his ontological constitution, in his “daily being”, in his “dejection”, in the “cure”, in the “temporality”, in his being or not authentic, in his “being-for-death” and so on). At this point, what should be noticed, however, is that - surreptitiously - assuming the being as being of the entity, one ends up by losing the meaning of the Being. Ontology declines to an orderly series of ontologies and “the infinity, the authentic sense of existence are lost, and philosophy, estranged from the heart of hearts, becomes a description from outside” (P. Chiodi, L’esistenzialismo di Heidegger [Heidegger’s existentialism] Turin 1965, p. 137). “This doesn’t necessarily mean a psychological or empirical description” (ibid.). 

Furthermore, one should also notice that “the Seinsfrage, formulated as an orderly series of researches about the nature of being, could not bring to the problematic field of the problem of the Being in general. This explains how in the ‘new’ Heidegger it is abandoned for the Frage nach dem Sein” (P. Chiodi, L'ultimo Heidegger [The last Heidegger], Turin 1969, p. 16). Here “there is not anymore the problem of the nature of the being of the entity (Seiende), but the problem of the Being as such” (ibid.).

 Having become aware of the impossibility of arriving at posing oneself the problem of the Being starting from the problem of the entity, Heidegger leaves his Sein und Zeit unfinished and, published as it is (1927) along with two other works of his of the first manner - Kant und das Problem der Metaphysik [Kant and the problem of metaphysic] and Vom Wesen des Grundes, [The essence of the foundation] both edited in 1929 - it was only following a period of silence lasting five years that he inaugurated a whole series of publications which express a new trend.

The new Heidegger accuses metaphysics of entifying the being, of closing the Being in the entity, of considering the Being as the standard of an entity, of a represented and definite object. Metaphysics objectifies the Being: we could say that it transforms it into a concept, into a res. By doing this, metaphysics loses the Being, it loses its meaning, it lets it fall into oblivion. 

In the history of thought, the epoch of metaphysics is the epoch of the oblivion of the Being. Anaximander, Plato, Aristotle represent the milestones of a long journey where the Being is progressively entified: with Descartes the die Zeit des Weltbildes is opened, the epoch of the reduction of the world to representation, to subjective image, to something that can be defined, measured, elaborated. 

Having reduced the Being to an entity, man becomes its master. Metaphysics is subjectivation which does not let the Being be, but it hides it under a deformed image and loses it. 

Other related aspects of this subjectivation of the Being are the affirmation of “values”, the formulation of ethics and physics and logic, the advent of science, of technology, of humanism: in all these various forms of the same process it is always the human subject which, having given up every receptive and listening attitude, in his impatience to assert himself and lay down the law to the reality,  assumes a far too active attitude: he orders, classifies, evaluates, invents, builds, imposes models and mental representations which end up intervening between him and the Being like screens, hiding it. 

In this kind of context, the language, from inspired manifestation of that which is revealed to man of the Being, becomes the instrument which man builds for himself in order to express his ideas and his projects, to designate, inform, label. 

In comparison with acting and doing, in comparison with the multiplication of sciences, “philosophy” (as far as Heidegger is concerned, the term assumes an inferior meaning analogous to that of “metaphysics”) tries hard in every possible way to save its own autonomy, and it does this by trying to justify its own existence compared with science and depicting itself as science. 

Thus being “is abandoned in the technical interpretation of the world. The ‘logic’ is the sanction of this interpretation, in vigour since the epoch of the Sophists and Plato. One judges thought according to a measure which is inappropriate to it. This way of judging is equivalent to the procedure of attempting to value the essence and the resources of a fish on the capacity it has of living on a dry ground. Since much, too much time, thought has been stranded. May we, then, call ‘irrationalism’ the effort of putting back thought in its own element?”  (Über den Humanismus [About humanism], Frankfurt a. M. 1949, p. 6). 

If one wishes to go back to answering one’s own original vocation, thought has to cease articulating itself as reasoning, representative, constructive thought: it has to relinquish every claim to snatching the Being’s project. A thought that is accomplished as philosophy, as metaphysics, can be obtained by the entity, but the Being inevitably escapes it. Thought can only attain the Being by placing itself in a receptive, listening attitude. 

For the new Heidegger “the authentic attitude of thought cannot be researching, but listening the word that is addressed to us by that Being near which all researching properly asks when it wants to know about the essence” (Unterwegs zur Sprache [On the way towards language], Pfullingen 1959, p. 175).

Heidegger’s new terminology comes to be formed, on the subject, of words like warten (wait, which opposes erwarten, expect, hope), hören (listen-obey), entsprechen (correspond to that which the language says; in other words, after all, wait and hear), sagenlassen (let say), Gelassenheit (trusting and conscious abandon, trust, confidence).

Here the subject, the protagonist is no longer man, but the Being. Thought, says Heidegger, “lets Being claim it, to tell the truth of Being. Thought accomplishes such abandonment. Thought is the engagement par l’Être pour l’Être. […] Thought is the engagement by and for the truth of the Being…” (Über den Humanismus, p. 5).

In other words, thought is the thought of the Being. This genitive has a double sense. Thought is of the Being as, deriving from the Being, it belongs to the Being. Thought, at the same time, is thought of the Being as, belonging to the Being, it listens to the Being” (op. cit., p. 7).

If the essence of the Being is “essence that gives (gibt), that grants its truth” (op. cit, p. 22), man is not a rational animal (as metaphysics conceives him) but the meditation and concentration in the revelation of the Being. By studying the idea of “existence” more deeply, Heidegger points out more than ever the distance which separates it from the traditional concept of existentia: “In its content, ek-sistence means ek-stasis in view of the truth of the Being” (op. cit., p. 16). 

Saying that “the ‘substance’ of man is existence” is the same as saying that “the way in which man in his own essence is present to the Being is the ecstatic in-stance in the truth of Being” (op. cit, p. 19). “Man is not the master of the entity. Man is the shepherd of the Being”. Both mission and dignity of man consist “in the fact that man is called by the Being itself to stand sentinel over its truth” (ibid.).

As the guardian of the truth of the Being, man is also its testimony, through language. Language, in its essence, is not the means by which an organism exteriorizes itself, and it is such not more than it is the expression of a living being […] Language is the coming, illuminating and hiding at the same time, of the Being itself” (op. cit., p. 16).

 Language does not belong to man but to the Being. In this sense we do not use language, it is language which uses us: we are die zum sprechen der Sprache gebrauchte, “the used by language to speak” (Unterwegs zur Sprache, Pfullingen 1959, p. 266).

According to Heidegger’s more mature thought (which is expressed in Unterwegs zur Sprache), it is precisely language, and not man, which speaks; the essence of man lies in the corresponding (ent-sprechen) to speaking (sprechen) of the Being; corresponding is listening (hören) in the sense of being obedient (hörig) to the Being in whom in this way one is a part of (gehören).

Everything manifests the Being, everything belongs to it. “Oblivion too is business of the Being, and the reversal from the epoch of extreme poverty to a new parousia of the Being is not in power of man. Similarly to the prophets of Israel, Heidegger announces a reversal which no man can give the least contribution to. The facts are facts of Yahweh for the Hebraic prophetism, the epochs are epochs of the Being for Heidegger. We must keep awake, and keep a good watch. A new parousia of the Being is preparing itself through the accomplishement of metaphysics. The Being is in constant incubation” (P. Chiodi, L’ultimo Heidegger [The last Heidegger], Turin 1969, p. 105). This parousia will happen “in language and by language” (op. cit., p. 105). Everything is dominated by the initiative of the Being. History itself is history of the Being and not of man. 

This religious language is frequent in the last Heidegger. Also God is nominated, and appears identified with the Being. It should be made clear that Heidegger’s God is definitely not the God supreme entity,  supreme value and First Cause, the God of philosophers  (of metaphysics like “onto-theo-logy”): if it is man who confers value to things, then it follows that any evaluation, even if positive, is nevertheless a “subjectivation” and as such remains circumscribed within the entity’s sphere; therefore, “proclaiming ‘God’ ‘the highest value’ is degrading the essence of God” (Über den Humanismus, p. 35).

 In this way, defining God as “the Transcendent” is the same as considering Him as “the highest entity, in the sense of first Cause of every entity (ibid). Such a God ends up by being conceived in the standard of a “Primordial Thing, meant as Causa sui” (Identität und Differenz [Identity and difference], Pfullingen 1957, p. 64). To a philosophical God “man cannot address either prayers or sacrifices. Before the Causa sui he cannot either kneel down in dread, or sound, sing and dance” (ibid.).

One may conclude that “so the godless thought which feels compelled to abandon the God of philosophers, the God as Causa sui, is perhaps closer to the divine God. But this only means that such a thought is better open to it than the onto-theo-logic would wish to believe” (op. cit., p. 65). 

The God of religion should definitely not be searched for amongst the entities, by philosophy which entifies everything: on the contrary, “the essence of the sacred lets be thought only starting from the truth of the Being” and “the essence of the divinity has to be thought only starting from the essence of the sacred”, and therefore “what the word ‘God’ has to signify can be thought and said only in the light of the essence of the divinity.

“Must we not, perhaps, first accurately see, and be able to understand all these words, if we also want to be able, as men, that is as ek-sisting beings, to experience a relationship of God to man?

“How can the man of the present history of the world only ask himself, in a serious and vigorous way, whether the god is approaching or retiring, if this man leaves out engaging first his thought in the dimension in which only such a question can be asked? 

 “Such dimension is that of the sacred. Already also as dimension, it remains shut until the openness of the Being is enlightened and is next to man in its lightening” (Über den Humanismus, pp. 36-37).

Heidegger says that we can only have a knowledge of the absolute (of the divine God) in an experience, in an intuition or knowledge-contact. In saying this he agrees with Bergson; who, although he defines “metaphysics” as the knowledge of the absolute, he calls metaphysics in a sense that is very different to the “onto-theo-logical” one in which Heidegger uses this word to indicate a more analytical knowledge than precisely intuitive one. As far as both Heidegger and Bergson are concerned, the knowledge of God is of a synthetic-intuitive nature.

As far as Bergson is concerned, analytical knowledge, which as its object has concepts formed by the human mind, built by it, has a more instrumental character, which seems at least overshadowed in Heidegger’s thought, even if not expressed in a really explicit manner: as a matter of fact, Heidegger makes science, technology, as well as entifying analytical thought (philosophy) derive from a process of subjectivation, that is to say, from a constructive activity of the human spirit. On the other hand, this is a very widespread motive in the philosophies which arose between the XIX and XX centuries: one should remember that amongst those who explicitly formulated this conception of analytical-scientific thought, there is not only Bergson but also Boutroux, the critics of science, the pragmatists, Croce himself.

Such a conception of the instrumental, practical value of concepts, of science, of analysis in general, should nevertheless be better specified: the aim of this practical activity could, in certain cases, be theoretical; the formulation of precise concepts, the taking of real beings - anything but definite, on the contrary always to some extent penetrating one another - to translate such living beings into definite concepts with absolute rigour could be arbitrary and conventional at least within a certain margin, however, it could prove to be useful and advantageous for the purpose of verifying what has been affirmed about that reality. 

It is only after having formulated such perfectly defined, motionless etc. concepts that we are able to compare such concepts between one another in order to see in what way the judgements of experience implicate the judgements with which we interpret such experiences and to see how far these interpretative judgements are coherent with one another and non-contradictory. 

It is impossible to reason, discuss, criticise without a previous formulation of concepts (necessarily abstract); furthermore, without this, the discourse with which we have expressed an experience is without any objective validation. 

The acceptance or not of it will happen after a subjective verification through which each subject will be able to establish whether the discourse appears to be valid or not in the light of one’s own inner experience. However, such approval cannot be anything but uncritical: since there will be no possibility of objective verification, any possibility of a discourse through which many subjects of different points of view can establish together whether there is, in some way, he who is “right” and who is “wrong”. 

Needless to say, intuitive knowledge is the fundamental one, just as we have made clear from the beginnings of this second part of this book. The analytical knowledge, which presupposes a creative activity of the spirit which builds the concepts, has an auxiliary role, of critical justification: an auxiliary role but an indispensable one; a role whose limits must never be overflowed, if such a knowledge wishes to remain faithful to oneself.

What is missing in Heidegger is the idea of the complementarity of the analytical knowledge compared to the intuitive knowledge. Each of these two forms of knowledge is seen with its own purpose, and, on the contrary, the two knowledges are seen in opposition every time the first overflows into the second’s field assuming a “metaphysical” attitude. 

The lack in Heidegger of the idea of the usefulness of analytical knowledge to the ends themselves of the synthetic knowledge of the Being makes sure that Heidegger’s thought (especially of the second manner) is expressed through a series of affirmations (sometimes clearer, sometimes decidedly obscure) which appear to be more inspired than justified and have a prophetic style, but which, in any case, leave very little hold on critical considerations and can only be understood by those who are able to relive the intuitions which have generated them  (through a hermeneutics of a, let’s say, pneumatical-mystical type). 

On the other hand it is Heidegger himself who is the first to openly profess the non “philosophical” character of his thought. His thought proposes itself as revealed by the Being due to the Being itself’s initiative.

It is true that - as Heidegger says - it is the Being that assumes every initiative, and that man is left with nothing else but silent listening. However, having admitted that the Being’s self-revealing presence is - Dantesquely, like the glory of God - “in one part more and in another less” (Paradise, I, 3), in what way will we be able to agree on what one has to listen to as the most authentic voice of the Being and on what could, on the contrary, be defined, at least for the most part, as the manifestation of subjective psychological factors which conceal the Being by intervening between him and us like a diaphragm? 

The problem of discerning, critically testing the alleged inspirations or revelations of the Being, of the Divine also arises in the ambit of a religious experience. It is true that, since the subject leans forward in silent listening to assume the most receptive attitude in front of the revelation of the Being, a critical attitude would block any possibility of receiving internal inspiration right from the beginning because it would annul this necessary attitude of availability in the subject itself; this does not however mean that this critical process couldn’t take place at a later moment and could operate on a group of already received data.

Something that Bergson, unlike Heidegger, does not take into due consideration is the fact that in the intuitive knowledge of the absolute the subject receives more than it takes: a creative, active attitude is more in keeping with the analytical knowledge, which is the knowledge of ideal beings built by the subject; but, if the subject assumes a far too active attitude in the intuitive knowledge, it risks losing inspiration, it risks losing the sense itself of certain realities that are too subtle and  evasive to let themselves be captured  by reasoning thought. 

These subtle voices of things can only be grasped if one is preliminarily capable of assuming an attitude of humble availability, of tacit listening, of absolute receptivity. The “religious truths” are, by definition, “inspired” truths. This is not only in the case of the religious field, but also, for example, in the domain of poetry and art. Here, it is evident, there is also a constructive-analytical moment (in which the artist actively re-elaborates, composes, self-criticises, corrects and polishes), however, the fundamental moment is that in which the artist (or the poet) creates under inspiration, in a state similar to a trance: almost as if Another, emerging from within him, takes possession of his psychophysical personality and uses it as if he were using an instrument or tool. 

This is the moment in which art, not as active creation, but as passive reception of an internal inspiration, is accomplished like a special form of knowledge - particularly penetrating - of the Being: and it is this moment in which the intuitive knowledge of art is like the religious knowledge (affinity that Heidegger grasps very well). 

The religious knowledge - intuition of the absolute - should not be understood as active research, as a conquest of the Being, but, on the contrary, as reception of a Being that donates itself, towards which the only in keeping attitude is that of availability, of silent listening, of invocation, since such an attitude is the only one which allows us to open ourselves up to the absolute, and any different attitude would generate closure, spiritual dulling, oblivion of Being.

Finally, of Bergson as of Heidegger we can give maximum prominence to an element which brings them together and which is of the utmost importance for our problem: although taking place in two different historical-philosophical contexts,  both Bergson and Heidegger show us how a knowledge of the absolute can only take place in an intuition that is essentially pure knowledge-contact: they both show - in a more or less explicit manner - the intuitive, synthetic and let’s say experimental character of the knowledge of the absolute. 

Furthermore, as far as I am concerned, there is no doubt that both Bergson and Heidegger originate, each one in his own way, from a religious experience. The way in which they express themselves clearly indicate it, even if it may only be understood by he who is capable of accomplishing analogous experiences in his own heart of hearts. 

Despite referring back to two different schools of the most recent history of thought, Bergson and Heidegger show us how the categories of rationalistic philosophy of Greek origin are not at all essential to philosophy as such. They show us that philosophy is, primarily, intuitive and participative knowledge: an intuitive and participative knowledge of the Being with a capital B, of the absolute Being.

As we have seen throughout this second part, a philosophy which proposes itself only as reasoning thought is destined to lose both the idea of participation and that of a vital, existential, participative contact with the absolute Being. 

A philosophy which only proposes itself as an analytical knowledge of concepts ends up by losing every live idea of God. One should have to be satisfied with a “God of the philosophers”: however, we have seen that such a God reduced to concepts is nothing more than a pale shell of the living God: it represents a first step towards atheism. After many centuries of rationalism - empiricism itself in its own way was a form of rationalism, a rather abstract and arbitrary conceptualisation of experience - a re-evaluation of the intuitive and participative knowledge could be the right road to take in order for human thought to return to its original vocation as 
a primarily metaphysical-religious thought, an intuition of the absolute Being, a participative knowledge of the Sacred.

PART III

Ontology of the experience of the sacred 

INTRODUCTION - Starting from the indisputable data of the existence of consciousness (Cartesian-Husserlian thought) we will try to philosophically justify:

 1) the opening of the consciousness to a being that to some extent transcends it, and at the same time reveals itself to it (the following are involved: the concept of participation, the overcoming of phenomenalistic subjectivism, a return to the original concept of fainòmenon as the being itself's manifestation);

 2) the experience of the sacred as not merely subjective but objective and real knowledge (even if filtered through the imperfection of a human subject and therefore only expressible in an inadequate and analogical manner).

An attempt will be carried out in this third and final part to ontologically found the experience of the sacred, so that, after all the many historically well-known objections and exclusions, it too can regain acknowledgement of its theoretical value, acknowledgement which, in my opinion, it fully deserves. 

That of basing oneself on evidence is the ancient and always new aspiration of philosophy. In more recent times Husserl also aspired to founding his own thought in an absolute manner, that the title of his work Philosophy as a rigorous science would sufficiently testify, which he expressively and particularly dedicates to this problem.

On the contrary, as far as Heidegger is concerned, the problem of if there is a world and if its existence can be demonstrated is like a problem posed by man as a being in the world (and who else could pose it?), without any meaning (Sein und Zeit [Being and Time], Tübingen 1927, p. 202. Cp. more generally pp. 202-208). 

The “scandal of philosophy” is not already the lack of a rigorous demonstration of the existence of things, as Kant used to say, but it is the fact that still one expects and attempts such demonstrations (op. cit., p. 205). 

Kant said that “there would always be a scandal for philosophy and for common sense in general, that one should simply faithfully admit the existence of exterior things and that if anyone thought of doubting it we would not be able to offer him sufficient proof” (Critique of pure reason, note on the Preface of the second edition).

However, Husserl would insist that there is the danger that a philosophy that disdains justifying itself could be reduced to mere Weltanschauung, to a complex of “vague intuitions” (Philosophie als strenge Wissenschaft [Philosophy as a rigorous science], Criticism of historicism and philosophy of Weltanschauung).

I would like to add, in support of Husserl, that a philosophy that is satisfied with expressing itself through mere affirmations can at the most have the value of a testimony: his judgements, since they limit themselves to testifying interior experiences, are characterised as pure and simple factual judgments: they will never be able to be described as necessary judgements which are “well-grounded”, “corroborated” judgements, which, while they affirm something they exclude (or at least tend to exclude) any possibility of opposing affirmations.

In this sense the cogito ergo sum which affirms the existence of consciousness is a necessary judgement: consciousness is of necessity, it is impossible and absurd that the consciousness is not, repugnat enim ut putemus id quod cogitat, eo ipso tempore quo cogitat, non existere (Principia philosophiae, I, 8). Thought is the first evidence: it is founded by itself.

In the beginning chapters I will try to show how the judgement that affirms the opening of the consciousness to a being that in some way transcends it is necessary (partly, while it partly donates itself to it: it takes part in it). Such judgement emerges from a phenomenology of the consciousness, whereas it is then a philosophical reasoning that demonstrates (or at least aims at demonstrating) the impossibility, the absurdity of opposing affirmations. This means to say that a pure and simple phenomenological description is not enough in itself to found an ontology of the act of consciousness being real, objective, transcendent. The description should be supplemented by opportune reasoning: it is only here that we really enter philosophy.

This ontology of being real, and it alone, allows us to define the phenomena as not mere phenomena of the consciousness, but also in the first place phenomena of being: its manifestation, its revealing of itself to the consciousness of the being, of the being in itself in its essence. This kind of ontology, and only this kind, allows us to move away from the subjectivism of modern philosophy to fall back, in an entirely justified manner, to the original conception of the fainòmenon as a self-revelation of the being.

But how can one describe this being? Is it a being that is entirely and solely contingent and ephemeral (a reality without God) or is it rather (deep down inside, in its principle, in its innermost and real essence) a necessary, absolute, divine being? Interpreting the being is the philosopher's traditional task, who considers the phenomena, the data to signify them: or to welcome the meanings which spontaneously present themselves to the mind or, in the case in which they prove to be unsatisfactory, always elaborating, moulding, inventing increasingly more suitable new meanings. 

In any case, in order to interpret the data with the best possible accuracy, the philosopher has to pose himself the problem of what the true, real, objective data is that corresponds to the being's effective “giving of itself” or manifesting of itself beyond any possible subjective deformation. The verification is this somewhat complex operation, with which we try to assay what the true, real data is as such. 

According to a certain conception, which goes back to the beginning of “modern science”, one can only verify the data which is objectively recordable: that which was at one time known as the “primary quality”. This verification conception has proved to be extremely prolific in the ambit of physical and natural sciences, but at a certain point then proved to be far too limited, since it cuts out all spiritual experiences: experiences of which (or many of which) it would be unfair to deny any objective, cognitive value, seeing as the subjects come into contact with objective realities in them, they try them out, they know them to some extent, and they are certain of this and give unanimous testimony of it. All of this should lead us not to attributing exclusive value to the objective verification but to attributing also some value to a, let us say, “subjective” form of verification, where the importance of conformity and the consent amongst the various subjects' testimonies can also have their own importance.

There are many study sectors - history, for example, or literary criticism, art criticism, music criticism, introspective psychology, pedagogy, etc. - where objective verification, the verification of recordable data, philology, etc., can accomplish a very useful role, but only within certain precise limits, beyond which it is impossible to “understand” without “subjectively verifying”, without “re-creating” the “spirit” of that epoch, or of that poetry, or of that music within one's own heart of hearts, or without “putting oneself in the shoes” of that person in order to ideally identify oneself with him/her: the only way to understand many things which would otherwise totally escape our notice. 

Here it is impossible to “understand” without “experiencing” deep down inside oneself. He who undergoes a certain experience, is able to testify it and will immediately be understood by he who undergoes or has undergone an analogous experience during his life. He who has never experienced will never be able to understand the subject's language until he has experienced it in person. 

For example, a person who is or has been in love writes a piece of poetry that can only be understood by he who has had similar experiences; and he who has never loved will not be able to understand this piece of poetry until he has experienced analogous sentiments in his turn. 

Another example: he who does not possess a given musical sensitiveness will not be able to understand a certain music criticism article or essay, which could even seem meaningless to him; he will have to initiate himself into this musician to understand it and this could even take many years of a particular ascesis throughout which the musicologist may have to initiate the ignorant person with the necessary graduality by means of an opportune “maieutics” until the subject in question has learned to “hear”: not to hear mere sounds, but to hear music and in particular, that music.

One can count the metaphysical-religious experience amongst these various types of inner experience: the experience of the absolute, of the sacred, of God. Nowadays, most men and philosophers themselves consider it to be a purely subjective, private, psychological experience. However, is not the enormous majority of today's humanity characterised by a particular religious insensitiveness, by a particular obtuseness of the sacred? 

On the other hand, countless subjects, which are distinguished by their vivid interest in things regarding religion and by an authentically committed religious life, agree in testifying the profound certainty that they have of the real, objective character of the experience of the sacred. 

A mind without prejudice cannot help feeling induced to extreme caution before excluding the possibility of experiences so widely testified by individuals of often outstanding calibre and excellent human wealth throughout the world and over all epochs.

The religious phenomenology, in which the experience of the sacred is expressed, should therefore be taken into consideration. It consists of a whole complex of affirmations, beliefs, myths and theological propositions where the variety from country to country, from epoch to epoch, from religion to religion, from tradition to tradition, does not exclude the presence of many recurrent, remarkable common elements.

How can we find our bearings? How can we place ourselves in the position of distinguishing in every alleged “religious” revelation, that which comes from the divinity and is the genuine manifestation of the sacred from that which may be a mere elaboration of the unconscious, a subjective and deforming element? At this point the opportunity of a “demythification” presents itself: which, nevertheless, should be used with all due caution and shrewdness, so as not to risk also throwing away the genuine revelation content along with the “myth” (in the worst sense of the word). We should not let ourselves be guided by a positivist-scientistic mentality, but rather by a spiritual sensitiveness which we have to try to continually refine, in order to make it as perceptive as possible. 

The first verification is the one obtained by comparing such alleged revelations with one's own religious sensitiveness, taking into account however that, despite everything one does to refine and adjust it, it nevertheless has its limits and there is often the risk that it does not comprehend the truth hidden in many religious expressions which could appear essentially mythical to us at first: we must therefore be careful before passing them off with a perfunctory trial.

A second type of verification is put into action by breaking down the elements of the “revelation” content and by comparing them to one another to see if and how much they are coherent, so as to eliminate any contradictions.

However, up until here one remains within the ambit of the same subject, who, rightly so, feels the need at a certain point to compare his own intuitions with those of other subjects. This comparison with other people's experiences is a third type of verification, one that is equally necessary. Now, which subjects will we choose so that they may be able to represent a suitable reference point? 

Here we also have to avoid selecting by standards of our religious intuitions the average religious sensitiveness of the famous “man in the street” (or, better still, his insensitiveness). If this comparison between our religious intuitions and those of others is nevertheless necessary, then the “others” should be somewhat “qualified” subjects: and in the best sense of the word, the authentic mystics and saints, the authentic “men of God” are undoubtedly just so: it is only in their inner experiences that we can find a stable support and a sure guide in the long and difficult “itinerary of mind to God”. 

This attempt at philosophically justifying the experience of sacred cannot obtain results of a certainty comparable to that with which the existence of the consciousness and furthermore the opening of the consciousness to a being that transcends whilst it is participating in it are “founded”. In the metaphysical-religious ambit the results are much more uncertain than in the strict phenomenological and ontological ambit. 

Therefore, we cannot expect to be able to give the experience of the sacred an absolute, apodictic foundation. We will have to limit ourselves to an attempt at justifying such an experience on the basis of good probability, so that, far from excluding it a priori from the category of possible forms of knowledge, one can acknowledge that the experience of sacred has its own theoretical or noetic meaning at least as far as research is concerned, and, in this sense, a right of citizenship in philosophy. 

CHAPTER I - Philosophy aspires to appointing itself as rigorous science: this of “founding” its own thought, this of verifying it on the basis of the evidence is an extremely ancient and at the same time increasingly new ideal; in a particular manner this ideal belongs to Husserl, and, even before him, to Descartes.
“Founding” a philosophy means reducing it to a rigorous science; it means verifying it, demonstrating it, convalidating it, tracing it back to evidence. Right from the dawn of western thought philosophy has expressed itself as free, unprejudiced research, and, as such, has at least always made an effort to avoid any dogmatism and has always tried to justify its own judgements on the foundation of evidence, on the foundation of that which man actually manages to “see” with his own eyes. 

If our vision is real, if it has no element of deformation and illusoriness, the judgements with which we express the content of our vision are real and certain, with all their implications, with all those other judgements which we can deduce or at least induce from the first. The evidence of the implicit judgements will not be immediate like that of the judgements which directly testify what we see: it will be evidence that is mediated by a logical process; it will nevertheless still be evidence, and the formulation of implicit judgements will be no less justified than that of the judgements of experience.

Justifying all one's own judgements, showing how they are all evident in a mediate or immediate manner, is the ancient aspiration of western philosophy that has been revived and abandoned many times during periods of crisis. It is the ideal of a philosophy which, eliminating any of its unjustified prejudice, ridding itself of even the slightest margin of dogmatism and liberty, manages to affirm itself as pure theoretic nature; it is the ideal of a philosophy as strict science.

Philosophy as rigorous science: is the title of one of Husserl's works which well expresses what the central directive and constant aspiration of the whole Husserlian investigation is, although through the variation of other motives. As far as Husserl is concerned, rigorous science is that in which all judgement is strictly justified and founded on evidence. As Husserl says, this “real and proper science is an ‘aim idea’ and it represents an ‘ideal goal’ to nevertheless be pursued, even when it could actually appear unattainable”. The scientist does not only want to produce judgements, but also found his judgements. To put it into better words, he does not want to assert any judgement as scientific knowledge neither to himself nor to others, that he has not completely founded and therefore, which he cannot thoroughly justify at any time going back when he pleases to the process of foundation that must nevertheless be repeated” (E. Husserl, Cartesian meditations, §. 4).

The scientist wishes to found these judgements of his on evidence: “after all, all authentic knowledge and particularly all scientific knowledge rests on evidence, and the concept of knowledge goes as far as where evidence reaches” (Logical researches, ch. I, § 6).

If our philosophy, in its attempt to appoint itself as rigorous science, wishes to found all its own judgements on evidence, then it is clear that it has to first of all establish exactly what those realities we actually see are, in the fullest and most literal sense of the word. 

Every time we say we see something, are we sure we really see it? Are we absolutely sure that an element of subjectivism, a margin of illusion, of deformation, of error, does not creep into our vision?

Once we have managed to determine what we really see with certainty, we will be able to express it in an organised complex of judgements. Such judgements would prove to be directly founded on evidence and therefore absolutely true and certain. Their character of absolute evidence and truth and certainty could also be legitimately attributed to all those other judgements which would prove to be rigorously implicated from the first: since, if a judgement is true, it is also true in all that it implicates (provided that, of course, the deduction is strictly and correctly used). A philosophy as rigorous science would therefore take on a concrete shape: a philosophy made up of evident objective judgements (of immediate or at least mediate evidence) and therefore all absolutely true and certain.

That an ideal of this kind could be fully and absolutely accomplished seems to be excluded by Husserl himself. This rigorous justification of all one's own judgements “can de facto remain a mere presumption, but an ideal goal is nevertheless present in it” (Cartesian meditations, § 4).

The philosopher will have to try to get as near as is possible to such an ideal goal. Not all evidence is comparable to the propositions of mathematics and pure logic, not all reasoning leads to the absolutely rigorous model of the logical-mathematical deduction. Every sphere of reality should be investigated with the method which suits it best. It is not at all true that the rigorously logical-mathematical method we successfully use in physical sciences is the only scientific method worthy of this name. Against this prejudice, which has dominated the scientific mentality for centuries, from Galileo to Descartes, to the positivists and the neo-positivists, has opportunely resisted all movement of opposition to positivism which characterised the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth century, and, in my opinion, will resist it even more opportunely, for extremely well-grounded reasons. 

As far as Husserl is concerned, it is important to notice “how the Husserlian ideal of knowing, although initially elaborating itself on the model of the mathematical and positive methods, goes on to essentially transcending them, and does not shut itself up in their rules” (P. Valori, Il metodo fenomenologico e la fondazione della filosofia [The phenomenological method and foundation of philosophy], Rome 1959, pp. 88-89).

As far as Husserl is concerned, there are various types of evidence. Every sphere of what is real has its own type of evidence, its own type of science, its own method, its own type of rigour. No monopoly can be exercised by the Galilean-Cartesian type physical-mathematical science.

Despite this reservation the fact still remains that the tendency to appoint itself as a rigorous science is innate in the nature itself of philosophy, in other words, to justify its own affirmations, that is to say, to found them on evidence. During its discursive process a philosophy that wishes to appoint itself as a rigorous science has to start from evidence: from that which is right to deem evident in the precise and correct meaning of the word. The first step of a discursive process of a philosophy which wishes to found itself on evidence will be that of determining what is really evident, distinguishing it from that which following a more thorough examination could prove to be only seemingly evident. It is the problem of beginning.

It is Husserl's problem, to which he dedicated his whole life, perceiving in it his real and in the end his only vocation as a scholar, considering himself above all and essentially a “commencer”: ein wirklicher Anfänger (Nachwort zu meinem “Ideen zu einer reinen Phänomenologie und phänomenologischen Philosophie” [Conclusion of my “Ideas for a pure phenomenology and phenomenological philosophy”], in “Jahrbuch”, II, (1930), p. 569).

However, even before him, the problem belongs to Descartes.

CHAPTER II - What exactly does this evidence, from which the demonstrative process for the foundation of a philosophy has to start, consist of? By making a deeper analysis of Cartesian thought, Husserl concludes that what is absolutely evident is only the consciousness with its pure phenomena (cogitata or Erlebnisse).

“Already for some time now”, is the way in which Descartes begins the first of his Metaphysical meditations, “I have been aware that, ever since I was a very young boy, I have welcomed a large number of false opinions as true, from which I then founded such unreliable principles that they could only be dubious and uncertain; in such a way as was necessary for me to get rid of all opinions I had received and taken seriously in life which up until then I had believed in, to start anew from the foundations, if I wanted to establish something stable and lasting in science”. 

 The objective which Descartes had set himself was to find at least one principle which was really reliable, so that he could permanently found the building of his own judgements on reality: “In order to take the globe away from its place and move it elsewhere - he will then say at the beginning of the Second Meditation - Archimedes asked for a fixed stationary point. In this way I will have the right to conceive high hopes, if I am lucky enough to find one only thing that is certain and indubitable”.

 The problem that Descartes poses himself here, is, as we can see, the same problem that Husserl posed to himself and which we ourselves pose: it is the problem of beginning.

In his aim of finding and identifying at least one stable point with certainty, at least one judgement that could prove to be one hundred percent evident and therefore true and certain in the absolute sense of the word, Descartes subjected all his existing and possible opinions to a bombardment of all possible doubts. This doubting of his reached such a point of radicality that Descartes did not hesitate from hypothesising the existence of a “malignant genius” which could deceive him every time he attempted to accomplish any act of knowledge.

Far from being the expression of total scepticism, such a doubt is methodical: it is an instrument of research used by Descartes to test all his own opinions, to see if there is at least one which proves to be really unassailable from sceptical doubt. In this way we can let all the coins we have in our purse fall one by one to the marble floor to see if there are any good ones and to distinguish them from the false ones.

We would probably never think of doing this operation, if, at least one time in our lives, we had not realised that we had pocketed a false coin, or if we had not heard someone speak of something similar happening to others: doubts do not arise very easily when everything is fine. There is a certain amount of scepticism in Descartes as far as his own knowledge is concerned, and this can be noticed in the same quoted passage.

This extremely relative form of sceptical doubt arises in him from the observation that ever since he was very young he had welcomed a large number of false opinions. This form of sceptical doubt does indeed stimulate him to subjecting all his own opinions to methodical doubt, but it should in no way be confused with methodical doubt: which is, in itself, an instrument of research as it suggests a will of research and therefore, first of all, the subjective certainty of existing, at least as a researching subject. This kind of certainty was present in Descartes right from the very beginning. It will then be explained in cogito ergo sum: whose evidence proves to be unassailable from sceptical doubt, in a second moment, following the application he will have made of methodical doubt on all his own opinions. The universal methodical doubt is possible precisely because, although originating from a sceptical doubt, it does not imply a total sceptical doubt: it does not imply it since the methodical doubt is an instrument of research, and therefore presupposes the certainty that the subject, as such, really exists. 

The methodical doubt is not only possible but also useful, and meets the objective's requirements for which it is formulated: one attains the discovery of cogito ergo sum through the methodical doubt: an absolutely evident and certain intuition, absolutely unassailable from all forms of doubt. What proves to be extremely prolific is the conventional hypothesis itself of the malin génie: “There is some kind of extremely powerful and astute deceiver, which does everything he can to continually deceive me. There is therefore no doubt that I exist if he deceives me; and even if he deceives me as much as he pleases, he will never be able to know that I am nothing, until I think I am something. So that, after having thought about him well, and after have carefully examined everything, in the end one must conclude, and maintain that this proposition: I am, I exist, is necessarily true every time I say it or conceive it in my spirit” (Meditations, II). 

“However”, Descartes immediately adds afterwards, “I still do not sufficiently clearly know what I am, I that am certain of existing; in such a way that, by now I have to pay the utmost attention not to carelessly mistake some other thing for me, and in this way not deceive myself in this knowledge that I maintain to being the most certain and most evident of all those I have had since the beginning” (ibid.). 

Before applying the methodical doubt to all his own opinions, Descartes considered the fact of possessing a human body as a fact of immediate absolute evidence. Now, this claim of absolute evidence no longer stands against the ever possible hypothesis of a malignant, almighty and deceiving genius. “...Who am I, now that I suppose that there is someone who is extremely powerful and, I dare say, malicious and astute, who does everything he can using all his skills to deceive me? Can I be sure of having the smallest of all things, which I have attributed over my corporeal nature? » (ibid.). 

All the attributes of corporeal nature fall before the hypothesis of the malignant genius: the possession of none of these could prove to be evident of apodictic evidence. And so too do all the various attributes or faculties of the soul whose function is not possible without the possession of a body: like eating, walking, hearing. 

The only attribute which is an exception, is thinking: this time, as far as Descartes is concerned, it is an essentially and exclusively spiritual attribute, a faculty that can be entirely carried out without even minimally requesting the body's presence: “ ...Here I find that thought is an attribute characteristic which belongs to me: it alone cannot be detached from me... I do not now admit anything that is not necessarily true: I am not therefore, to put it precisely, if not a thing that thinks...” (ibid.).

This expression, “a thing that thinks”, does not actually seem to be one of the best out of all those which over thousands of years of philosophical thought have been invented to define human spirit. It nevertheless indicates, as far as Descartes' intention is concerned, man as spirit: “What is a thing that thinks? It is a thing that doubts, that conceives, that affirms, that denies, that wants, that does not want, that also imagines and that feels” (ibid.). And acts of the spirit are undoubtedly such.

Descartes says in short: that I exist as a spirit, is a fact which imposes itself with absolute evidence, and whose affirmation is beyond the dilemma of reality-illusion. Whether I deceive myself or am deceived even by an almighty malignant genius, I nevertheless exist as a spirit: as a subject that doubts, that deceives himself, and is deceived. The realities I am aware of, whether they are true or illusory, nevertheless exist in my consciousness as its phenomena: “..Although the things I feel and imagine may not be anything outside of myself and in themselves, I am nevertheless sure that those ways of thinking, which I call sensations and imaginations, certainly dwell and are found within me for the pure fact that they are ways of thinking “ » (op. cit., III). 

A remarkable step forward along the road opened from Descartes' methodical doubt is accomplished by Husserl's epoché. That which, as far as Descartes is concerned, subjected to methodical doubt, reveals its character of apodictic evidence, is the consciousness as the empirical consciousness of an individual: it is the single individual as res cogitans. Husserl points out that, in the Cartesian interpretation, the individual consciousness whose existence escapes doubt is conceived as a body of the world, a strip of the world from which one can then conquer the rest: “In Descartes the ego is established with absolute evidence like a primary particle of the world, of undoubted existence (mens sive animus, substantia cogitans) and the entire question is then of adapting the rest of the world to it with a logically concluding deductive process” (Formal and Transcendental Logic, Halle 1929, § 93).

This kind of conclusion reached by Descartes is not at all legitimate as far as Husserl is concerned. We will see why, by summarising the Husserlian process and the results which it in turn attained.

The ideal which Husserl aimed at is, as we have already said, the foundation of a philosophy as a rigorous science. In order to be really rigorous the philosophy has to justify all its own judgements by tracing them back to evidence. In the attempt at identifying what is evident in itself in an immediate and apodictic manner, we have to reject all judgments that do not prove to be provided with immediate apodictic evidence, even if up until then we had been used to considering them as valid: they are our usual prejudices, they are the convictions relative to the vulgar and also scientific knowledge that we continually use in our daily lives.

All of this should in no way be made object, as Descartes would have liked, of a real and proper doubt, regardless of whether it is methodical or not: even more methodically Husserl limits himself to enclosing it within "brackets” or to placing it “out of order” by subjecting it to epoché, in other words by postponing, at least for the time being, as far as it is concerned, the assent of his own intellect. 

The difference between Cartesian methodical doubt and Husserlian epoché seems to be far from trivial. It is true that, in usual practice, doubt and epoché are often considered as synonyms and are both defined as the postponement of assent of judgement; nevertheless, the point is that Descartes does not limit himself to postponing the assent as far as his own opinions are concerned, but, on the contrary, he rejects it: “...The slightest reason of doubt that I find will be enough to make me reject them all”. This is what Descartes decides in the First Meditation. 

And he therefore justifies it in his Discourse on the method: “I deemed it necessary to reject as absolutely false everything in which I could imagine even the slightest doubt, to see if, after having done this, nothing absolutely indubitable was left in my belief” (IV, 1).

This kind of rejection, although methodical, conventional, is nevertheless a personal, existential attitude and we may even go as far as saying the ascetic attitude of a man who is in conflict with mental habits which he does not want to let himself become overwhelmed by in any way; it is not yet the impersonal attitude of the philosopher-scientist, who, like Husserl, has by now overcome all psychological difficulties and can therefore limit himself to calmly carrying out the abstractive operation that is strictly required by the nature of the process followed, and that is therefore the most correct from the methodological point of view: not the rejection, but the pure and simple “enclosing within brackets”. 

By applying the epoché to all empirical data that appear to the consciousness as its phenomena, any judgement of value regarding them is to be enclosed “within brackets” and placed “out of order”: one rigorously prescinds from any realistic interpretation, where they can be considered, as most often is the case, manifestations of realities existing in themselves, outside the consciousness, independently from it. 

A phenomenological analysis wishes to be a pure description that goes beyond any interpretation. By subjecting the phenomena of my consciousness to analysis, I limit myself to describing things as they appear, and not as I suppose them to be. My attitude wishes to be an absolutely receptive attitude: humble, naive, full of amazement before the revelation to my consciousness of things. Any prejudice, any aprioristic interpretation would take the absolute receptivity away from my attitude, which it precisely wishes to maintain.

By subjecting all my knowledge to epoché or “phenomenological reduction”, I therefore “enclose within brackets” any judgement of value regarding empirical beings, objects, real substances, so to speak “external” causes; regarding anything that transcends the consciousness in progress; regarding future or past conditions of the consciousness itself; to only consider how the consciousness reveals itself in the present, here and now. I will enclose within brackets all those affirmations that I am usually inclined to formulating, at least implicitly, spontaneously, in my “natural attitude”. I will enclose my “natural attitude” within brackets, with everything it implies: the existence of the real world, then the existence of the real beings I see and suppose exist around me - animals and plants, men, minerals and rocks and lifeless bodies, the earth and other planets, the moon and the stars - finally my existence itself, the existence of myself not only as a body, but as an empirical spiritual subject, as an individual soul. 

What is left will no longer be an empirical self, but a self-consciousness: the consciousness will remain as something whose existence cannot be absolutely revoked in doubt. Needless to say, says Husserl, “if I purely follow what happens to my meditating look, through the free epoché turned to the being of the world of experience, then what is very significant is that I, with my existence, remain intact in my value of being no matter what the thing concerning the being and non-being of the world is, or whatever I may decide as far as it is concerned. This self which necessarily remains in virtue of this epoché together with my self's life do not make up a piece of the world, so that to say ‘I am, ego cogito’ could mean I, this man here, am. Nor can we furthermore say that I am he who finds himself in the natural experience of himself as a man; I am not the man who finds himself in the abstractive limitation in the pure interior psychological condition of experience of himself and who discovers his own pure mens sive animus sive intellectus, I am neither a soul who understands itself separately” (Cartesian Meditations, § 11).

 What really escapes the epoché is no longer a “thinking thing” or a “soul” or nevertheless an “empirical aelf”, but a “pure self”, a “pure consciousness” with the pure current of its phenomena (cogitationes, Erlebnisse).

CHAPTER III - That the consciousness exists with its pure phenomena as such, is an irrefutable reality, it is an apodictic affirmation, one that is absolutely certain.
By making these conclusions of Husserl's my own, I can say that an immediate presence of the known to the knower, of the object to the subject, is accomplished in the phenomenological knowledge and in it alone. A real identity between knower and known, or, to use the scholastic terms, an authentic adaequatio rei et intellectus is accomplished in the knowledge I have of myself as a consciousness, and of the phenomena of consciousness as such: the phenomenological knowledge is, in the full sense of the word, adequate knowledge.

This is enough to emphasise the clear difference between this knowledge I have of my consciousness and its phenomena as such, and the knowledge I have of “things” through my senses. When I declare I have had something of a sensorial experience I acknowledge the means, the uneliminable condition through which knowledge happens, in my senses. A necessary, if not sufficient condition. 

However, the senses are imperfect: this is how they have appeared to me up until now, even when I tried to improve their receptive capacity with the help of special instruments: I have always had the most distinct impression that they never allowed me to understand the entire reality of what they were stretching out to, but only certain aspects of it, more or less “external” aspects. I have always had the most clear sensation that there was a partial extraneousness and inadequacy between me and the perceived reality, something like a wall, or screen that made it appear to me not as it is, but in some way deformed. 

This all led me to defining not only the corporeal sensitiveness as imperfect and inadequate, but also the more subtle one, with which I perceive spiritual realities: the psychological, religious, political sensitiveness. Here too I have the sensation that I do indeed understand, grasp something real, but such reality appears to me as evidently filtered through my subjective manner of seeing and valuing. 

When I declare that I have had a sensitive experience, I always assume the real existence of a being that is in some way different from me, and whose presence I precisely perceive through my senses: now, as long as I attribute the origin of my sensations to a real being that is different from me, and therefore to a certain extent, extraneous as far as I am concerned, there is nothing to stop me from suspecting the at least partial inadequacy and illusoriness of any experience I may have of such beings. 

Unlike the sensitive experience, which is by definition always inadequate, the knowledge I have of the consciousness and its phenomena as such is completely adequate knowledge, as the full identity of the knower and the known is realised in it. 

The knowledge I have of the consciousness and its phenomena as such is also very clearly, qualitatively different from a third type of knowledge: from that knowledge I have of ideal beings: numbers, geometrical figures, abstract concepts, etc. Not because this is inadequate. It is no less inadequate than the self-consciousness. I may only be able to know the nature of the triangle insofar as its implications are openly translated, only insofar as the nature of the triangle is explicitly known; however, what I explicitly know about it is known to me in a perfectly adequate manner. 

The difference between these two forms of knowledge is given by the fact that the self-consciousness of thought is the knowledge of a real being, in other words, of a reality that has been “given” to me, that I “have found”, “have discovered”, that is independently determined by my will in progress; whereas the logical-mathematical knowledge is the knowledge of a reality that I conventionally “place” and, in other words, “create”. 

I can therefore conclude that, unlike the sensitive knowledge (which is the knowledge of a real being, but not one that is adequate) and the logical-mathematical knowledge (which is adequate knowledge, but not of a real being) the phenomenological knowledge is adequate knowledge of a real being.

The real and adequate phenomenological knowledge, is therefore real knowledge, it is therefore certain knowledge in the absolute, apodictic, indisputable sense of the word. It is impossible for me to contest the data of the consciousness as such: I can doubt the “real”, “objective” existence of this tree I see in front of me, but there is no way that I can deny that the tree exists in the consciousness as one of its facts. All beings, all facts, all the realities I have knowledge of certainly exist at least as phenomena of the consciousness, at least as cogitata, as thought realities. 

A philosophical investigation that should be carried out with the necessary demonstrative rigour will have to necessarily start from the immediate data of the consciousness. Here it is the legitimate beginning of a philosophy that wishes to found itself as a rigorous science.

That consciousness exists, that its phenomena exist as such is an incontrovertible fact since it is absolutely evident. I immediately understand this necessary connection between being consciousness and existing, between thinking and being, through intuition. 

This fundamental intuition of the cogito ergo sum - or, better of the cogito sum - allows me to know an essential characteristic of the consciousness: its existence. It allows me to become completely aware of how there is a connection that is not contingent but necessary, which runs between the consciousness and being. A real connection as a matter of fact, but also, so to speak, by right. 

This connection - I can say for once and for all and with the utmost certainty - will necessary be repeated at every renewal of the act of consciousness. The being is a predicate which belongs to the same nature, to the same essence of the consciousness. A thought which is not at the same time a fact, a reality, a being, is completely unthinkable: one can not only attest such unthinkableness in a logical situation but also in a phenomenological one: it is a real unthinkableness. I can experience it myself in this moment. It indirectly confirms the absolute validity of the intuition of the cogito sum, its character of real intuition, of real knowledge, of certain knowledge in the most rigorous sense of the word.

CHAPTER IV - Subjected to a phenomenological analysis, the consciousness does not appear to be shut up in itself, but open to a being, which partly transcends it and which is, at least partly, the cause and principle of explanation, as it enriches it with something at any moment. This judgement about matters of fact, which phenomenology puts us in the position of formulating, will only become a real and proper necessary judgement in a second moment: when philosophy manages to demonstrate the impossibility of the contrary.
Having affirmed with apodictic certainty the existence of the consciousness and its phenomena as such, it is clear that my desire to know and of certainty does not allow me to stop at this point. What I wish to know is not only whether consciousness exists or not, but what consciousness really is: what its real being is, its real cause, the sufficient reason, the explanatory principle, what explains it and fully justifies it in its being and its origin. This is how the philosophical problem arises.

However, a philosophy that wishes to establish itself as a rigorous science has to take its first steps from a phenomenology of the consciousness. I will carry out a brief analysis here of some of the phenomena of the consciousness that particularly concern the subject we are dealing with. 

1) First of all I have noticed that the consciousness appears to me as something that is not fully realised, that has not yet completely accomplished all its own being, that it is itself but only up to a certain point, that it is lacking in a precise essence, a definite nature, a determined being; something that is not complete, but which at the same time is and is not It appears a reality to me but one that does not as of yet have all its own being in itself, and which is therefore not absolute, not fully concluded in itself, one that is not really accomplished, but incomplete, imperfect in the etymological sense of the word. By borrowing an expression from Hegel, I could define it “unhappy consciousness”. What I have said up until now is the testimony of a condition of consciousness, it is the pure and simple description of the phenomena of the consciousness: as such it is in full keeping with the rules of the phenomenological method.

2) In perceiving that it does not fully possess all its own being, the consciousness searches for it in another reality: in a reality which, as another, transcends it, at least partly. This is why the being of the consciousness does not appear to me as absolute, but relative to another. The consciousness stretches out towards this other being, it “aims” at it, it places itself in comparison with it in a relationship that could without doubt be defined “intentionality”. Here too we have the testimony of a subjective condition of consciousness, which fully conforms to the method.

3) By continuing with this analysis of mine of some aspects of the consciousness, I have noticed that as it searches for its own integration in another being, its own completeness and perfection of being, it aims at achieving a different condition, a condition of fullness, of satisfaction: it aims at accomplishing a condition in which its present state of indigence could come to an end. In other words, I have noticed that in order to make up for its indigence, the consciousness aims at transforming itself, and actually, becomes. I have noticed that the consciousness is a becoming consciousness, a temporal consciousness. This experience of becoming, this flowing experience of the always new phenomena of the consciousness is nevertheless a subjective experience, and its testimony is also perfectly legitimate.

4) Furthermore, as a matter of fact, I can say that in every moment of its temporal becoming the consciousness attains a new condition, it fulfils itself in new phenomena, it accomplishes a synthesis between what it was in the previous moment and something which it was not yet in that moment: a synthesis of ego and non-ego, where at every moment the consciousness enriches itself with something it did not possess in the previous moment. Since the last moment of the past and the first moment of the future are penetrated in the same act of consciousness, then it is in this moment that I experience the entire action through which that something acquired by the consciousness, and from non-ego becomes ego. This passage from one condition to another is a fact of which I have immediate and direct knowledge, a fact that I see as it happens, being present at the same time in progress in my consciousness both the previous moment in which the consciousness knows nothing of that reality, and the following moment in which the consciousness knows and possesses that reality, it carries it out as its own phenomenon. Also these that I am now describing are facts of which I have direct and immediate experience. 

As long as I limit myself to saying that there are new phenomena in the consciousness, that the consciousness enriches itself with new phenomena, I keep myself within the limits of the phenomenological. On the contrary, I would certainly exceed these limits if I affirmed that these new phenomena came from, although in relative measures, from a being that transcends the consciousness. Any consideration regarding transcending realties would go beyond the limits established by the phenomenological method, involving the epoché. The phenomenology can show how, at a certain point, a reality, which is not originally part of the consciousness, comes to be part of it as its phenomenon. However, one cannot say: that reality which in the moment B is part of the consciousness had its own autonomous and transcendent, real and objective existence in the moment A, independent from the consciousness.

An idealist actualist could affirm that this reality never even had for one moment an existence that was independent from the consciousness, but that has become part of the consciousness in the precise moment in which the consciousness “set”: before the consciousness set it by an act of itself, that reality did not exist; since its existence is entirely and exclusively due to an act of consciousness. Phenomenology has nothing to object as far as affirmations of this kind are concerned, as it is its task to describe the phenomena, not to argue, on the basis of them, against any theses or objections.

Only philosophy can argue. In carrying out its own argumentation, philosophy will take the phenomena of consciousness as its basis: certain, indisputable data offered by phenomenology. By taking this data as a basis, as a reference point and term of comparison, philosophy will try to demonstrate how a certain interpretation of reality is coherent with itself and with the phenomena it is related to, on the contrary of any other interpretation which, on the other hand, having been examined by an extremely strict philosophical criticism, should prove to be contradictory to itself and to its own data. A certain interpretation would therefore prove to be affirmed, and the judgements in which it expresses itself will be fully raised to the rank of objective, universal, necessary judgements of value. No other theses could raise themselves against our interpretation, without immediately proving to be confutable and false. 

Unlike the judgements of phenomenology, mere testimonies of subjective conditions of consciousness none of which can prevent other consciousnesses from testifying different conditions, the judgements of philosophy have a universal value: they are valid everywhere, for everybody and any consciousness: therefore they cannot coexist with the judgements of an opposite nature, but they exclude them as contradictory and therefore false.

Let us see how these considerations can be applied to our topic. Phenomenology does not allow me to affirm the objective existence of a being that transcends the consciousness, and therefore, as a pure description of phenomena, it cannot impose any particular interpretation of these phenomena, nor can it confute different and opposing interpretations. The phenomenology as such cannot take sides either with a realistic solution (objective existence of a being that transcends the consciousness), or with an idealistic solution (no objective existence of a transcendent being), neither on the other hand is it in the position to confute one of the two interpretations. We can only examine the various possible theses with a philosophical point by point proceeding. Let us try to do this, by examining all the possible interpretations. In my opinion they can be essentially cut down to three:

1)
 An interpretation inspired to an extreme idealism, to an idealism as a borderline position, could identify the real being and the real cause of each new act of consciousness in the same consciousness, and in it alone.

2)
 An interpretation inspired to an equally extreme realism could identify the real being and the real cause of each act of consciousness in a being that is totally transcendent and extraneous to the consciousness, and in it alone.

3)
 An interpretation of an intermediate nature could identify the real being and the real cause of each act of consciousness neither exclusively in the consciousness nor exclusively in a being that is totally extraneous to it: but partly in the consciousness and the rest in a being that only transcends the consciousness to a certain extent.

According to the first interpretation, instead of originating at least partly from a reality that transcends it, on the contrary the consciousness totally originates from itself. The consciousness is totally causa sui, it is totally and absolutely ens a se, not ab alio, not even in the slightest measures; it has its own sufficient reason in itself, and not in something else. The existence of the consciousness is not in the slightest imputable to a being that transcends it. It is the consciousness that sets itself, in one with all its own phenomena, by autoktisis (so to speak, self-creation).

A thesis of this kind could be formulated by an actualistic like Giovanni Gentile: in other words, an idealist who wishes to be extremely consistent in the premises of his idealism, eliminating even only the slightest residue of transcendence from his own idealistic doctrine: realistic elements, residues of transcendence which also remain in the systems of Fichte, Schelling, Hegel. 

Moreover, in this place, there is no interest whatsoever in historically defining or subjecting criticism to Gentile’s idealism, just as there is no interest in establishing if and to what extent Giovanni Gentile professed such idealism, which is proposed here as a pure and simple borderline hypothesis.

One could object that, if the cause of the consciousness is the consciousness and it alone, the process should be totally conscious and the consciousness should be totally conscious of how every new phenomenon comes from it and it alone. As a matter of fact, however, it only proves to be the cause of those phenomena which correspond to the conscious subject's acts of will. I, the conscious subject, have the clear sensation of only setting my free acts of will and certain effects of theirs; as far as the other realities are concerned, insofar as they do not correspond to the acts of my free will and to their effects, I do not already have the sensation of setting them but of finding them. The consciousness knows nothing of this alleged autoktisis. If the consciousness creates itself, it should be conscious of its creation: creation is by definition, a conscious activity. An unconscious creation, an unconscious autoktisis of the consciousness is a contradictory and absurd concept.

If the consciousness were perfectly transparent to itself, it could reveal its secret to me, it could explain its reason why in a completely suitable manner. In this case, I would say that the knowledge in its real being, in its absolute principle, would be immediately given to me by the consciousness, it would therefore be an adequate knowledge, absolute presence of the known to the knower. I have no record whatsoever of such an absolute transparency of the consciousness to itself. 

If the consciousness revealed all its secret to me, all its reason why, its sufficient, absolute and total reason, I would have the utterly clear sensation of being omniscient; I would not feel the need to know, because I would already know everything; I would not feel stimulated to research, which in this case would be completely absurd, like diving into water for he who is already completely submerged in it.

I can only manage to conceive such an autoktisis, that is to say, fully conscious, in a divine consciousness. Only an absolute consciousness, only a divine consciousness (supposing it exists and considered in the concept I have of it) reveals all its own sufficient reason to itself, all its own reason why in a vision of perfect immanence, in which the entire being is contemplated as a phenomenon of the consciousness, with a perfect adaequatio, without any residue of transcendence, without any margin of mystery. Only an absolute consciousness can do this, not my consciousness: which, if it is conscious of anything, it is first of all conscious of its imperfection and its causal dependence by another being that transcends it; and if it then wishes to (imperfectly) explain itself, it needs to refer to a being which in some way transcends it, it needs to consider its own phenomena as phenomena of that being; and if it does not do this, it will no longer be able to confer any meaning to its phenomena, which will therefore remain pure insignificant data, a raw fact and blind material.

Having confuted this possible idealistic interpretation, the time has come to examine the second interpretation, of a radically contrary nature. According to this second thesis, the consciousness would have not have its own being and its own real cause in itself (not even partly), but on the contrary, in a reality that totally and absolutely transcends it.

This kind of thesis could be formulated by a hypothetical realist, who would profess his own realism as a borderine position, placing the subject's sufficient reason solely in the object, with the absolute exclusion of his own doctrine of even the slightest idealistic element. 

As far as this interpretation is concerned, one could always object that, if one identifies the cause of the consciousness in a being that totally and absolutely transcends it, then one can no longer understand how the effect of such a process of causation could precisely be the consciousness. If the process is exclusively carried out in the ambit of a being that is extraneous to the consciousness, the effect has to be likewise extraneous to it. As one can see from a simple analysis of the two concepts, there is a relationship between cause and effect: denying the existence of any relationship between the two is an obvious contradiction. It is absurd that the cause of the consciousness is a totally extraneous and transcendent reality.

Having rejected the first two interpretations, one which characterises an extreme idealism, the other an equally extreme realism, all that remains for us, by a process of elimination, is to adopt an intermediate interpretation. I will therefore say that the consciousness has its own real being and its own real cause not only - relatively - in itself, but likewise in a being that transcends it, not in an absolute manner, but in certain relative measures, and with which it has a certain relationship. In other words, I will say that the consciousness is open to a being that transcends it in relative measures and is therefore the consciousness of such a being.

We have already mentioned that the consciousness has its own partial cause in itself. That the consciousness, considered as one with its phenomena, is partly causa sui, is a judgement that is continually suggested by the experience I have of my conscious life; I have the perfect sensation of being the author of certain phenomena (the effects of my voluntary actions); furthermore, it is always my consciousness, which, by focusing on certain “external” realities, gives them a meaning (that meaning which they have for me), and therefore it generates them as phenomena (therefore, a person whom I see for the first time, focused upon by my consciousness, becomes “what that person is for me”, or, in other words, my representation of that person). 

On the contrary, by analysing the concepts of cause and effect, one can furthermore notice that the effect is always, partly, causa sui. An effect that does not have even the slightest margin of self-determination compared to its own cause is no longer distinguished, it is no longer “another” from it, it is no longer partial effect: it is indeed the effect of an external cause, but, to a certain extent, also the effect of itself, and therefore contingent compared to its cause, not entirely necessitated from it and pre-contained in it.

One can conclude that, just as much the consciousness is not causa sui, it has its own real cause and sufficient reason, it has its own real being in a reality that only transcends it to a certain extent, and it is therefore open to this reality, it is the consciousness of such reality.

Not only is this third interpretation the only one that is coherent with itself and with the phenomena of the consciousness, but it is also the only one that we feel inclined to formulate with immediate spontaneity. Because of method requirements, we enclosed all the transcendent, objective, “worldly” realties within brackets, as well as the “natural attitude” in which the consciousness, left to itself and to its own impulse, affirmed them as transcendent, as objective, as “worldly”. We subjected this “natural attitude” to epoché; but, now that our philosophical analysis has confirmed it as substantially valid, it is only right and fair that we stress the fact that the interpretation we have just affirmed is precisely that towards which the consciousness is inevitably directed every time it lets itself go to the spontaneity of its “natural attitude”.

Since we have formulated this interpretation with all truthfulness, we deem it to be plausible and reasonable. However, it is only after a philosophical criticism of all the possible interpretations that we realise that all the other interpretations are contradictory and therefore to be rejected, and that our interpretation is the only possible one, the only real one. The judgements with which we formulate it therefore acquire objective, universal and necessary value; they are no longer mere testimonies of subjective experiences, which could also be illusory, but judgements of value on the real being of things, ontological judgements.

This also means that, when the consciousness in its natural attitude has the clear, distinct and immediate sensation of seeing something that transcends it, this sensation is perfectly right and truthful. The philosophical analysis demonstrates that the consciousness does effectively see a reality, and that this vision, regardless of whether it is imperfect of deformed, is nevertheless still an authentic vision of things. Therefore, when we said that we saw a reality that transcended the consciousness, we were right, we were not deceived, we effectively saw it as such. Here rational knowledge fully affirms what had already been seen, perceived, intuited through sensitive knowledge: here the analysis confirms the synthesis and gives value to it.

CHAPTER V - If the consciousness is open to a being that in some way transcends it, there is a participation relationship between consciousness and being: the being participates in the consciousness, and the consciousness, although inadequately, is the being’s consciousness; furthermore, the knowledge it could have of it is participative knowledge. In this participative concept of knowledge any phenomenalism is overcome: the phenomenon is no longer a mere subjective appearance, it is the being’s revealing of itself to the man's consciousness.
This relativity of the consciousness to a being that in some way transcends it, means the opening of the consciousness to this being. It means that the consciousness does not exist in itself through its own virtue, but it only exists (although with a relatively autonomous existence) in virtue of this being. It means that there is no independence and absolute separation between the consciousness and the transcendent being, but there is at least a certain degree of causal dependence of the consciousness on the being. The consciousness is the effect, if not entirely then at least partly, of a being that transcends it: therefore it is open to this being, it is the being's consciousness; to some extent the being is the cause of the consciousness. This cause and effect relationship between the being and the consciousness implicates that the transcendent being in some way manifests itself in the consciousness, it participates in it, it reveals itself in it, and therefore to some extent it is immanent to it.

The opening of the consciousness to a being that in some way transcends it and the revealing of this being to the consciousness are real facts, known by myself in an immediate, direct, fully adequate manner. The knowledge I have of this being is therefore its participation. I, subject of the knowledge, participate in the being; the being participates in me. Subject and objective being are not entirely identical, nor are they entirely different and extraneous. The relationship which exists between the two is, at the same time, one of partial adequacy, identity, immanence and partial inadequacy, extraneousness and transcendence. The consciousness is being, however there is also a being which transcends the consciousness; therefore, a part of the being (a part of what it is) is immanent to the consciousness, it is the consciousness; whereas another part of the being is not the consciousness, it transcends it. The consciousness is to the total being as the part is to everything.

Having said this, one has to specify that this relationship between consciousness (part) and being (everything) is not a geometrical relationship, but rather an organic relationship. The consciousness is to the being not as the circular sector is to the entire circle, but rather as the organ is to the organism it is part of. Between a circular sector and the other sectors, excluding the fact of being part of the same circle, of lying on the same level etc., there is, from many points of view, alterity, extraneousness, absolute separation (like between A and Non A). Whereas, between one organ and the other organs of the same living being, there is never alterity, extraneousness, absolute separation, but always an intimate exchange, the circulation of the same life. 

The single organ is not part of the organism: in a certain sense one could say that it is the entire organism, because it not only lives a certain autonomous life of its own but also the life of all the other organs, of all the organism's cells. The entire organism participates in the single organ. Therefore, the consciousness is not only the participation of the being because it is part of the total being, but, in a certain sense, it is the entire being; and in some way the entire being manifests itself and lives in it.

I, conscious subject, live of the entire being and, in a certain sense, the entire being lives in me. And therefore, although imperfectly, I know, see, grasp, possess, am the being in its most intimate and true nature. I do not know the being's phenomena, but the being through and by means of its phenomena. The phenomena are the being's fàinesthai, the manifestation and revealing of itself. The “substance”, the “thing in itself” is not left unreachable behind the curtain of the phenomena, but it manifests itself, although imperfectly, through them.

On the other hand, the being is not entirely immanent to the consciousness: it partly transcends it, it removes itself from it. The consciousness, which does not have the sufficient reason within itself of itself, searches for it in that being that at least partially transcends it. Far from being left closed up in itself in a barren contemplation of its phenomena, the consciousness opens itself up to the real being, “it aims” at it (intendit ad). The concept of intentionality of knowledge is closely connected to a concept of knowledge as participation of the being.

A participative conception of knowledge is against all phenomenalism. In this kind of conception a “problem of the bridge” between phenomenon and being no longer makes any sense: I have already reached a vision, although imperfect, of the being in itself through the phenomenon which is the revealing of the being: one no longer needs any bridge when one is already on the other bank of the river. In knowledge the subject participates in the being, the being participates in the subject. The two affirmations involve one another and they complete themselves. The being participates in the subject: it gives the subject something of itself. It reveals itself to it, although imperfectly, as it is, in its real intimate nature. The real, absolute being of things participates in the subject of knowledge. This revealing itself of the being takes place inside the consciousness. Here the truth is revealed (etymologically alétheia is not hiding, revealing). Here the truth is mine, inside me, and I am the truth and I proceed in it. The truth is more intimate to myself than I myself am, yet it transcends me. It ceases to transcend me, relatively speaking, insofar as I attain it and fulfil it in me. It does not limit itself to convincing my intellect, but it relives in my entire being and transforms it. Insofar as I have knowledge of the truth that is not only notional but - before anything else - existential, I relive it in me, I myself become the truth and it becomes me.

The being I am considering here is not a mere concept of being: it is the living being that reveals itself to me “in person”, and which by revealing itself does not give me a mere notion of itself, but itself.

Therefore the consciousness that I am considering here is not a consciousness reduced to a clear and distinct idea with rigid contours, defined with the same accuracy of a geometrical figure, shut up in its conceptual definition, absolutely distinct and different from other beings like A from Non A, reduced “to a thinking thing”, an immutable reality in its essence like that of an abstract concept, a lifeless being. The consciousness that I am considering here is not a thing but a spiritual activity, becoming, live consciousness, submerged and operating in a live reality, in live exchange with it.

Therefore the knowledge that the consciousness has of the being is not a purely conceptual knowledge (like that which one has of the logical entities, of numerical ratios, of geometrical figures) but one that is existential: intuitive knowledge, knowledge-contact, knowledge-possession, knowledge-participation of the being.

Between consciousness conceived in this manner (live and becoming) and a being conceived in this manner (also live and active; and becoming, at least in its most outward manifestation) there is a relationship which is very difficult to explain in the logical terms A and Non A.

To say that the consciousness is not the being, in the same way as A is not the Non A, is not enough. One can always operate a conceptual distinction between the two and say that in a certain sense and to a certain extent the consciousness is not the being, however this, whilst being completely legitimate with regard to concepts, proves to be extremely inadequate in expressing the reality of that process by means of which the consciousness, opening itself to the being, continually grasps a new element of it at all times, and therefore something of the being that transcended it a moment before it becomes mmanent to it in the following moment, despite both moments being present at the same time in the unity of the same act of consciousness; present at the same time although successive.

The logic of the non-contradiction is the typical logic of the static realities; it is, in itself, incompatible with becoming; applied to becoming it will abstract a series of moments from it and will consider them as if they were static realities. In order to grasp the becoming of the consciousness, to fully grasp the contradiction logic which is the presence, in the same act of consciousness of the two successive moments that are the last moment of the past and the first moment of the future, both present in the consciousness in progress, then the “logic of the non contradiction” (for which A and Non A contradict one another in their absolute diversity) is no longer of any use; what will on the other hand be useful is a “logic of contradiction” (for which A is at every new moment synthesis of A and Non A).

There is no relationship of mere alterity between consciousness and being (like between res cogitans and res extensa, between idea and substance, between phenomenon and thing in itself) but there is a dialectic relationship that is, at the same time, of alterity and identity, transcendence and immanence; in other words, a relationship of participation.

CHAPTER VI - This participation of a being to the consciousness is testified by the conscious subject itself through its whole way of acting: in each one of its vital attitudes it essentially affirms what we could call a “semantic ontology of the action”.

The consciousness' opening to a being that transcends it, this participation relationship (of part transcendence and at the same time part immanence) which joins the consciousness to the being, is, for the conscious subject, vision matter, direct, immediate vision.

The subject's entire behaviour is testimony of such a vision. The subject testifies what he sees in all his conscious attitudes: he testifies to immediately see, to sensitively perceive the presence, the real existence of a being that does not entirely consist in its subjectivity, but which to some extent transcends it.

The presence to the consciousness of this being which transcends it, is testified by the conscious subject in every form of action, and therefore also in those attitudes in which its speculative activity essentially consists of, which is involved in the search for the truth: the affirmation, denial, certainty, doubt, the position of the problem.

Let us consider the action in general. Although every action is deeply rooted in instinct, any action, insofar as it is such and not blind instinctive movement, is conscious of the reasons for which it is carried out. I have a relative and limited consciousness of myself as an active subject, of the relative freedom I have of choosing amongst the various possible actions, of the reasons for which I act in this way rather than in another, of the situation in which I move, of my being and of the being of things which impose or suggest me a particular kind of behaviour rather than another, of all of this, yet I have a consciousness of “something”, of “something that is”. If I did not have the consciousness of “something” I would not even be able to act. This consciousness I have of “something” is the presupposition and it is the conditio sine qua non of any action of mine.

This something I have consciousness of is not something that is merely apparent and illusory, but something that is real; something that transcends my consciousness in progress, and which my consciousness in progress does not set or create, but finds; something that is independent from myself. Its existence is real and objective: I affirm it as such in the moment in which I justify my action, in the moment in which I freely and consciously decide to guide my action in a determined manner for reasons of which I am fully convinced and certain are valid, and valid in themselves, independently from myself. 

I am the one who fits in something that transcends me, acknowledging that I am only able to move within certain limits, imposed by a situation that I, at least in this moment, can not modify, and in which I am forced to fit. 

Seeing as I, with my consciousness and will, set myself as the subject of an action, I acknowledge the presence of something that transcends both my consciousness and my will in progress: which transcends my subjectivity. I perceive this something, this being, as “objective”, as “something else”, as independently existing and determined from my current will.

I said, independently from my current will, as it could have been in some way determined in that way as a result of previous acts of will, like for example a chair I have built, like a picture I have painted and which is there now, and therefore exists independently from this will of mine as it is put into practice in this precise moment.

I gain consciousness of this being in some way. Such consciousness is primary evidence of which I immediately take note of. I cannot demonstrate it, I cannot justify it, lead it back to evidence: since it it is evident in an immediate manner, by virtue of itself; it is the criterion of every justification. Therefore, it does not demonstrate it, it affirms it. I affirm it, even before than by virtue of judgements, in an immediate, essential, vital manner, with my action, with my attitude to things. 

This attitude I assume regarding the being, is testimony of the being. Conscious testimony, in other words, true testimony, insofar as the action is conscious, that is to say, true action. By acting in a given manner for given reasons I essentially take note of finding myself faced with a reality which, far from identifying itself with my subjectivity in progress, transcends it and influences it, and determines and limits my actions themselves. By acting in that certain manner, I testify to have gained consciousness that the objective existence of things is such, therefore it is plausible for me to act in that given manner and not in that other given manner. With my action I therefore testify to have consciousness of a something, of a real, objective, being, one that is determined in a certain way independently from myself. This being happens independently from myself: in other words, it transcends me. However, as it happens to me and influences me in my subjective being and my action itself, it is immanent in me, it participates in me, it lives in me. 

Every action of mine is a phenomenon and testimony of this being. The affirmation of this being is implicit in every one of my actions. In the apophantic language of judgements I can affirm the objective reality of this being or also deny it; however, in the semantic language of the action I can do nothing else but affirm it: and I do indeed affirm it with any action or attitude of mine: where, essentially speaking, a whole ontology is always expressed. 

This ontology, translated in apophantic terms, could be thus formulated, at least in certain of its fundamental propositions:

1) there is a reality, a being in whose ambit my action takes place;

2) this being has a determined nature, “it is thus” and not otherwise;

3) this being's nature is such, independently from my will, from me as subject of the action: it is therefore objective;

4) this being is not identified with me; however, at least to a certain extent, it transcends me;

5) on the other hand, this being, in whom I insert myself with my action, is linked to me by a close relationship, it is related to me, it influences my action and my existence, and therefore, to a certain extent it participates in me, it is immanent to me.

I experience all of this, in an immediate manner, in the moment itself in which I act. I feel that my action would be absurd and impossible (both logically and materially) if it did not take place in the ambit:

1) of a being;

2) of a determined being;

3) of an objective being;

4) of a being that to some extent transcends me, subject of the action;

5) of a being that to some extent is immanent in me.

What we could call a “semantic ontology of the action” is virtually outlined in these propositions.

CHAPTER VII - This participation of the being in the consciousness, which is testified by the subject in every form of its action, receives a particular testimony in its speculative activity: it is in the attitude itself of research that it essentially expresses what we could call a “semantic ontology of research”.

Having considered the action in general, let us now move onto considering the speculative activity in particular and the various moments in which it consists of, to see how each one of them, like every other action, is testimony of a real, objective being, that is to say, transcending the subjectivity in progress.

The speculative activity is the research activity with which I attempt to give myself an explanation of the consciousness and its phenomena, with which I try to find out its reason why. The consciousness does not completely and fully explain its reason why to me, and this leads me to searching for it in a being which is not fully identified with the consciousness, but which in some way transcends it.

Well, in looking for the consciousness' sufficient reason in a being which at least to some extent transcends it, I essentially affirm the reality of such a being. I affirm it in a vital-essential manner, with my attitude before than with my judgement. Here I try to translate this semantic language in the apophantic language which corresponds more faithfully to it. What results is a complex of affirmations which, within the limits of what one wishes to say here, I can also schematically reduce to five:

1) a being exists, object of the research;

2) this being has its own determined nature, “it is thus” and not otherwise;

3) this being's nature is such, independently from my will, from me as empirical subject of the research (in other words, I declare to be before a real objective being);

4) this being escapes me in some way, it evades the consciousness, I do not know it;

5) on the other hand, this being is not entirely extraneous to the consciousness: to some extent I know it and possess it, and therefore, I participate in it.

I cannot essentially do otherwise than formulate such affirmations in the moment in which, by placing myself in the attitude of philosophical research, I affirm myself as the searching subject. I cannot deny these essential affirmations, these necessary and uneliminable presuppositions of all my research: since, from the precise moment in which I deny even one of them, I can no longer maintain myself in the attitude of a research which, from that same moment on, no longer makes any sense. 

As a matter of fact:

1) Research that is not the research of something, of a being, does not make any sense.

     2) Research that does not have a determined being as its object, does not make any sense. Since I undertake the research, I ask myself: what is the true being of this reality? I therefore suppose that this reality has a determined being, a determined nature, both thus and not otherwise. 

Determination does not necessarily imply absolute immutability: each one of us is always determined: he is and always remains himself with a certain continuity, even if, from certain points of view, he incessantly transforms himself.

3) A research does not have any sense if it does not have a real being: a being that “is thus” independently from acts of will that the subject could formulate since it poses itself the problem; I am looking for something that is so, independently from me, something objective, real. Even if given acts of my will are object of my research in this moment, I am nevertheless forced to objectify them, to distinguish them from the act with which I now place myself as the researching subject.

4) A research does not have any sense if, as its object, it has a being that is already entirely known: a being in which there is nothing more to discover to search for.

5) Finally, research which, as its object, has a being that is totally extraneous to the subject and is completely unknown, does not make any sense: the subject cannot conceive such a being even in its most indefinite form, therefore it would not even be able to place it as object of the research 

I can deny these presuppositions with words, but not effectively, with thought. If I deny even one of these presuppositions and at the same time affirm myself as a researcher, I contradict myself. What is contradictory is, from a logical point of view, impossible. As far as the case in question is concerned, it does not regard a purely logical impossibility. It concerns a real, actual impossibility. 

This placing myself in the attitude of research, this affirming myself as the researching subject is an essential act: it is something I carry out not only with my intellect, but with my will, with my whole being. Therefore, when, by affirming myself as a researching subject, I affirm the reality of a being object of the research, this second affirmation of mine is a vital act. 

Now, if I denied (not only with words but really, with thought) the objective reality of a being, the lack of this complementary act would make the complex act of my research impossible: in the same way as, in order to make a simple tangible example, one cannot walk normally without placing one's left foot on the ground from time to time; and not placing one's left foot on the ground makes the complex act of walking impossible (of which the elementary act of placing one's left foot on the ground is an integral and essential part).

If this possibility or impossibility were purely logical, it would prove to be solely a priori from a simple conceptual analysis. However, since they are above all actual realities, also and more than anything else I know them from experience. It is the phenomenological analysis of the consciousness (cogitata, that is thoughts which, at least as such, are very real, indisputable facts), which confirm to me how, at least contingently speaking, at least in this moment, at least hic et nunc, I place myself as the subject of philosophical research and how, by doing thus, I affirm (and I cannot but affirm) the existence of a determined, real, objective being, which is partly transcendent and unknown and partly known and immanent.

Just as in every general action of mine I do nothing but essentially express what I have called a “semantic ontology of the action”, in the same way, in a more particular manner, every time I place myself in the attitude of research, I essentially express, and I cannot but express, a “semantic ontology of research”.

CHAPTER VIII - Analogous ontologies are essentially expressed in each one of the single moments through which the research is divided: affirmation, denial, objection, doubt, position of the problem, and so on; this could entitle us to speak about a semantic ontology of the affirmation”, or “of doubt”, and so on.

What we have said not only concerns research in general, but all those single acts in which research is divided. In the very first place it concerns affirmation, or judgement, through which the researching subject expresses the results, including the provisional ones, of his research.

Just like every treatment, this work also turns into a more or less organised complex of judgments. On the basis of what do I feel entitled to formulate them? It seems to me that the criterion is, after all, this: I affirm that things are in a certain way because that is how I see them. I think that I see certain realities well: I think that the judgment that I spontaneously give of them is absolutely true, and certain. I do not see other realities as well, or rather I catch a glimpse of them, or I imagine them on the foundation of the things I see: in these cases my judgement does not appear to be absolutely true and certain, but founded on opinion: more than an affirmation, it is an interpretation of what I see. However, I always start from something I see.

After good consideration, it seems to me that this is not only a personal criterion of mine: I think that any philosopher, any scholar, any person who affirms something in good faith, does it because he actually sees the things as he says they are, or because what he says is the most plausible explanation, interpretation of what he sees. 

I think that this is the ultimate foundation of every theory, of every proposition and - I would like to add - of every critical objection; just in the same way as it is of every doubt. If I raise an objection to a given theory, I do it because I see that the objection is possible; in other words, because I see a certain imperfection in the proposed theory, or at least because I do not as of yet see how this theory could resolve certain difficulties and explain certain facts which appear to contradict it. If I doubt any affirmation, it is because I do not see how it could be true; in other words, because its truth is not evident, that is to say, clearly visible.

One grants, one denies, one postpones the assent of intellect by means of an act of will: however, in order for a voluntary action to be such, it should not be carried out as a blind impulse, but for a reason; furthermore, acting for a reason means possessing a certain vision of what one wants and why one wants it. If I therefore affirm that all knowledge lies, in the end, in seeing, it is because I see - or at least it seems to me that I see, that the things are as I see them.

An idealist could try to show me that what I am saying is false: that on the other hand, knowing essentially consists of creating. However, on what basis should one feel entitled to formulate affirmations of this kind? The only justification that I can put forward as regards the latter is that his theory appears to him to have evidence that, on the other hand, would seem to be either totally or partially missing to mine. The evidence, or at least what one presumes to be such, is at the basis of all affirmations and - in particular - of all philosophical theories, including the forms of idealism, relativism, scepticism, which reduce the value of objective experience to a minimum.

Since I affirm to see something, I suppose that there is something: a real being, one that exists, with its own determined nature, independently from my will as empirical subject. The affirmation of this real being is implicit in any of my affirmations that do not wish to have centaurs or mermaids, triangles or perfect spheres, beings that “I create” with my imagination or which “I set” for convention as their object, but beings which “I find” in reality, of which I have an “experience”. 

This being really exists, independently from myself: and I find it, I see it, I have experience of it, I sensitively perceive it (here the term sensitiveness should be understood in the fullest sense of the word, so that one can speak of a sensitiveness that is not only physical and organic, but also spiritual).

A realistic presumption is not only implicit in the attitude of research, but in any affirmation (and therefore also in any denial, objection or doubt) that wishes to have, as its object, real beings. If I say “this is how things are”, I suppose that this determined being of things is so in virtue of the act of will with which I formulate this judgement, but independently from this act of will. In saying that “this is how things are”, I suppose that it is not the reality which complies with the judgement, but that it is the judgement of me the empirical subject which complies with the reality. I suppose that this also happens in the idealistic hypothesis that the creator of the reality is myself: I not as an empirical subject, but as an absolute Subject.

I testify this reality which I am deeply convinced I see, in the affirmation and denial, in the objection and doubt, in all the moments in which the research is divided, the speculative activity, in all the forms of action. Furthermore, as we have seen above, in every moment of the research just as in every form of action, an ontology of the objective or determined being that transcends the subject and is immanent in it in relative measures, is semantically affirmed. Therefore, just as we have already spoken about a “semantic ontology of research”, we could in the same way also speak about a “semantic ontology of the affirmation”, “of denial”, “of objection”, “of doubt”, and of every one of those acts or moments in which the activity of thought is concretely expressed.

CHAPTER IX - The knowledge of a real being is always “sensitive” knowledge in the fullest meaning of the word. Furthermore, in every sensitive knowledge there is always an objective element of truth and a subjective element of appearance, of deformation, of error. Compared to the objective truth of the being, every sensitive knowledge is never either completely adequate or completely inadequate, it is never either absolutely “true” or absolutely “false”: it is always, in various measures, analogous: since it is always a synthesis, a common creature of the subject and the object.
The being gives itself, reveals itself, manifests itself to the subject in the cognitive act. What the being gives of itself is precisely the data, the phenomenon. The subject accomplishes a vital contact with this data. This contact allows the subject to gain consciousness of the being. A knowledge-contact is accomplished in this way. It is not only made possible by the being's ability to reveal itself to the subject, but also by the subject's ability to grasp, or understand the being in its manifestation, to perceive the being. The subject's ability to perceive the being is its sensitiveness. Sensitiveness is the subject's ability to perceive the being as it manifests itself in the data; to perceive it in a knowledge-contact, in other words, realising a vital contact with it. Sensitiveness is the subject's ability to perceive, to see, to intuit, to experiment (in the general sense of the word meaning “to have experience”), to find, to discover.

Thus understood, this knowledge I can have of real beings is therefore sensitive knowledge. This expression should be understood in the fullest meaning of the word: therefore, what could be considered object of a possible perception is not only a child and an orange, the moon and the sea, but a feeling of hate or admiration, the beauty of a sonnet, the impoliticalness of a decree, the possibility of earning money, the need to promptly swerve the steering wheel instead of braking too suddenly, the suggestive power of a given subject on a given audience, a man's saintliness. There is a detective's nose just as there is a flair for business. There is a psychological sensitiveness just as there is an ethical or musical sensitiveness.

Since the data is received by a subject and filtered through it, it turns out to be deformed insofar as its sensitive faculties prove to be inadequate; on the contrary, the being communicates to the subject insofar as the faculties of perception in the subject are adequate.

There is therefore a subjective element and an objective element in every sensitive knowledge of real beings. Every knowledge is a synthesis, a common creature of a subject and of an object. Between any human, inadequate knowledge and the objective being in which it participates, there is a relationship of relative identity which is, at the same time, of relative diversity: in short, a relationship of analogy.

Such a subjective deformation of objective data can be found above all in the oneiric experience. I think that everybody will agree in defining the dream as that conscious experience that man has during sleep and which is the result of an unconscious elaboration through the psyche of internal impulses to the psyche itself, or rather external stimuli.
The external stimuli, whose origin is in a sphere which is precisely extraneous to that of the psyche's, can consist of sensorial perceptions (a noise, a mosquito bite etc.) or rather, of stimuli of a physiological nature (like hunger and thirst, or on the contrary the indisposition of indigestion and so on). They can also consist of, as far as individuals gifted with a special form of sensitiveness are concerned, of perceptions of a paranormal nature, ones that are relative to facts which happen at a distance of time and space (premonitions, telepathy, etc.). Finally, according to many people's opinion or many people's belief, they can consist of mystical inspirations of a supernatural origin.

On the other hand, we can count a number of different forms of impulses that are internal to the psyche: conscious aspirations and unconscious tendencies, wishes of a various nature, worries and anguish, impressions and memories of experiences belonging to the recent or distant past.

External stimuli and internal impulses, in relation to the dream which is their expression, are its “latent content”. Mixed together, elaborated and transformed by the unconscious, they finally give place to the “manifest content” of the dream: to the experience itself of the dream which is experienced by the ego's conscious part.

The latent contents of the dream, associated and elaborated in different ways by the psyche's unconscious part, are transmitted to the consciousness in a form that is so different from the original one that it is often extremely difficult to go back to the first data. The elements of the manifest content turn out to be only partially directly identifiable with the elements of the latent content: compared to the latter, they generally appear like something that is no longer the same but analogous, something that is more or less similar, or at least which faintly resembles them: more often than not it concerns an extremely vague and faint form of analogy.

This psychic process through which the latent content is transformed in the manifest content is the so called “oneiric work”. Leaving out of consideration everything that has been said and what could be said about the oneiric work, it is of interest here for me to make two things clear:

1)
 that this psychic elaboration of impulses and stimuli is a reality verified by experience;

2)
 that it suggests a material which is not only supplied by the psyche but also, greatly, by an “external” something that is irreducible to the psyche itself.

At this point it is necessary to clarify that speaking of the psyche in general is something else, speaking of the conscious ego is something else: the conscious ego is nothing more than a part of the psyche, its conscious part. Compared to the conscious ego, not only the “real world” but the world itself of the unconscious psyche represents something “external”, something different, objective.

Like every other type of experience, one can also distinguish a subject from an object in a dream: and it is precisely my intention here to show how both a dream and any other type of experience is the synthesis of a subjective component and of an objective component. The subject of the dream is the same individual who dreams, considered in his conscious personality. Needless to say, the “real world” where the “external stimuli” come from, could be considered as an object, a world of which the corporeal organism is an integral part.

As far as the unconscious psyche is concerned, which is the intermediate element between the conscious ego and the corporeal world, the problem remains of establishing if one should compare it to the subject or to the object.

Philosophers usually speak of “objective reality” and “objective data”, attributing, on the contrary, the elaboration of what is accomplished of this “data” in the act of knowing to the subject. In the form of cognitive experience that is accomplished when one is awake, the elaboration of the sensitive data is carried out, to a certain extent, under the control of the ego's conscious part. 

On the contrary, in the experience of the dream, the role carried out by the conscious ego proves to be much more limited than that practised when awake: during sleep the conscious personality slackens its hold of the reins with which it usually keeps control of the unconscious during waking hours; and so the unconscious “gets out of hand” from the conscious ego, it no longer allows it to lead but guides it itself of its own initiative. 

The role of the conscious ego is therefore restricted to that of a spectator who sees and interprets what he sees, sustaining, in this interpretation of his, the determining influence of sensitive data which has already been thoroughly elaborated and transformed by the ego's unconscious part: the interpretation itself is suggested by the manifest content of the dream, which, by presenting the conscious ego with elements of an experience that is similar to the one it has in the real world, it gives him the wrong impression of experiencing a “real” waking experience.

Therefore, the unconscious psyche performs a double role in the dream, subjective and, at the same time, objective: subjective, as a transformer of the latent contents into manifest contents; objective, since the unconscious provides hidden contents, those already considered under the comprehensive term of internal impulses. Therefore, the unconscious is, at the same time and from two different points of view, part:

1) of the subject, since, due to the role it carries out of organising the objective data, it should be considered as an extension of the conscious ego;

2) of the object, since, due to the other role it carries out of providing a part of the objective data itself, it should be considered as an extension of the real world, as an extension of that objective reality which, as such, can be conceptually different from the subject and the opposite of it.

In conclusion one can say that the dream's manifest content, since it comes from the elaboration of a latent content, is a synthesis, it is a common creature of an objective reality and a subjective activity, of an object and a subject. As a deformation of that objective reality, every dream is false; but as a representation, although in a deformed guise, of the same reality, every dream is true.

If we look closely, this same synthesis, or creation of something new that occurs in the oneiric experience, also occurs in the experience of waking life: this type of experience is also a common product of an objective reality and a subjective activity.

Centred on the conscious ego, the subject reaches out towards the object by means of the sense organs in which it continues through the branching out of the nervous system. In this way, he, the spirit, uses the corporeal organs to know the material bodies. The spirit does indeed grasp a reality with the help of these organs, it picks up something of it, but nevertheless in an imperfect and inadequate manner. And consequently, in the same way as every dream is at the same time true and false, the same can be said of any experience of waking life, which is always the subjective and deformed experience of something objective, something real.

Let us consider this subjective aspect of deformation: even if one wishes to leave the hallucinations and so called “day dreaming” (although very frequent in the domain of pathology and the life of primitive populations) out of consideration, it is nevertheless easy to observe how the sense organs are actually extremely rough: our sense organs never perceive things as they are in reality, but always in a confused and altered manner.

Reality as we see it with the naked eye is very different from how we see it under the microscope. However, this vision is anything but adequate: observed using the most powerful microscopes, the wood of this table still appears to me as a continual and compact substance; whereas, considered in the light of the atomic-molecular theory, which provides the most reliable explanation regarding the structure of matter today, every body, solid, liquid, gas, would on the contrary be made up of a countless quantity of corpuscles that are relatively very distant from one another. Supposing we were to manage to directly observe the life of atoms and molecules and that then, in a second moment, managed to observe phenomena that happened on an even greater infinitesimal scale: when compared with an even deeper vision, that vision itself of the molecules and atoms which appeared so true to us, could in turn prove to be strongly illusory.

Just like in the experience of the dream, there is also inevitably an element of subjective deformation, of error and an element of objectivity and truth, in the experience of waking life. The same can be said of all those forms of experience that can be considered as intermediary between the experience that any man has when sleeping and dreaming and the experience that a normal, healthy, “civilised” adult has when awake: I refer to that vast range of “day dreaming” experiences had by hallucinated, the particularly suggestible individuals, the crowds who are almost hypnotised by the personalities of charismatic orators, the primitives, children, poets, in whom the imaginative and fabulative faculties that are not restrained by an adequate control by the reasoning faculty, find it very easy to manifest themselves, to the point where the subject mistakes the images created by his unconscious psyche for reality. 

As unreal as they are, not even those images are completely false: there is nevertheless a “latent content” at their basis which, although subject to elaborations and transformations, is never cancelled out in a totally deformed and extraneous “manifest content”, but which is always connected to it by a relationship of analogy, like the cause to its effect; latent content compared to which the manifest content is always effect, manifestation, participation, and therefore analogous reality. Deformed as it may be, every experience is nevertheless in some way objective, and analogous to its object: like a son, who, despite being “exactly like his father”, nevertheless still has something of his mother in him, and still looks like her in some way, whether or not in a vague and distant manner. 

CHAPTER X - All knowledge of real beings consists of “data” informed by a “meaning”: therefore, the progress of knowledge will not only consist of the acquisition of new data, but also the formulation of new meanings, ones that are better suited to interpreting, organising, joining the acquired data in a more satisfactory manner.

The knowledge I have of the being is destined to becoming increasingly more analogous, increasingly more similar to the being, increasingly more adequate, insofar as the sensitive data is destined to reflect the nature of the being more and more faithfully, insofar as the being increasingly participates in the data. However, this does not depend on the nature of the being; the being gives itself insofar as it can be received; this depends on the subject's relative ability of perception. 

In order for the being to give itself in increasingly greater measures, there needs to be an increasingly greater development of the subject's perceptive faculties: of the corporeal, psychological and spiritual sensitiveness; of the “normal” perceptive faculties (the five and more senses) and the “paranormal” faculties (which are phenomena of telepathy, telesthesia, the various forms of clairvoyance etc.); of the particular intuitive abilities which allow us to become aware of, for example, the beauty of a work of art, or of real power relations in a complex political situation, or of the possibility of a deal, or of other people's moods; of the human organism's own sensitive faculties, as well as the technical possibilities of those instruments which supplement, improve man's sensitive faculties (telescope, microscope, barometer, thermometer, radar, infrared rays etc. etc., and in general all recording and measuring instruments).

Such progresses would improve the ability to perceive the data, in other words, to perceive the real being in its manifestation. But would this be enough in itself to improve knowledge? Yes, if knowledge were only sensitive data alone. Now, knowledge is not pure sensitive data: it is significant data, data informed by a meaning. 

The data is objective: it is, precisely, that which the object gives of itself to the subject. The subject does not limit itself to passively receiving the data, but, since it perceives it materially, it works spiritually so that it can acquire consciousness of it, make an explanation of it, give it a meaning: not just any meaning at will, but a meaning which, despite being the product of a subjective activity, takes a grip on a given objective reality. 

Since knowledge does not consist of pure sensitive data but significant data, in other words, in the data informed by a meaning, it is clear that the progress of knowledge has to not only consist of a mere acquisition of new data, but also the formulation of meanings that better interpret, organise and join the new acquired data. Let us now try to reach this conclusion, that we have anticipated, step by step.

The sensitive data is one with the phenomena of the consciousness. Two modalities can be distinguished in the consciousness: a concrete, open consciousness, that in some way, although imperfectly, explains itself, as its opening to the being, its reference to the being gives its phenomena a meaning; a “reduced” consciousness, subjected to epoché, which separates itself from any reference to a real objective being and abstains from attributing any realistic meaning to its phenomena, and therefore limits itself to considering the “pure” phenomena, the “pure” data in them. 

Well, just as in the same way as two modalities can be distinguished in the consciousness, two modalities can be distinguished in the phenomenon, or data. The phenomenon can be understood, in a phenomenalistic sense, as a pure phenomenon, or pure data, separate from any reference to a real being; or, rather, it can be understood in the original Greek sense of the word, like fainòmenon, manifestation of the being, like the being itself in its revelation. 

A pure phenomenon says nothing in itself, it appears gratuitous, meaningless: the consideration of a pure phenomenon is pure registration, it tells us nothing about its object, except that it exists. The consideration of a concretely understood phenomenon like fàinesthai of a real being tells me, means something to me of a reality, even if this largely remains a mystery to me. 

This second type of knowledge is a significant knowledge. The phenomenon here is not pure data, but it is a significant data, data informed by a meaning. Only the presence of a meaning can give the pure data the character of fainòmenon, revelation and participation of the being. 

Matter without form is blind. The form of knowledge is the meaning. Improving knowledge not only requires a more faithful registration of the pure data, but an increasingly greater adaptation of its meaning, so that it can express the nature's real being in an increasingly more adequate manner. 

Pure data and meaning, matter and form, make up the concrete data in their synthesis, which is the synonym of participation of the being to the consciousness, and is therefore synonym of participative knowledge, of vision, of experience, of truth. 

This significant activity, with which, by guiding, organising, informing an experience, I make it possible, I form it as an experience, it is the same consciousness in progress, it is the same consciousness in the act with which I precisely gain consciousness of a being that transcends it, and which in virtue of that act becomes immanent to it, it becomes its phenomenon. It is a spiritual activity that joins a psychic and biological activity (so to speak: like the activity of thought in the activity of the unconscious psyche and the brain; like the deliberate actions in the set of the fixed habits). 

Insofar as it is not a spiritual but psychic and biological activity, it is instinctively carried out, and it is not a significant activity unless in an implicit and potential sense; it becomes a significant activity in its existing and explicit and authentically spiritual sense insofar as it spontaneously frees itself of instinct and becomes conscious and reflected.

The subject spontaneously moulds itself meanings: which ones? Those meanings that give a better unitary sense to the various matter of experience, so that the experience sets itself up as an organised something, being multiple and at the same time one.

This significant activity spontaneously tends to reject the meanings which from a certain point of view prove to be unsatisfactory, and chooses those which rather than others give the subject the sensation of seeing and understanding, a subjective sensation of clarity. 

From this point of view the meaning, produced by the significant activity, is definable as an instrument of explanation and organised vision, like something which, by conferring a unitary and organised sense to a variety of phenomena, not only allows me to see the pure phenomena as such, but that reality (that “substance”, that “thing in itself”) of which the phenomena are the manifestation. 

The meanings that the subject moulds and adopts are not the only possible meanings. It is possible to have infinite meanings for every (pure) data. However, the subject only adopts one of these possible infinite meanings. It may not necessarily be the most valid one: there is nobody who can confirm this, by speaking from an area that is beyond my consciousness. Nevertheless, it is the one which the subject claims to be the most susceptible to conferring a unitary and organised sense to a certain data. 

The subject feels that, if it adopted a different meaning, the data would appear contradictory to it, meaningless, incomprehensible: the vision it would have of it, fragmentary and disorganised, would no longer be a vision. Therefore, when faced with various possible meanings, the subject tends to consider some of them as the most “probable”, in other words, as more “approvable”, as worthy of preference because they are more valid.

Therefore, in a more instinctive than conscious manner, the subject spontaneously tends to opt to a given manner: to the manner which, needless to say, comes more natural to him. There is a “natural attitude” in me which is my natural way of signifying the reality, the meaning that I am naturally used to attributing to the phenomenon of the consciousness, to the sensitive data: therefore, it appears to be like a manifestation of a reality made of stars and planets, of seas and mountains and plains, of countryside and cities, of roads and houses, of plants, of animals, of men with their conflicts, anguish and problems: a reality that is not solipsistically reduced to the consciousness but which also “others” find place in. 

As far as I am concerned, out of all the possible attitudes this “natural attitude” appears to be the most “approvable” (probabilis) one to me, the one that is worthiest of approval, the one to prefer: therefore the propositions that express it prove to me to be the most “probable”.

This all makes me feel entitled to speak not only about myself, about the (subject-consciousness) “ego”, but about “us men” or, in third person, of “men “ in general; to affirm the reality of a world as it is revealed to sensitive knowledge; knowledge which, even if relatively inadequate, is on the other hand, relatively, true and real knowledge, participation of the true, objective being of things.

Insofar as the meaning is “naturally” formulated (spontaneously, instinctively) it is suggested by the data. The conscious psyche, the subject, passively accepts what the unconscious suggests it, it restricts its own role to that of a passive spectator: in the same way as in a dream; in the same way, in various measures, in the actions that one carries out more instinctively or by habit than by free decision: here the subject limits itself to gaining consciousness of things that do not depend on him, on his will in progress, and he gains consciousness of them by means of meanings which he does not create, that he does not mould of his own initiative, but which he finds already formed, already “given”: almost an extension of the data itself. The subject frees itself of the constraint of the objective data insofar as it elaborates meanings that are suggested by the data less and less, in an increasingly more reflected, conscious and free manner.

Therefore, human knowledge should realise itself in an increasingly better way in this increasingly greater acquisition of data, in this increasingly more ideal formulation of the meaning that corresponds to it: which is the gradual acquisition to the consciousness of a real objective being; in other words, of a being which, insofar as it is not yet acquired by the consciousness and identified with it, transcends it. This is how human knowledge should realise itself, which, despite its imperfections, its deformations, its inadequacies, is nevertheless knowledge of a real being, revelation of an objective truth. 

CHAPTER XI - Even before through an apophantic language of judgements, the subject defines the being in a semantic, vital, existential language, which consists of the attitude itself that he assumes when faced with the being. This semantic language can be translated into an apophantic language; that is to say, into a complex organisation of judgements, into a philosophical doctrine, which in order to really be as such, will have to be freed of any internal contradiction.

What are the meanings which I spontaneously confer to reality? The problem I am faced with here is that of making myself aware of the meanings I confer to the reality in a mainly instinctive manner more than one that is reasoned: they are more implicit meanings before becoming explicit ones: something that I "feel without noticing" before "reflecting on it with a pure mind".

I attribute these meanings to reality in various ways. Sometimes I explicitly formulate judgements that wish to define reality in more or less strict terms, in an apophantic form. However, this is not the only way with which I attribute meanings to reality, because there are many other ways that are less conscious and reflected, more direct and spontaneous with which I tend to signify reality and express something of it. The result is, as a means of expression, a language that is no longer apophantic, made of judgements, but one that is nevertheless an authentic language: a semantic language.

By going back to some of the considerations expressed above, I would say that I not only define reality with my way of seeing and judging it, but also, I would say above all, with my way of assuming an attitude towards it, with my vital attitudes. If I recite the Credo with faith, I explicitly affirm that I believe in a God, an almighty father, creator of heaven and earth: I affirm the reality of a God thus conceived, I apophantically affirm it. This no longer happens when I recite the Our Father: the text of the Our Father does not prove to be made up of explicit judgments on reality, but of invocations, the language in which it is expressed proves exclusively to be a semantic language. And yet, what is explicitly an invocation is implicitly a judgement; since I invoke God with faith, I affirm His existence: I vitally affirm it with an act that involves my entire being. Without this vital, implicit affirmation of God, my invocation would have no meaning, it would be a mere flatus vocis.
Just like invocation, research is also a typical semantic form of discourse: like poetry, love, dissatisfaction, putting questions, hate, conflict, doubt, commitment in an action, the choice of a means, the pursuit of an objective, and every act or mood which has a minimum of consciousness in itself, which is not exclusively an instinctive impulse, a biological fact.

Action is not as such unless insofar as it is conscious: the conscious act is an act that is carried out for a purpose; it presumes a certain knowledge of the purpose, or aim, and of the means; it presumes a nevertheless minimum vision of reality; it presumes a definition, whether vague or not, of such a reality. I essentially affirm what I see or feel, I testify it with my action: with this action of mine that, as an action, is not reduced to a mere biological behaviour, but is a spiritual fact insofar as it is conscious. 

To go back to my previous example: by invoking God with faith, I act "as if" God exists, I vitally affirm the existence of God. This vital affirmation is apophantically expressible in the judgement "a God exists, an almighty Father etc."

The existence of God is virtually affirmed in the invocation of God, it is implicated in it, it is assumed in it: therefore Our Father implicates the Credo. More generally speaking I can say that my judgements on the being are implicit in the attitude itself that I assume before the being, and they are deducible of it.

I asked myself what the meanings that I spontaneously confer to reality are. Accurately determining these meanings means expressing them in an apophantic language, that is to say, specifying which judgements I am spontaneously inclined to formulating regarding the reality are. It means revealing the meanings and translating them in judgements: to be more precise, in judgments of value. By using such a group of judgments I will express the valuations that I give to reality in the same act in which I confer a meaning, in the most precise and strictest apophantic form possible. To signify is, after all, to judge. 

A complex organisation of judgments of value is what is known as a philosophical doctrine, a philosophical system, a philosophy as a doctrine and as a system. In order to be as such, a philosophical doctrine not only has to be a whole group of judgements, but an organic whole, a multiplicity of judgements reduced to unity. One the being, unitary the interpretation of the being. The unity of a doctrine, that is to say its character of true doctrine fails insofar as the judgments contradict themselves. Any contradictions must be therefore identified and eliminated; identified by means of an accurate control of the doctrine’s internal coherence, of its judgements' non contradictoriness; eliminated by means of a new formulation of the judgements themselves, to be carried out so that they no longer appear contradictory, even if ensuing to give the reality an explanation: an explanation as clear and satisfactory as possible. It is only in this way that I will be able to formulate a philosophical doctrine, a clear and coherent doctrine of the being.

Here I have used the term of philosophy in the sense of doctrine and system. It would be better to make it clear that a systematic doctrine is not at all the only form that a philosophy can assume: it is simply the apophantic and logical form of it, the form that is conceptually most elaborated. However, as I have already mentioned elsewhere, a philosophy is already present in those expressions of semantic logos which are the human ways of acting, man's attitude towards the being: prayer and command, desire and fear, love and hate, will of power, research, poetry. There is an entire existential philosophy here: made up of, indeed, more attitudes than judgements, but attitudes towards the being, which entails an entire group of judgements on the being, an entire ontology. In short, two ways of signifying the reality can be essentially distinguished; there are two ways of judging it, one is more instinctive and more implicit, the other is more conscious, reflected and explicit: there is an existential philosophy and there is a systematic philosophy: this is nothing but the translation in a precise and non contradictory apophantic language of what the other one already semantically expresses.

CHAPTER XII - The imposition of a meaning to a reality always happens, in a certain sense, a priori: it is only "by looking" at the reality in a certain way that we manage to "see it" in that way, to discover it in certain of its characteristics, which would otherwise escape our notice. This a priori synthesis which is the imposition of a meaning to the being, can also be defined, in the fullest sense of the word, as an act of faith.
The meaning is essential to the experience and one could say that in a certain sense it comes before it, just like looking at comes before seeing: certain characteristics of a being cannot be seen if one does not look at that being in a certain manner: furthermore, looking at a reality in a determined way means attributing it a determined meaning even before it reveals it. This understanding before seeing, which is more than necessary if one is to have a radically more authentic and profound vision and understanding of a reality, could also be called belief or faith (in the broadest sense of the word, one that is not strictly theological). 

Considered in its broadest meaning, the act of faith is always to some extent a voluntary act, which, although on the basis of a certain intuition or vision of things and therefore for reasons in a certain way valid, anticipates judgements which, in themselves, are anything but objectively founded in an absolute manner. For example, one believes in a God, as Christianity conceives Him, precisely because His existence is anything but one hundred percent evident: if it were, then one would know that God exists, one would not believe that He does.

Well, believing in the Christian God means considering everything from a certain point of view, under a certain light, where everything assumes a meaning that can definitely not be had by he who does not believe in God. 

If this God really exists, then it is clear that the believer is much more at an advantage than the non-believer. Compared to the atheist, the Christian, who has really deepened the reasons for his faith by applying them to the interpretation of all reality, has a much more intimate understanding of the origins of the universe and the meaning of things and human life itself, one that is much more adequate: compared to the atheist, he has understood reality much better than him and more deeply. His faith has directed his cognitive faculties in the right direction, it has turned out to be an organ of knowledge, an organ of penetration, a means to understand, of the being, what it hides from the man of little faith: by giving a meaning to the expression which goes much further than the strictly religious Christian one, one can truly say that his faith has "saved" him from wrong conclusions or ones that are at least superficial and inadequate.

All of this is alright if Christianity is, objectively speaking, the "true religion", as it says it is. If this is not the case, that is to say, in the hypothesis that, for example, a materialistic and atheist conception of life is valid, then it is clear that his act of faith in God, even if it has conferred a psychological, subjective reason of security and comfort to the believer, has nevertheless put him in a wrong position compared to that of the atheist.

If the existence of God is anything but absolutely evident, if we can only have opinions that are insufficiently founded on objective experience concerning God, ones that are insufficiently verified, then what is the truest opinion, which one is objectively the most valid? Nobody can tell us this, no deus ex machina can reveal it to us, at least in this strictly philosophical situation. We are the ones who have to found our own judgements, or opinions and make them valid by ourselves. Each one of us is a judge of the validity of one's own personal experience; and precisely within the limits of which something that I or others see, or feel, or hear, or sense is not liable to objective verification.

Within these limits, I, who presume to be able, thanks to my faith in God, to see things in the right light, and therefore to see them in a better way, one that is deeper, what can I say to the atheist who sees them in a different manner? I can urge him to accept the idea of the existence of God at least as a working hypothesis, and to try to look at things from this new point of view. By using various arguments (although insufficient as real proof), I can lead him to considering that this working hypothesis is anything but absurd, anything but meaningless, on the contrary, from certain points of view, plausible. I can try to provoke the appearance of a religious experience in him, one which, in my eyes, in a certain way and within certain limits, is a real experience of God. In other words, I can try to guide his way of looking at things and in a certain manner, to also educate his sensitiveness, so that it becomes (always according to my point of view) more intense, more refined, more suitable to understanding certain realities which still go past him unnoticed.

What has just been said as an example, about the faith in God, can be repeated for any other meaning, since it, adopted a priori, is susceptible of forming an experience of things that is deeper and truer than it would be without it.

A meaning, which we have adopted and made ours in virtue of an act of faith (one that is not blind but reasonably motivated) can allow us to see things much better and more deeply than if we had ignored or rejected it. 

There is nevertheless a weak point in it: if we have welcomed, understood it, we have done so on the grounds of our subjective intuition, for reasons which may be good and also excellent, but not because its validity had been objectively, absolutely proven, not because it had proved to be objectively founded. 

We try to make up for this deficiency within the limits of what is possible, so that the meaning we have welcomed and made ours for subjective reasons and on the basis of a subjective experience can prove to be confirmed in the greatest of measures also in an objective manner. 

We would not be "philosophers" if we did not try, however we can, to justify all the meanings that we attribute to things, if we did not try to demonstrate all our affirmations by leading them back to evidence that is not only accessible to us but also to others. It is an irrepressible tendency of philosophy to constitute oneself in doctrine, in system, in rigorous science. 

Needless to say this does not mean that the concept of metaphysics as experience has to be accepted as something that is without doubt valid: it only means that this kind of concept is possible. It is metaphysics which has to make itself valid, so that everybody can verify it in a manner, that is if not objective, then at least subjectively in the ambit of one's own inner experience. 

In refuting any type of aprioristic metaphysics, empiricism of all time has accomplished an important role, to the advantage of metaphysics itself; which, by now, if it wishes to see its right of citizenship amongst philosophical sciences acknowledged, then it should no longer present itself in any other way than fruit of an experience.

CHAPTER XIII - In order that a philosophical doctrine proves to be "true", not only should it be formulated in a coherent way but it should also be verified: it is necessary to express those phenomena, which are the revealing itself of the being to the consciousness, through a complex organisation of statements of fact; in order to demonstrate that there is a close relationship of implication between those statements of fact of sciences and the value judgments of philosophy.
A well organized doctrine is not necessarily a true doctrine. As far as the first expression is concerned, one can indicate a unitary, coherent, non contradictory doctrine. As far as the second one is concerned, one can only indicate a doctrine that has an actual confirmation in the being. Verifying a doctrine means proving that it is true, that it is faithful to the facts, to the objective being of things.

It is extremely difficult to say what the true, absolute being of things is. There is no deus ex machina which reveals it to us, at least as far as this situation is concerned, where we are not involved in theological problems but in the problem of the foundation of a philosophy. We can try to improve our way of seeing things, but we can say nothing about the reality outside the vision that each one of us has of it. We know the being for what it manifests of itself to the consciousness, for what it gives of itself: this being's manifestation of itself to the consciousness is, as we have already mentioned, the phenomenon, the datum.

However, here the phenomenon, or datum, should not be understood as a separate reality, one that is uprooted from the being, but rather as a fainòmenon, like the being's manifestation in first person: adherence or faithfullness to the phenomena means adherence to the being that is revealed to it. The verification of a doctrine, in other words, the confirmation of its correspondence to the manifested being, could not otherwise be anything but the confirmation of its correspondence to the phenomenon, to the sensitive datum.

Having defined the doctrine, we now have to define the datum, the phenomenon, to then pass onto verifying if, and to what extent, datum and doctrine agree.

A philosophical doctrine should be apophantically defined by means of an organic complex of judgements. The datum should also be apophantically defined, through a complex organisation of judgements. The judgements, which as a whole make up the various sciences, have the task of defining the sensitive datum, of describing it. This description would be much more accurate if it could record not only the qualitative characteristics of the phenomena but likewise the quantitative ones: so that, by taking the temperature of an environment as an example, one will not only be able to say whether it is hot or cold, or warm, (evaluations that can vary from subject to subject, according to who is more or less sensitive to the cold or intolerant to heat) but one will be able to say, with objective accuracy, that it is so many degrees and so many tenths; this example is valid for a thousand others that one could make.

Obviously, not all realities and not all aspects of the same reality are definable in an equally precise way: let us consider a man, who is, let's say, a great poet: it is one thing to define his anthropometrical data, his height and weight, it is another thing to define the functioning of his digestive system and his nervous system, and it is furthermore yet another thing to define his psychology and his poetical work: the phenomena of reality are increasingly less definable in objectively accurate terms as one goes back from the physical nature to the biological nature, to the spiritual nature. Therefore, when one tries to qualitatively and quantitatively define the datum in an accurate and objectively valid way, by means of the objective judgements of science, one cannot expect all the phenomena to be equally definable: one has to be satisfied with defining each one according to what is possible. Perfection of man's perceptive faculties and of the instruments which supplement them, would make a description of the phenomena and an increasingly more adequate definition of them possible: all of this is the task of the sciences. 

A true science should also be organic in its judgements, unitary, non contradictory. Being is one, and therefore the being's phenomena, which those judgments wish to define, cannot contradict themselves. If more scientific judgments contradict themselves, then it means that there is an error in their formulation: they should therefore be re-formulated so that the contradictions are eliminated, without reducing the adherence to facts.

We have already mentioned that it is science's task to define the datum by describing and recording its qualitative and quantitative characteristics. Here science is not faced with a pure datum, but with a concrete datum, one that has a meaning, a datum that is not mere matter but a synthesis of matter and form. This meaning, form of the concrete datum, does not come to it through science: science defines the phenomena, it analyses them, it describes them, it does not "form them". A semantic philosophy is involved in every science and it is this which confers the meaning it deems to be the most suitable to the pure datum, making it a "phenomenon". It is this philosophy which offers not only the phenomena that have already been formed to science, but the criteria of evaluation themselves, the methods themselves which science will use in its analysis of the phenomena. There is a relationship of implication between science and philosophy: a philosophy that gives a meaning to the phenomena and guidance to scientific research itself is implicit in every science.

Given the relationship of implication that has to exist between science and philosophy, one can say that a philosophy would prove to be truer, more faithful to the being's reality the more its judgements prove to be implicated by scientific judgements which faithfully define the sensitive datum: this sensitive datum is not a Kantian pure phenomenal datum: it does not hide the noumenon, but, on the contrary, it reveals it (although imperfectly). Since it is fainòmenon of the being: as such, it has its own metaphysical significance: the same metaphysical significance and pregnancy that the judgments of science have as they carry the judgments of philosophy implicit within themselves.

To sum up as a conclusion, a philosophical doctrine will prove to be more susceptible to verification the more it proves to us to be possible to: 

1)  perfection human abilities of perception of the sensitive datum;

2)  formulate a science made up of real judgments that are:

 a) not contradictory; 

 b) faithful to the sensitive datum;

3)  deduce from the statements of fact of this science the judgements of value of the philosophy to be verified, so that in their turn these judgments prove to be:

         a) non contradictory;

         b) implicated by statements of fact.

Insofar as all this can be obtained, it will be possible to verify a philosophy, and at the same time to make it true, by founding it on that fainòmenon which is the being's participation to man's consciousness.

CHAPTER XIV - In order to express the phenomena as a whole in an organic complex of statements of fact, of scientific judgements, it is necessary to verify what the true judgements of experience are. At this point, one should notice that not all experiences are verifiable in an objective manner like those of physical and natural sciences: there are experiences of reality that are less material and tangible, and more spiritual and interior, which can only be subjectively verified, insofar as each one manages to relive them in one's own intimate soul: they are the experiences which distinctively form the object of human and historical sciences, of literary, artistic and music criticism, of the history of religions, and so on. These sciences can only be learned through inner experiences; and they can only be taught by he who, with a maieutic skill, knows how to promote certain inner experiences that are the same as his own, in his own interlocutor or pupil.

In order to verify a doctrine or a theory it is necessary to show how its judgements are strictly implicated by the relative scientific judgements, of which they wish to represent an explanation. Therefore, it is necessary to establish what the scientific judgements really are as such: what the judgements that really express the real situation as it is are, without giving them, perhaps unintentionally, a subjective interpretation that is nevertheless questionable. First of all, we have to verify what the true facts, the true phenomena are, as well as trying to understand their characteristics which are absolutely objective, unquestionable, verifiable beyond any possibility of subjective interpretation or deformation. Even if we have accepted all the reservations that have been made and can be made in the ambit of the ultramicroscopic (Heisenberg's principle of indetermination etc.) we have to nevertheless acknowledge that an objective survey of many and various phenomena in certain characteristics of theirs is undoubtedly entirely possible in the ambit of the macroscopic.

These characteristics, which have been traditionally defined as primary qualities, are detectable and also measurable by means of special tools. When one possesses the suitable tools, the objective verification of certain "primary qualities" of a given phenomenon becomes a mainly and almost entirely material operation, one which requires minimum commitment from the spirit. If the scales are good, then it is sufficient to have a quick look at how much it indicates in order to verify the weight of an object. When one has a good pair of scales which work in suited conditions, any discussion is not necessary: it is sufficient to know how to read. Modern technology with the great progress it has made places a large number of recording and measuring tools or instruments at our disposal, with which we can describe a vast range of phenomena detecting many of their objective characteristics with sufficient accuracy or at least with sufficient approximation.

By expressing such characteristics through judgements, we precisely have those statements of fact which can be used as premises for the deductive procedure with which we try to demonstrate, within the limits of what is possible, any foundation of our philosophical judgements: in other words, as we have already mentioned, their deductibility from judgements of science.

If the judgements of science are definitely verifiable in an objective manner, then any reasoning that can be correctly carried out by assuming those judgments as premises, will bring valid results and will be able to form a reasoning of objective value not only for us, but also for others, and for any of our contradictors themselves. A strict reasoning which starts from objectively valid premises is perfectly capable of demonstrating its thesis, and of also forcing the most quarrelsome of opposers when he also knows how and wishes to reason, and accept the same premises as valid.

By referring back to an already previously mentioned example, if I have the sensation that the temperature of this room is very low, then I can always invite he who does not feel the same sensation of cold to have a look at the thermometer: and he will indeed see that the thermometer indicates a low temperature, and will agree with me, and will acknowledge that his error of evaluation was due to subjective causes: due to the fact that, for example, in coming here he had to rush, got all hot and therefore did not feel how cold this room was; and so on. One has to acknowledge that, as an instrument of objective verification of certain phenomena, the thermometer accomplishes a precious role, since it does not limit itself to telling us that it is cold or hot (extremely generical qualitative notions, since as far as each one of us is concerned, what is hot or cold is what one subjectively feels as such) but it accurately tells us what the temperature is and how many degrees and tenths it indicates. By using the instrument of objective verification, which everybody supposes is capable of working well and communicating accurate objective data to us, any discussion is destined to be silenced, whereas it is often destined to last for a long time and fruitlessly when there is no such possibility of objective verification.

Let us consider a statue: it is easy to determine its size, its weight and such like: it is sufficient to have the relative measuring instruments at hand; there can be no discussions regarding the measurements they give: since it concerns objective data. However, what judgement should one give to the statue's artistic value? It is possible here to have endless discussions.

The objective verification is easy, when one has the special, proper instruments. However, when one passes onto objectively verifiable qualities (primary ones) to certain (secondary) qualities of which the subjects can only have a strictly personal and unobjective experiences, objective verification is no longer possible and it has to be replaced with another type of verification which we will call subjective verification, to give it a name.

Let us say, for example, that we are faced with the work of a great poet. At bottom I am convinced that I have acquired a certain understanding of his poetry and that I have managed to positively evaluate its true beauty and true values. However, I am in the situation where I have to teach a pupil of mine to whom this poetry says little or nothing. Supposing that the judgment I give of this poet is right, objectively valid, then how will I be able to communicate the sense of beauty of this poetry to my pupil? Here there are no means at all of objective verification. The only means I have to convince my pupil is to provoke an analogous experience to the one I have in him, one that leads me to affirming we have great poetry before us. In order to achieve this objective, I cannot limit myself to carrying out considerations of literary criticism: since my interlocutor is lacking in an adequate subjective experience, the considerations I carry out and which he does not find to be backed by the experimental datum he has at his disposal, could seem groundless and even meaningless to him. Therefore, my problem is above all that of educating my interlocutor's sensitiveness, so that he will gradually be able to give certain perceptive faculties of his the ability to perceive certain data, which would otherwise remain a dead letter to him.

Just as we have a visual ability to perceive lines and colours, we also have a special ability to perceive, for example, an oil painting or a fresco not only in the materiality of its lines and its colours, but in its spirituality of a work of art. Needless to say, in order to be able to see a painting as a work of art one also has to see it as a material complex of lines and colours, but this does not evidently mean to say that in order to "know how to see" a painting as a work of art it is sufficient to know how to see it in its materiality: whoever is not deaf is able to hear sounds, but not everybody is capable of hearing music: here one does indeed speak of a musical sensitiveness and a musical ear that are very different from the physical sensitiveness of sounds and the physical ear. This is the same for poetry: whoever is not illiterate is capable of reading verses, but not everybody is able to understand the poetry they express.

Therefore, apart from the materiality of things there is a faculty which makes us capable of sensitively perceiving their souls. There is a poetic sensitiveness, a musical sensitiveness, a pictorial sensitiveness and so on: he who does not possess a certain type of sensitiveness will be very difficult to convince with arguments which, being unable to have a grip on an adequate perceptive datum, will seem, as we have already said, groundless for him, if not even meaningless. The first requirement will always be that of educating his sensitiveness. 

However, all education is always to some extent self-education. The teacher has the task of stimulating the formation of new experiences and sensitivity from the outside, however the decisive work has to be done by the pupil: it is he who has to have certain experiences, these new sensitivities, it is he who has to acquire them. He cannot limit himself to receiving already prefabricated experiences. An intimately subjective experience is not a notion that one gives and receives, in a certain sense, like a material thing; it is a spiritual reality that one cannot acquire unless one experiences it, by means of an intimately personal activity, one that is marked by the originality and novelty belonging to every act of spirit. Here knowing is truly doing: verum et factum convertuntur.
The teacher cannot feel in his pupil's place, but he can nevertheless guide his sensitiveness. His teaching will necessarily remain verbal. It will be the pupil's task to adopt the new meanings that his teaching verbally communicates to him and apply them to the guidance of his own perceptive faculties so that by learning how to look at things from a different point of view, he will make himself capable of noticing new aspects in them, and making them the object of new and more profound experiences. The teacher should have the sagacity of not anticipating his pupil with guidance that is too new for him in order to provide some significance in his eyes. On the contrary, by communicating to him with skilful graduality increasingly new suggestions which are, however, nevertheless within his interlocutor's reach, he will gradually make him capable of looking at things in ways that are different to his usual ones, so that they will gradually be able to stimulate his sensitiveness to see the same things in a more adequate and in-depth manner.

Therefore the transmission to the disciple and his adoption of a new meaning will enable him to become capable of concentrating his attention on certain data that escaped his notice before, and therefore to see them, in a more precise sense of the word. However, this fact will make him more willing to welcome a new meaning that his teacher will subsequently give him and make it his, and which will in its turn allow the disciple to see more new data. And so on, until the disciple will find himself in possession of a sensitiveness that is very close to that of his teacher's: which will allow both of them to discuss man to man, on the same level, the same things on the basis of common experience.

In order to reason, one has to agree on determined principles: contra principia negantem non est disputandum. These principles, accepted by both parties as valid, should make up the firm premises from which any reasoning can start.

When one wishes not to reason about abstract beings that have been conventionally assumed, but about concrete beings that really exist, the only valid starting point is experience. Now, as long as the experience data is objectively verifiable, one can start from those, and both parties will easily agree on the legitimacy of this starting point. However, when the experiences are strictly subjective and personal, when their data are no longer susceptible to objective verification, what can happen is that the diversity of these two subjective experiences makes it impossible for the two subjects to establish a common starting point for any reasoning or discussion that they may wish to promote between them: there can be no dialogue in this case, but only two monologues, each one untranslatable in the other's language and unassailable by his criticism.

The possibility of dialogue between the two subjects will be re-established when one of them (whose experience is supposedly less suitable) manages to educate and develop his own abilities to look and see, so that he is able to accomplish the other subject's same experiences: in this case, on the basis of common experience, the two subjects will be in the condition of holding a dialogue; furthermore, starting from commonly accepted premises, one of them will be able to carry out reasoning that can be followed by the other subject, and criticised if necessary, with reciprocal results and advantages.

It is only on these grounds that one can talk of objective verification in the scientific sense. However, it nevertheless concerns the possibility, by one subject, to verify the validity of what the other subject affirms. He will not be able to objectively verify it, on the basis of objective data that may have been supplied by recording and measuring instruments; however, he will nevertheless be able to verify it in himself, in his own subjective, intimately personal experience. In this case one will be talking of subjective verification. It is clear that the term does not wish to have any subjectivist meaning: "subjective" verification is the verification, in the subjects' inwardness, of the manifestation of a being that is, in itself, very objective and real. It is in these two types of verification, objective and subjective, that the entire vast range of natural and human sciences is divided, in each one of which the two verifications are present and working in different proportions.

CHAPTER XV - Among the experiences that can only be verified subjectively (by he who knows how reach them in the inwardness of his own spirit) there is the metaphysical-religious experience of the absolute, the sacred, of God. Metaphysics is a crystallised religious experience. The religious one is an experience of the personal meeting with a You who, in its mysterium tremendum, appears to be, compared to man, Somebody "totally other".
Amongst the various forms of experience of which no objective verification can be given but which can only be subjectively verified by he who knows how to reach them in the heart of hearts of his own spirit, there is that which, by only using one single comprehensive term, we can call the metaphysical-religious experience: with this expression we mean to say, in other words, the experience of the absolute, the sacred, of God. The metaphysical experience is nothing but a different aspect of the religious experience: we could define it a conceptualised religious experience. 

“The religious experience", writes Pietro Prini, "is one of the most genuine sources which men originally drew the attributes of the Being from. There is no metaphysics which does not originate in a more or less distant manner from a religious inspiration. One could say that metaphysics is a crystallised religious experience” (Discorso e situazione [Discourse and Situation], Rome 1961, p. 106).

The rationalistic God of the philosophers originates from a conceptualisation of the living God. The rationalistic philosophical discourse is the expression, which is more often than not unconscious, of a true and proper metaphysical experience, which is originally a religious experience. Once it has been objectified and defined through "clear and distinct ideas", the experience of God by now appears impoverished, deprived of energy and vivacity, reduced to a pale skeleton of what it was in the beginning, when it was the vital experience of the sacred, of the living God: furthermore, the formulation of a philosophers' God is, after all, a first step in the direction of atheism.

The metaphysical experience is an experience of a You who, analysed and objectified, has become a He. However, the original religious experience is nevertheless a personal meeting with God, an intimate meeting, face to face: "One cannot speak religiously of God unless one speaks to God. A reflection on religion which does not wish to lose or cancel this characteristic of the religious consciousness, will have to place itself in an invocative manner, rather than a contemplative one" (P. Prini, op.cit, pp. 112-113). 

In what way and through which organ or faculty of our spirit do we manage to accomplish a religious experience? Rudolf Otto speaks of a "faculty of the deification" and he defines it as the "faculty of genuinely knowing and acknowledging the sacred in its phenomenology" (R. Otto, The Sacred, ch. 22).

This faculty of deification, which hides itself in the traditional religious language under the beautiful name of testimonium spiritus sancti internum, is considered a true psychic faculty and has been made the object of a real psychological study. The merit for having discovered it and exploiting it in theology - against supernaturalism and rationalism - is attributed by Otto to Schleiermacher (in Discourses on Religion, 1799), to Fries (doctrine of the "intuition") and to de Wette (who particularly considered deification in history, as "intuition of the divine government of the world").

As far as Schleiermacher is concerned, when the soul opens itself and abandons itself to the impressions of the "universe", it becomes capable of experiencing "intuitions", "feelings", "intuitive visions" which, although susceptible to doctrinal formulation, nevertheless essentially have a sentimental, emotional nature. These intuitions, although analogical and inadequate, nevertheless have the character of true knowledge. Although Schleiermacher refuses to accept the term, they should be called "knowledge", although "knowledge of intuitive-sentimental nature, no longer reflected" (op.cit., ch. 23).

Needless to say they are analogical, not adequate; it concerns a glimpse of a reality fraught with mystery. Through them, in the temporal, we can grasp something eternal that penetrates it, and in the empirical the base and the super-empirical meaning of things. Schleiermacher himself uses the term "intuition" concerning this. Fries defines the intuitive faculty as a faculty of deification through which we discover the "objective teleology of the world".

This intuition, which cannot be reduced to a concept of reason, on the contrary presents an evident analogy with aesthetical judgements. The faculty of judging what Schleiermacher here suggests is the same nature of "judgement" that Kant analyses in his third Critique. Kant opposes the faculty of aesthetic judgement to that of logical judgement; however, this does not at all mean that the opinions of the former are, in their content, simple questions of "taste". The faculty of aesthetic judgement is not only practised on "aesthetic" objects in the special sense of our aesthetics. As far as Kant is concerned, the aesthetic judgement is, more generally speaking, a sentimental judgement, which, as such, is different from the judgement of intelligence, of conceptual, discursive and deductive thought. Unlike reasoning thought, which is articulated according to clear and intelligible principles, the aesthetic judgement operates according to "dark" principles, which cannot be anything but "felt".

How can the object of the religious experience be defined? After having remembered those scholars who have given a particular impulse to the phenomenology of religions in the few decades of its history (Chantepie de la Saussaye, James, Scheler, Otto, Kerényi, van der Leeuw, Eliade etc.) Prini points out what seems to be a common arrival point: "Generally speaking, one could say that what was placed into the light by this research was the nature of the religious experience as experience of the 'infinite difference', according to Kierkegaard's expression, between man and God" (P. Prini, op. cit., p. 107).

Rudolf Otto proposes an interpretation of the religious experience that is particularly perceptive and at the same time organised and systematic. A profound comparative study of the religions allows us to define what seems to be the common object of every religious experience: the sacred, the numinous.

As far as Otto is concerned, the sense of the sacred is the sense of the mysterium tremendum: "The sentiment which emanates from it can penetrate us with a gentle flow of harmonious, relaxing, charming attention. Or rather it could pierce the soul of a continually flowing echo which vibrates and lasts for a long time until it fades away and the soul once again takes up its profane tone. It can immediately burst out from the soul with spasms and convulsions. It can lead one to the strangest excitement, such as frenzy, orgasm, ecstasy. It assumes wild and demoniacal forms. It can precipitate into an almost ghostly horror full of terror. Its antecedents and its primordial manifestations are crude and barbaric and it is capable of transforming into beautiful, pure and glorious. It can become the silent and trembling humbleness of the creature in the presence of - who and what? In the presence of that which is the indescribable mystery, superior to all creatures" (R. Otto, op. cit., ch. 1).

In a genuine religious experience, man is seized, in the presence of the sacred, by a sense of "fear" that is something different to other forms of fear; by "terror", by "horror" that has nothing to do with the fear one feels when in danger.

The feeling of the sacred is also definable as the feeling of its majestas: of its “absolute superiority of power”, as well as its formidable and irresistible “energy”.

By continuing with the analysis of the religious experience, one can furthermore distinguish the moment of mystery: "In itself the religious mystery, the authentic mirum, is, if we may wish to understand it in the most typical essence, the 'totally other' that thàteron, the anyad, the alienum, the foreigner and the stranger), that which is outside the sphere of the usual, the comprehensible, the familiar, and for this reason absolutely 'hidden' outside the ordinary and in conflict with the ordinary, and therefore overwhelming the spirit with amazing surprise" (op. cit., ch. 4).

A further in-depth analysis induces Otto to defining the sacred as the "prodigious": in this sense "the prodigious" is not something great, nor something frightening; but it is that which causes "astonishment" (thàmbos) in us and that induces us to saying: "We have nothing to compare it to"; it is something that "leaves us breathless", according to a widespread popular expression.

Otto never tires of repeating this idea of the absolute transcendence and extraneousness of the divine, as it is sensitively revealed in the religious experience. Mysticism drives to the extreme the opposition of the numinous, of the "other": it opposes it to everything that is natural and terrestrial, not only, but also to everything that exists, the "being"; and ends up by identifying the sacred with "nothingness". Thus conceived, nothingness is not only the indescribable, but that which is the exact opposite of everything that exists and can be known. Denial and opposition are the only means the conceptual reflection has to grasp, to understand the mysterious. 

In the experience of the numinous, next to the repulsive element of the tremendum, there is another element, which exerts a particular attraction that uncommonly enchants forming a strange harmony of contrasts with the other element: "The divine demoniac may appear to the spirit as an object of horror and terror, but at the same time it presents itself as something enticing and bewitching. 

"Furthermore, the creature, who trembles in its presence in a confused desperate state, at the same time experiences the need to move closer to it, actually, to make it in some way its own. As far as it is concerned, the mystery is not only something wonderfully splendid. Furthermore, next to the element which confuses it grasps something that stimulates, entices, strangely enraptures, often increasing in intensity until it reaches a state of elation, ecstasy and confusion; it is the Dionysian element in the incisiveness of the numen" (op. cit., ch. 5). 

It is what Otto calls the "enchanting". It concerns an element that enriches the experience of the numinous, it makes it more complex and no longer definable with the one and only element of terror.

Finally, Otto defines the numinous as the "saint". Tu solus sanctus! Here saint means something more than perfect beautiful, sublime; it is the "numinous value, to which, as far as the creature is concerned, a non numinous value corresponds" (op. cit., ch. 9).

Originally, qadoch or sanctus are not at all a moral category. Otto analyses two biblical expressions: Isaiah's one: "Woe is me! For I am lost; for I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips" (Isa 6, 5); and the one belonging to Peter: "Depart from me, for I am a sinful man, O Lord" (Lk 5, 8).

What strikes one about the two expressions is the immediate, spontaneous almost instinctive character of this sentimental reaction. It "does not initially surge forth through the consciousness of determined transgressions, but it is rather given with the sentiment of the numen, without any further elaborations, immediately leading to a depreciation of itself, of the group it belongs to, of the being, generally understood in the presence of the numinous: and which therefore does not simply implicate moral depreciations, belonging, on the contrary, to a specific category of appreciations. 

As a matter of fact, it does not at all concern the sentiment of a violation of the 'moral law', although it intuits that, when such a violation occurs, it will implicate it as a consequence: on the contrary, one should rather speak of the sentiment of the absolute profanity" (ibid., ch. 9).

An aspect of the experience of the sacred on which Otto particularly insists is this sentiment of absolute profanity from which the man whom the sacred reveals itself to in the blinding light of his tremendous majesty, of its absolute superiority of power, in the mystery of its inaccessible transcendence feels dominated. When Abraham dares to speak to God of the inhabitants of Sodom's fate, he says: "Behold, I have taken upon myself to speak to the Lord, I who am but dust and ashes" (Gen. 18, 27).

These words of Abraham's express a "sentiment of dependence" which is something more and different than all the sentiments of dependence: "I have searched for a name for this thing and I say: sentiment of being a creature, the creature's sentiment which sinks into its own nullity, which disappears in the presence of that which is superior to all creatures" (The Sacred, ch.1). 

This is expressed in the best way by the words of a Muslim mystic, Bajesid Bostami, who Otto quotes in his book: "Then God, the most sacred revealed His secret to me and disclosed all His glory to me. And then, whilst I contemplated it [no longer with my eyes] but with His, I saw that my light, compared to His, was nothing more than darkness and shadow. Moreover, neither was my greatness and power anything in His presence. And when I, with the eye of truth, considered all my works of mercy and obedience that I had carried out in His service as a test, I acknowledged that they did not come from me but from Him" (Tezkereh-i-Evlia [Tadhkiratul avliya, Memories of the friends of God, Acta sanctorum] French translation, Paris 1880, p. 132, quoted by R. Otto in The Sacred, ch. 4).

It seems to me that in expressing this sentiment of nullity, of absolute profanity, of impurity and sin which the religious man feels in the presence of God, Otto does not sufficiently point out an aspect of the question: man feels profane, impure and a sinner not only as a creature, but, more precisely, as a creature who lives in a condition of sin. 

Otto, who nevertheless regards Judaism-Christianity as the religion par excellence, rather seems to confuse the condition of sin with the creatural condition. It seems that he is not sufficiently aware of an idea that is fundamental in the Jewish-Christian tradition: the creature, in its original condition, is "good": and sin only enters the world in a second moment, due to the creature itself's act of arrogance, where, by refusing to acknowledge his own creatural condition, he places himself as the absolute in the place of the one and only true absolute which is God. 

However freely one wishes to interpret it, it seems to me in all cases that the myth of Adam expresses a fundamental religious "truth": our present condition as sinners, of profane and impure beings, of mortal beings, ashes and dust, does not necessarily derive from our being creatures: it precisely derives from our being creatures in the condition of sin. 

The Christian redemption should be seen in this light: like a divine initiative intended to lift us out from a condition of sin which is not only not necessary to the creature as such, but, on the contrary, is profoundly unsuitable for him. 

Man is nothing, he is ashes and dust compared to God, when he wishes to compare himself to Him, or even worse, when he wishes to rise up against Him, or when he even wishes to ignore Him to make himself his own absolute. This man, who compared to God is nothing, is ashes and dust, could be everything in God: no longer ashes and dust and death, but eternal life; no longer a sinner, but God's collaborator, His son and heir, Man-God as an alter Christus: a potential God, "a God who is beginning", destined to the fullness of divine life.

Otto leaves this issue rather too much in the shadows, he who nevertheless affirms the superiority of Christianity defining it the religion where all that elsewhere is tendency has become actus purus, and therefore the most perfect religion, and rather, the religion (The Sacred, ch. 10).

 The fact that he is lacking in an adequate acknowledgement of the original condition of sin in which we men find ourselves according to Christianity, does not prevent Rudolf Otto from making the conclusion of Christianity itself his own: compared to God, man is in a position of absolute profanity; the consciousness of one's own creatural condition, of one's own numinous non-value, united to the consciousness of one's own guilt, makes it possible for the simple moral fault to "become 'sin', to assume that distressing seriousness, which leads it to the fall or to the desperation of one's own strengths" (ibid).

 Neither can the "natural" man nor the purely "moral" man understand sin, a reality which essentially belongs to the religious sphere. Since it does not understand sin, the moralist rationalism can neither understand the "need for redemption", nor the element of "propitiation" (which acquires a very particular emphasis in the religion of Yahweh), and not even "expiation" (which is a propitiation of a more profound form); and neither is it able to understand the idea that redemption is only possible if "the absolute numen makes itself the means of expiation through the communication of itself" (ibid.).

It is only due to a free gratuitous initiative of God that man is redeemed and "consecrated": as far as Otto is concerned, "consecration" is an "initiation", therefore he who approaches the numen becomes momentarily "numinous", he loses his "profane essence" he "makes himself suitable to the numen". Now, "the means of initiation, the charismatic means in the technical meaning of the word, are freely bestowed by the numen itself, derived or established by him. It itself confers something of its own nature, so that it can make itself capable of being approached" (ibid.).

This consideration of Otto reminds me of a famous passage of St. Maximus the Confessor: "In no case can the soul reach the knowledge of God, if God Himself does not lower Himself to it to raise it up to Him. Since the human spirit will never have the strength to accomplish a journey that is sufficient to reach something of the divine light, unless God draws it to Himself - however possible it may be for the human spirit to be drawn in this way - and illuminates it with His own luminosity (Capita ducenta ad theologiam Deique Filii in carne dispensationem spectantia, centuria I, chap. XXXI; P.G. XC, 1093-1096).

Since the possibility that the human spirit may be drawn by God and may receive God is limited, it follows that also in the mystic’s soul, to whom God reveals Himself in a more striking manner, there remains the sense of the radical inadequacy of such a revelation of God: in the most profound mystic experience the divine nature turns out to appear profoundly mysterious, radically unobtainable.

Going back to Otto, if the religious man ardently desires the suppression of the obstacle formed by the non-value related to the creatural, natural and profane condition, it should to be pointed out that "such a moment does not gradually fade as the religion and the religious sentiment become deeper and reach their highest level: on the contrary, it becomes increasingly deeper and clearer " (ibid.).

 Nor can one say that, by giving Himself to man and redeeming him, God becomes more comprehensible and familiar: "The God of the New Testament is no less holy than the God of the Old Testament; He is even more holy. The gulf which separates the creature from Him is no less profound: on the contrary, it is absolute. The disvalue of the profanity in His presence is not mitigated: but strengthened. That he, however, makes himself approachable is not so simple, like the softened optimistic position of the 'Good Lord' interprets, but inconceivable grace. Tearing this kind of feeling from Christianity means banally cancelling its characteristics" (ibid.).

If Rudolf Otto's definition of the Sacred is precise, if it is "totally Other", if it is That which or - better - He who absolutely transcends, then one needs to acknowledge that such a clear proclamation of the absolute transcendence of the divine is only found in the Jewish-Christian tradition: and it is this which - as Otto explicitly acknowledges - makes the Jewish-Christian religion the religion, that which, arriving at the highest and purest idea of the sacred, reveals to man the relation that is most right - or, better, the only right relation - that he can establish with the sacred itself.

CHAPTER XVI - The primitive man tries to bridge the gap which separates him from the sacred by making not so much a supreme Being the object of his own cult - too far and too inaccessible - as rather the inferior manifestations of the divine in nature, the "gods", which personify the elements and the beings of the world. The primitive man tries to capture these gods, whom he feels are much closer to him, within his reach and almost on his same level, with magical rites to impose his own will on them. However, the essence of the sacred is understood here in a manner which proves to be extremely inadequate, which in itself transcends the creatures in absolute measures and can only be reached by man if he devotes himself to it.

A more immanentist conception of the divine, which sees the sacred as being more immersed in worldly realities, in nature's beings, opposes that of the Bible: this way of perceiving the sacred as almost identified to the vital forces is the typical religious vision of the primitive populations. 

Generally speaking, there is also room for a supreme God creator of the universe and father of the other gods in the primitive people's religion. The sky, due to its own way of being, reveals the transcendence, infinity, eternal immutability. The sky exists in an absolute manner and this is why the supreme God is the god of the sky for many people. The fact that he resides in the sky, and preferably manifests Himself with thunder and lightening, with rain and storms, does not mean that he should be simply identified with the heaven. He has created the entire cosmos, and this is why He is called "Creator", "Almighty", "Lord", "Father", etc. 

At this point one should notice the widespread, characteristic phenomenon of the "removal" of the supreme God, who, having created the universe, delegates its rule to other gods and remains idle and indifferent in his own inaccessibility, and is no longer even made the object of worship. 

The supreme God is perceived as being too distant to take an interest in men's common business by most populations all over the world but especially by the African populations who prefer to turn to inferior divinities who are closer to them: they are the gods of vital fullness, abundance, fertility, the gods who manifest themselves through the phenomena of nature: the primitive man is much more interested in propitiating these gods, on whom his daily existence and survival in the environment in which he lives depend; he will only turn to the supreme God in extremis when all his appeals made to the inferior gods have proved to be fruitless. 

In the same way, when the Jews themselves lived a long period of peace and prosperity they often preferred to turn to their more accessible worship of gods such as Baalim and Astaroth, and only the historical catastrophes forced them to turn once more to Yahweh: "And they cried to the Lord, and said, 'We have sinned, because we have forsaken the Lord, and have served Baalim and Astaroth; but now deliver us out of the hand of our enemies, and we will serve you'" (1 Sam. 12, 10).

The same temptation is renewed in many pagan and superstitious forms that the worship of the saints assumes in the history of Christianity itself.

Since the inferior gods live in nature and manifest themselves in its phenomena and are found on almost the same level as man, one can understand how the primitive men do their best to capture, or attract them, rather than resign themselves to being left at their mercy. 

The primitive mentality is dominated by the idea of participation, according to which, for example, a man's personality is not only extended and participates to the limbs of his physical body but to anything that is in someway related to him: a man is not only his own soul and his own body, but he is also his footprints, his shadow, his clothes, his faeces, a lock of his cut hair, his name and even his image. He who manages to take possession of one these participations, he who manages to act on it, ipso facto takes possession of the individual concerned, he acts on him, and he produces the same effects on him. This is the foundation of magic. 

The magical rite automatically produces its effects, as long as the forms in which it is expressed are all unfailingly observed, without neglecting even the slightest detail. The magical rite works on a participation of that being on whom one wishes to produce a given effect. For example: poured water is a participation of rain, therefore pouring water does not mean to symbolise rain, but give it actual beginning; the arrow that has wounded a warrior is his participation, therefore one will place the arrow amongst fresh leaves, and this will cure the wound's inflammation and heal the warrior; the wax statue with which a man is portrayed is participation of this man, therefore piercing the statue means killing the man; in the same way, wrapping a lock of hair in a leaf and burying it will provoke the slow death of this individual; since yellow is the participation of jaundice as well as the (yellow) eyes of the sea-snipe, it is sufficient for the sick man to stare the bird in the eyes so that the yellow of the bird's eyes attract the yellow of jaundice causing him to be healed; since the gestures that the woman in labour makes are the expressions of child birth, by mimicking her gestures, the doctor, or husband will speed up the birth.

This participation and magic mentality also works in the more strictly religious ambit. The sense of the sacred is - as we have already mentioned - the perception of a "totally other" from which man feels to be incommensurably distant as he is profane and a sinner. The man of primitive religiousness, who feels unbearably uncomfortable in this condition of profanity, tries to bridge the gap. 

And he does this in a different way than, for example, that of the Christian. The Christian has the precise sense of this absolute transcendence of God, he knows that he cannot reach Him with his own forces, and therefore he invokes Him, so that the sacred will donate itself for grace. However, the primitive, even if he perceives the sacred as "totally other", practically worships those "inferior" divinities which correspond to the forces of nature: compared to the supreme God these are much more within his reach; furthermore, the primitive has the feeling that, although they maintain their transcendent and mysterious nature as ways of the sacred, these inferior divinities are on his same level and can therefore be dominated by man through magical ritual actions. 

Just like every religious man, the primitive is thirsty for the absolute, a profound inspiration to raising himself from his condition of profanity and sin to reintegrate himself in the divine, to spiritually renew himself, to sanctify himself, to place himself once more in communion with the sacred. Every genuine religious inspiration feeds on the creatural sense: in other words, the sense that we men are nothing but creatures; that all our existence and all our good comes to us from the divinity, which places us into being, maintains us and gives us life with its creative act; that we can only - authentically - realise ourselves in communion with the divinity. It is conformly to one's own participation and magic mentality that the primitive tries to reinstate himself in the sacred through a ritual action.

On this subject, Mircea Eliade talks of a "sacred space" and a "sacred time". As far as the former is concerned, he points out that every hierophany, every irruption of the sacred in the world determines the formation of a sacred space in the religious vision: "Do not come near", said the Lord to Moses, "put off your shoes from your feet, for the place on which you are standing is holy ground" (Ex 3, 5).

 In the religious vision, space is not homogenous: there are deconsecrated, amorphous spaces, ones that have no structure and consistency, we could say, without being; moreover there is a space consecrated by the divine presence which is the only real thing, the only thing that really exists. 

Every sacred space is ideally in the heart of reality: it is the "Centre of the World". Now, every time that a house, a temple, a city, a colony is founded, the primitive and archaic man tries to transform this "profane" space by means of a ritual, into a "sacred" space. It is only in this way that he will have the certainty of living in the heart of reality, in the being, next to the gods. This space will have to die as a profane space in order to be born again as sacred.

The ritual action that obtains this is a creative action, which - in a certain way and within its limits - renews that creative act from which the origin of the universe comes. In the rite that consecrates a space the primitive religious man repeats an archetypal action accomplished, in illo tempore, by God the Creator: furthermore, in the act itself, he identifies himself with the sacred. Now this repetition of a divine primordial act by the primitive religious man happens every time that, by accomplishing any action, he transforms it into a rite. In this way, every moment, since it renews the divine time of creation, is transformed into "sacred time". 

Moreover, the religious man, in accomplishing the same archetypal action of the god again, identifies himself with the god itself. Here too there is a relation of participation between the act and the person who accomplishes it: by repeating a divine act, the man accomplishes a participation of the god and by doing this reaches the god himself, who identifies himself with his own participation; and therefore, by repeating, by re-accomplishing the act of the god, in that moment the man becomes one with him; moreover, by consecrating every action of the day in this way, he constantly maintains himself in the sphere of the sacred.

In order to make a more typical example, on New Year's Eve, the old year having been killed with all its evil and sins, special rites place the new year into being - an absolutely new time, one that is uncontaminated, auroral - by means of an action which repeats the cosmogony, the creation of the world; and the men who accomplish the rite rise to a condition of divine pureness and fullness of being that is not yet damaged by the corrupting effect of time. 

Every festivity is a way of renewing the primordial Time and of becoming contemporary to the gods. He who repeats the archetypal gestures identifies himself with the gods: in New Guinea, for example, there are many myths which narrate sea voyages accomplished by gods or heroes, providing models for today's sailors. Therefore, the captain who takes to sea identifies himself with the mythical hero Aori. As reported by F. E. Williams, he "wears the same costume that according to the myth Aori wore; he has the same tanned physique and wears a love in his hair that is similar to that which Aori took off Iviri's head. He dances on the platform and opens up his arms just like Aori used do to spread his wings..." A fisherman confided that "when he wanted to shoot fish (with his bow and arrow) he used to imitate Kikavia. He did not supplicate the mythical hero: he identified himself with him" (L. Lévy-Bruhl, La mythologie primitive, quoted by Mircea Eliade, The Sacred and Profane, ch. 2).
The gods and mythical heroes founded the many ways of feeding oneself, expressing oneself, building a hut, repairing a boat, making love, and also accomplishing more insignificant gestures. As far as the areligious man is concerned, each one of these acts has value uniquely in itself and in its own functionality, whereas as far as the primitive religious man is concerned they are all ways of participating in the sacred, of elevating himself to a superior, divine life, of sanctifying one's own world and every act of one's own existence. 

The primitive man trusts in magical rites to carry out not only practical, temporal purposes (healing, the death of an enemy, a good harvest, the successful outcome of a journey) but, above all, the sanctification of his own life which is the essential aim that every authentically religious soul pursues. The primitive man believes in the efficacy of the magical rites, he believes in their power of chaining and enslaving the gods themselves because his worship is directed, as we have already mentioned, to inferior divinities that he places on his same level.

The vision that the primitive man has of the sacred is an extremely imperfect and deformed understanding of that which is really the sacred in its pure essence, as defined by the more civilised, developed religions and in particular by the Jewish-Christian tradition. As we have already said, the sacred is absolutely transcendent, it is the "totally other": it cannot, as such, be captured by man: it escapes every human attempt of reaching it, and therefore, more so, every human attempt of enslaving it. Magical rites could maybe imprison "the gods" who impersonate certain forces of nature, but they will never be able to imprison the real God, the Most High who transcends us in infinite measures

CHAPTER XVII - By opposing themselves to animistic and magical polytheism in the most definite and polemical manner, the monotheistic religions and especially Judaism-Christianity, reveal the sacred as the only, infinite, eternal, absolute, transcendent God. Furthermore, Christianity lays particular emphasis on the active presence of God as Spirit, in all the beings of the universe and especially in the heart of hearts of the human soul. Nevertheless, although He manifests Himself in interiore homine, this does not mean that God ever ceases to transcend man in infinite measures; therefore man cannot think he can capture the sacred with magical rites nor spiritual techniques: he can only try to make himself receptive to the action of the divine Spirit "which blows where it wishes": this attitude, which derives from the love of God, is that of prayer and trusting abandon. By dying to oneself and to one's own egoism to be born again in God, man becomes the collaborator of God, His imitator, the continuer of His work: Christianity integrates itself in humanism: in a humanism which, far from opposing God, acknowledges Him as the protagonist of human history itself. 
The God of the monotheistic religions should not be confused with the Supreme Being of the polytheistic religions. Monotheism is not formed by evolution from polytheism, but by revolution: the monotheistic religions – Yahwehism, Christianity and Islamism, to which Zoroastrian should also be assimilated, where Ahriman is not a god but the denial itself of the only true God Ahura Mazda - the monotheistic religions originate from the preaching of prophets who operate in an environment dominated by polytheism; and right from its very beginning, a monotheistic religion opposes polytheism in the most definite and polemical manner (Cp. R. Pettazzoni, L’essere supremo nelle religioni primitive [The supreme being in the primitive religions] Turin 1957, pp. 153-162, Appendix: "La formazione del monoteismo", [The formation of monotheism]).

This does not exclude the fact that the monotheistic idea comes to be gradually formed in the history itself of the Jewish people where it clearly emerges for the first time. At first (Patriarchs and Moses) Yahweh proposes Himself as the only God of the Israelites, the only one with whom they can have a religious relationship. 

"And God said [to Moses]: ‘I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.’" (Ex, 3, 6). ‑ "The Lord God of your fathers... "(Ex., 3, 15). ‑ "The Lord God of the Hebrews..." (Ex., 3, 18). ‑ "I am the Lord your god, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage. You shall not have strange Gods before me. You shall not make to yourself a graven thing, not the likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or in the earth beneath, not of those things that are in the waters under the earth. You shall not adore them, nor serve them, I am the Lord your God, mighty, jealous..." (Ex., 20, 2‑4).
There is still a lack of an explicit denial of the existence of the other gods: on the contrary, most Jews appear to believe in the real existence of the protecting divinities of other populations.

[Jephthah's message to the Ammonites]: "So then Yahweh, the God of Israel, dispossessed the Amorites, from before his people Israel; and are you to take possession of them? Will you not possess what Chemosh your god gives you to possess? And all that Yahweh our God has dispossessed before us, we will possess" (Jdgs 11, 23‑24). ‑ [David to Saul]::"Now therefore let my lord the king hear the words of his servant. If it is Yahweh who has stirred you up against me, may he accept an offering; but if it is men, may they be cursed before Yahweh, for they have driven me out this day that I should have no share in the heritage of the Yahweh, saying, 'Go, serve other gods'" (1 Sam. 26, 19)..

It is from the epoch of the prophets onwards that Yahweh is affirmed as the one and only God, as the one and only being to whom such a name could belong. 

"Before me no god is formed, nor shall there be any after me. I, I am Yahweh, and besides me there is no saviour "(Isa
43, 10‑11).

The other gods, as happens in the Zoroastrian religion, are considered demons, wicked spirits. 

"What do I imply then? That food offered to idols is anything, or that an idol is anything? No, I imply that what pagans sacrifice they offer to demons and not to God. I do not want you to be partners with demons "(1 Cor 10, 19‑20). "Omnes dii gentium demonia" ("All gods of the gentiles are demons "), as commented by St. Augustine (Enarrat. in Psalm. XCV (XCVI), 4‑5, in Migne, Patrologia Latina, vol. XXXVII, p. 1321.

A one and only God, Yahweh, is transcendent: not immanent and integrated in the cosmos like the divinities, even the supreme ones, of the polytheistic religions. Yahweh's transcendence is expressed in the most varied aspects. He is not simply the national God of the Jews, but the creator and sovereign of the universe.

Cp. Gen 1‑2; Job 32‑42; Ps 8 and 104; Isa 40, 12‑28; 2 Macc 7, 28 where there is explicit affirmation that the universe had been created from nothing: "...Look upon heaven and earth and all that is in them: and consider that God made them out of nothing, and mankind also".

He is infinite.

[The words of Solomon]: "But will God indeed dwell on the earth? Behold, heaven and the highest heaven cannot contain you: how much less this house which I have built!" (1 Kings, 8, 27). ‑ "Whither shall I go from your Spirit? Or whither shall I flee from your presence? If I ascend to heaven, you are there! If I make my bed in Sheol, you are there! If I take the wings of the morning and dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea, even there your hand shall lead me and your right hand shall hold me "(Ps 139, 8‑10). ‑ "Though they dig into Sheol, from there shall my hand take them; though they climb up to heaven, from there I will bring them down. Though they hide themselves on the top of Carmel, from there I will search out and take them; and though they hide from sight on the bottom of the sea, there I will command the serpent, and it shall bite them..." (Amos 9, 2‑3).

He is eternal.

"Before the mountains were brought forth, or ever you had formed the earth and the world, from everlasting to everlasting you are God. You turn man back to the dust, and say, 'Turn back, O children of men!' For a thousand years in your sight are but as yesterday when it is past, or as a watch in the night "(Ps 90, 1‑3).

He is the lord of nature and absolute protagonist of history, that he guides according to his plans right from the very beginning of creation until the last day of the full advent of the divine kingdom on earth: he lives and works in the hearts of hearts of the beings and souls and yet he never identifies himself with anything, but transcends all things in an absolute manner. 

He is the Most High, the Saint. The living, ecstatic perception of the transcendence of God is the meeting with the mysterium tremendum, it is something which frightens and, in comparison, makes man feel nothing but an impotent creature and a wretched sinner. 

"In the year that King Uzziah died, I [Isaiah] saw the Lord sitting upon a throne, high and lifted up; and his train filled the temple. Above him stood the seraphim; each had six wings: with two he covered his face, and with two he covered his feet, and with two he flew. And one called to another and said, 'Holy, holy, holy, is Yahweh of hosts; the whole earth is full of his glory'. And the foundations of the thresholds shook at the voice of him who called, and the house was filled with smoke. And I said: 'Woe is me! For I am lost; for I am a man of unclean lips, and I dwell in the midst of a people of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts!' Then flew one of the seraphim to me, having in his hand a burning coal which he had taken with tongs from the altar. And he touched my mouth, and said: 'Behold, this has touched your lips; your guilt is taken away, and your sin forgiven" (Isa 6, 1-7). - "Then Jacob awoke from his sleep and said, 'Surely Yahweh is in this place; and I did not know it'. And he was afraid, and said, 'How awesome is this place! This is none other than the house of God, and this is the gate of heaven'!" (Gen 28, 16-17). - "When Yahweh saw that he [Moses] turned aside to see [the burning bush] God called to him out of the bush, ‘Moses, Moses!’ And he said, 'Here am I!’ ‘Then he said, 'Do not come near; put off your shoes from your feet, for the place on which you are standing is holy ground.' And he said, 'I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.' And Moses hid his face, for he was afraid to look at God" (Ex 3, 4-6). - [On Mount Sinai] "And Yahweh said to Moses, 'Go down and warn the people, lest they break through to the Lord to gaze and many of them perish. And also let the priests who come near to Yahweh consecrate themselves’. And Moses said to Yahweh, ‘The people cannot come up to Mount Sinai; for you yourself did charge us, saying, 'Set bounds about the mountain, and consecrate it.' And Yahweh said to him, 'Go down and come up bringing Aaron with you: but do not let the priests and people break through to come up to Yahweh, lest he break out against them" (Ex 19, 21-24). - "And behold, Yahweh passed by, and a great and strong wind rent the mountains, and broke in pieces the rocks before Yahweh, but Yahweh was not in the wind; and after the wind an earthquake; and after the earthquake a fire, but Yahweh was not in the fire; and after the fire a still small voice. And when Elijah heard it, he wrapped his face in his mantle and went out and stood at the entrance of the cave" (1 Kings 19, 11-13). - "I raise you, for you are fearful and wonderful" (Ps 139, 14).

The transcendence of God is His absolute incomparableness with the beings of this world and with men. That God is transcendent does not mean that He is detached from created realities and from men: on the contrary, He dwells in all created beings, like the creator and enlivening spirit. 

"The earth was without form and void, and darkness was upon the face of the deep; and the spirit of God was moving over the face of the waters. And God said, 'Let there be light'; and there was light" (Gen 1, 2‑3). ‑ "By the word of Yahweh the heavens were made, and all their host by the breath of his mouth" (Ps 33, 6). ‑ "Let all your creatures serve you: because you have spoken, and they were made: you sent forth your spirit, and they were created, and there is no one that can resist your voice "(Jdt 16, 17). "...For the spirit of the Lord has filled the whole world…“ (Wis. 1, 7). ‑ "If he should take back his spirit to himself, and gather to himself his breath, all flesh would perish together, and man would return to dust " (Job. 34, 14‑15).

God dwells inside us men, more intimate than we are to ourselves. As a matter of fact, the heart of hearts of our souls is the privileged place for the manifestation of God. 

"Do you not know that you are God's temple and that God's Spirit dwells in you?”(1 Cor. 3, 16)” ‑ "...In whom [Jesus Christ] you are also built into it for a dwelling place of God in the Spirit" (Eph 2, 22). ‑ To the Reason which asks him "Quid ergo scire vis?" Augustine replies, in brief: “Deum et animam scire cupio". "Nihilne plus?" "Nihil omnino" (Soliloquia, I, II, 7). The knowledge of God and the knowledge of the soul are closely linked: only he who deepens the knowledge of his own soul can find God there, can have a knowledge of God that is not merely conceptual but existential, experienced. Therefore, Augustine admonishes, "Noli foras ire, in te ipsum redi. In interiore homine habitat veritas. Et si tuam naturam mutabilem inveneris, transcende et te ipsum" (De vera religione, XXXIX). This idea of the presence of the divine truth, in other words, of God Himself, in the heart of hearts of the human soul, is the idea of inwardness: particularly present in the Indian spirituality, this idea emerges and becomes progressively clear in Judaism, in Christianity and then in Christian mysticism and the philosophy of Augustinian-Pascalian inspiration. M. F. Sciacca defines it "the objective inwardness": which "implicates transcendence, the presence of Somebody who is within us without being us "(L’intériorité objective, Milan 1952, p. 64).

Furthermore, it is the heart of hearts of the soul that the Spirit acts, the "blow" of God, which inspires, reveals, illuminates, gives strength and comfort, guides our actions, transforms - first of all inside and then outside - all of man, to renew by purifying and sanctifying so that the human nature can participate increasingly deeper in the divine nature. 

In the Old Testament "the most ancient texts attribute temporary effects of a physical-psychic nature, of an impetuous and sudden character, to the Spirit of the Lord: the Spirit of the Lord 'begins to stir in one ' (Judg 13, 25), ‘falls upon one’ (Ezek 11, 5), ‘carries one away’ (1 Kings. 18, 12; 2 Kings. 2, 16), ‘comes upon one’ (Judg 14, 6); in men chosen for the good of the people of God it provokes the strength of giants (ibid 13, 25; 14, 6.19; 15, 14), it causes heroic war actions (ibid. 6, 34; 11, 29; 1 Sam 11, 6 f.), prophetic enthusiasm and exaltation (Num 11, 24‑30; 1 Sam 10, 5‑13; 19, 20‑24) which also came upon Saul's messengers, as it did to Saul himself (1 Sam 10, 10; 19, 19‑24; cp. 1 Kings. 22, 10 ff.), physical abduction and spiritual ecstasy (1 Kings 18, 12; 2 Kings. 2, 16; cp. Acts 8, 39; Ezek 3, 12; 8, 3; 11, 1; 37, 1; 43, 5), amazing thaumaturgical powers (1 Kings. 17, 14 and. 17 ff.; 2 Kings 2, 15; 4, 1 ff.), admirable gifts of prophecy (Num 24, 2; 1 Chr 12, 19; 2 Chr 20, 14; 24, 20) and the interpretation of dreams (Gen 40, 8; 41, 16.38; Dan 4, 5; 5, 11; 5, 4)... In the more recent texts, charismatic leaders and prophets are no longer strengthened with the Spirit of the Lord in an impetuous and intermittent manner, but rather in a continual manner. The spirit 'rests upon' Moses, prototype of the people's leader and prophet (Num 11, 17.25; cp. Isa 63, 12), on the seventy elders (Num 11, 25.29), on Joshua (ibid. 27, 18; Deut 34, 9), on Saul (1 Sam 16, 14), on David (1 Sam 16, 13; 2 Sam 23; 2), whose monarchy puts an end to the theocratic-charismatic regime (1 Sam 16, 14), on Elijah (2 Kings 2, 9) and Elisha (ibid. 2, 15). Nevertheless, the favourite carriers of the spirit of God are considered the prophets [...]. The prophets receive the 'teachings of Yahweh' from the spirit of God (Isa 30, 1; Zech 7, 2), the learning, instructions concerning the political and religious leadership of the people (2 Sam 23, 2; 2 Chr 15, 1; 20, 14; 24, 20; Isa 11, 1; 42, 1; 61, 1), just as the true and proper prophecies (Num 24, 2; 1 Chr 12, 19). The spirit of the Lord also grants the prophet with the 'strength' to speak courageously and to suffer heroically (Mic 3, 8; 2 Chr 24, 20 s.)” (Robert Koch, "Spirit", in the Dictionary of biblical theology edited by Johannes Bauer, Italian edition, Brescia 1965, pp. 1392‑95). - "With the baptism God anointed his Son with the Holy Spirit and power (Acts 10, 38), onto whom the Holy Spirit 'rested permanently' (Jn 1, 32; cp. Isa 11, 2; Zech 3, 8) and ‘without measures’ (Jn 3, 34; Lk 4, 1) already from birth, in other words it visibly revealed him to the whole world and confirmed him as the Messiah everybody had been waiting for (cp. Lk 1, 41.44.67; 2, 25 ff. 37 f.)" (op. cit., p. 1404). ‑ "On the occasion of the Pentecost the Apostles were entrusted with the charismatic duty of prophets and guides and were given the Spirit to announce the word of God and rule the Church. Like it was once through the mouth of the prophets (cp. Mt 22, 43; Mk 12, 36; Acts 1, 16; 4, 25; 28, 25; Heb 3, 7; 9, 8; 10, 15; 2 Tim 3, 16; 2 Pet 1, 21), in the same way the Spirit of God now speaks through the Apostles, their successors (Acts 5, 39; 11, 12; 1 Cor 12; 28; 1 Pet 1, 11 f.). The tongues of fire (Acts 2, 3) allude to the announcement of great actions of Gods (ibid. 2, 11), as also the divine teachings (Rev 2, 7.11.17.28; 3, 6.13.22). The Holy Spirit confers divine dignity and authority to the inspired words (cp. 2 Tim 3, 16; 2 Pet 1, 21; Rev 14, 13). After the coming of the Holy Spirit, the Apostles understand the immense importance of the message of the resurrected and glorified Lord (Acts 1, 8; 2, 33; 4, 8; 6, 5.10.31 f.; cp. Rev 19, 10) and penetrate more deeply into the knowledge of the mystery of Christ (1 Cor 2, 10‑14; 12, 3; 2 Cor 4, 13 f.; Eph 3, 5.16 ff.) [...] At the same time the Spirit gives the Apostles a supernatural strength, so that they may announce the word of God, in other words the message of Jesus Christ, despite the contradictions and persecutions of which they will be made object, with indomitable courage and ardent zeal (Acts 2, 29; 4, 20.29‑31; 5, 29; 9, 27 f.; 19, 8; 26, 26; 28, 31; 1 Cor 2, 3 f.; 2 Cor. 3, 4‑6; 4, 1; 1 Thess 1, 5) ‘in the power of Christ’ (2 Cor 12, 9). The success of their announcement is powerfully assured by a whole series of spiritual gifts, like the gift of languages (Acts 2, 4.11.15) great miracles (Acts 9, 39‑42; 12, 5‑17; 13, 9‑11; Rom 15, 19), physical (Acts 8, 39) and spiritual raptures (Rev 1, 10; 4, 2; 17, 3; 21, 10) prophecies in the strict sense of the word. (Acts 9, 17; 20, 23; 2 Thess 2, 2; 1 Tim 4, 1; Jude 19; cp. Lk 1, 41.67" (op. cit., pp. 1409‑11). ‑ "The Spirit blew strongly on the young Church producing extraordinary effects closely linked to its mission. The Church largely experienced the comfort of the Holy Spirit (Acts 9, 31), which brought a springtime of Christian life full of promise. The conquest of the world to Christ is entirely in the sign of the Holy Spirit as to him are the courageous announcement of the word of God (ibid. 4, 31; 5, 32; 6, 5.10; 11, 24), the prayers and songs of praise animated by charismatic gifts (ibid. 2, 47; Eph 5, 18‑20), the gift of prophecy (Acts 8, 29; cp. Lk 1, 15.41.67; 2, 25 ff.), illuminations, inspirations (Acts 11, 12), visions (ibid. 7, 55), true and proper prophecies (ibid. 41, 28; 21, 4.11) miracles (ibid. 3, 1‑8; Heb 2, 4; 6, 1 f.), the gift of languages (Acts 10, 44 ff.; 19, 6; 1 Cor 12, 10; 14, 2‑28; 1 Thess 5, 19 f.) and their interpretation (1 Cor 12, 10; 14, 13; 14, 27 f.), the discernment of the spirits (1 Cor 12, 10; 14, 29; 1 Thess 5, 19‑21; 1 Jn 4, 1), the wonderfully wise and courageous words pronounced by the persecuted Christians when they were brought up to trial (Mt 10, 20; Lk 12, 12; Jn 14, 26; Acts 6, 5.10)" (op. cit., pp. 1412‑13).

With the manifestation of God in the heart of hearts of the human soul, the infinite distance and transcendence of God, who continues to appear as the Most High, the Ineffable, the totally Other in His tremendous mystery, is not at all abolished: the more man continues along the road of religious perfection and the more the sense of sin and consciousness of the qualitative gulf which separates him, despite everything, increases.

"...For our knowledge is imperfect and our prophecy is imperfect; but when the perfect comes, the imperfect will pass away... For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall understand fully, even as I have been fully understood. "(1 Cor. 13, 9‑12). ‑ "Quid ergo dicamus, fratres, de Deo? Si enim quod vis dicere, si cepisti, non est Deus: si com​prehendere potuisti, aliud pro Deo comprehendisti. Si quasi comprehendere potuisti, cogitatione tua te decepisti. Hoc ergo non est, si comprehendisti: si autem hoc est, non comprehendisti. Quid ergo vis loqui, quod comprehen​dere non potuisti?"(St. Augustine, Sermo LII, c. VI, n. 16; P.L. XXXVIII, 360). ‑ "De Deo loquimur, quid mirum si non cornprehendis? Si enim comprehendis, non est Deus. Sit pia confessio ignorantiae magis, quam temeraria professio scientiae. Attingere aliquantum mente Deum, magna beatitudo est: compre​hendere autem, omnino impossibile" (Sermo CXVII, c. III, n. 5; P.L. XXXVIII, 663). ‑ "Si cor tuum usque huc ascendere potuit, Deum tuum infra quomodo collocabis? Ipse sibi forma, ipse sibi essentia est... Numquid verendum, ne cogitatio transvolet illum? Quantumcumque in altum proficiat, ultra est" (St. Bernard of Chiaravalle, De consideratione, 1.V, c. VII, n. 16; P.L. CLXXXII, 798). ‑ "The spirit, which tries hard to 'understand' God, cannot be compared to the avaricious man who hoards an increasingly greater quantity of gold - a sum of truth. Nor does it resemble the artist, who always starts a sketch from the beginning to make it less imperfect every time and to finally rest in the aesthetical enjoyment of his work. It is rather more like the swimmer, who, in order to stay above the waves, swims ahead in the ocean forced to driving back a new wave with every stroke. It unceasingly discards the representations which are continually reformed, well aware that they carry it, but that stopping itself would mean perishing "(Henri De Lubac, Sulle vie dì Dìo, [On the paths of God], Italian trans., Alba 1959, pp. 170‑171). De Lubac quotes a significant passage from the Libro (Book) by B. Angela from Foligno (edited by G. De Libero, Modena 1955, p. 75): "When I returned to my senses, I was absolutely certain that those who feel God more can speak less of Him, for the simple reason that the more they feel of the infinite and the ineffable, the less they can speak about it... Furthermore, when you come to preach (here she refers to the reporter) I would like you to understand what I understood when I was aware I had given hospitality to the Pilgrim: as a matter of fact, I would have been able to say absolutely nothing about God, and every man would have had to remain silent on a similar occasion. I would like to come to you (if something similar were to happen to you) and say: ‘Brother, tell me a little about God now’. There is nothing in the world that you would be able to know or say about God, as God's goodness would surpass you and the things you may say or, in some way, think. And this does not happen, because the soul loses consciousness of itself or some sensitiveness of the body: it is integral in itself. Therefore you would say to the people, entirely convinced: ‘Go with the blessing, because I cannot tell you anything about God!.- Furthermore, De Lubac points out that "an analogous elevation is found at the Maimonides, Le Guide des égarés [The Guide of the lost]: 'Praise to He who is so high that when the intelligences contemplate His essence, and when they examine how His actions are a result of His will, their science is changed into ignorance, and when the languages wish to glorify Him, with attributes, all eloquence becomes weak stuttering' (French version by S. Munk, t. I; pp. 247‑248)" (op. cit., pp. 192‑193, note 10 from chapter V). ‑ "So we are always of good courage; we know that while we are at home in the body we are away from the Lord, for we walk by faith, not by sight. We are of good courage, and we would rather be away from the body and at home with the Lord" (2 Cor 5, 6‑8). ‑ "And to keep me from being too elated by the abundance of revelations, a thorn was given me in the flesh, a messenger of Satan, to harass me, to keep me from being too elated. Three times I besought the Lord about this, that it should leave me; but he said to me, 'My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness'. I will all the more gladly boast of my weaknesses, that the power of Christ, may rest upon me. "(2 Cor 12, 7‑9). ‑ "Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death? "(Rom 7, 24). ‑ "And not only the creation, but we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the spirit, groan inwardly as we wait for adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies. For in this hope we are saved. Now hope that is seen is not hope. For who hopes for what he sees? But if we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with patience" (Rom 8, 23‑25). - "..Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling" (Phil 2, 12). 

If God, although manifesting Himself in man's inner spiritual life, transcends him in an absolute manner, the clear consequence is that man cannot expect to capture Him with external, magical rituals or with spiritual techniques. Such rituals or techniques could prove to be efficacious in determined cases, but only as they act on man to prepare him in a better way to receive the manifestation of the sacred: manifestation which, however, does not happen due to the will of man, but rather solely due to the autonomous initiative of the divine Spirit that blows where and when it wishes.

"The wind blows where it wills, and you hear the sound of it, but you do not know whence it comes or whither it goes; so it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit" (Jn 3, 8).

The only thing that man can do is to place himself in a receptive attitude. He will be led to doing this by the feeling of his own impotence in rising up to reach God with his own strength, but at the same time by the feeling of trust that it will be God who will come down to him, to donate Himself to him, of His own initiative. Moreover, the divine activity expresses itself in a continual donation of itself, in an incessant irradiation of His own existence to His creatures.

This stretching out of itself in a receptive attitude to the irradiation of Grace, is the attitude of invocation, of prayer. Already in the Old Testament prayer is conceived in radical opposition to everything which could even remotely liken it to a magical rite. Prayer has to come from the heart, it has to ask, not demand; it has to be humble. 

"Two men went up into the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The Pharisee stood thus and prayed with himself, 'God, I thank you that I am not like other men, extortionists, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week, I give tithes of all that I get'. But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even lift up his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, saying, 'God, be merciful to me a sinner!’ I tell you, this man went down to his house justified rather than the other; for every one who exalts himself will be humbled, but he who humbles himself will be exalted " (Lk 18, 9‑14).

Nevertheless, prayer has to be trusting. 

"And Jesus answered them, 'Have faith in God. Truly, I say to you, whoever says to this mountain, 'Be taken up and cast into the sea', and does not doubt in his heart, but believes that what he says will come to pass, it will be done for him. Therefore I tell you, whatever you ask in prayer, believe that you have received it, and it will be yours" (Mk 11, 22‑24).

Trusting, but at the same time, resigned to the divine will. 

Jesus "withdrew" from the apostles "about a stone's throw, and knelt down and prayed, 'Father, if you are willing, remove this cup from me; nevertheless not my will, but yours, be done'" (Lk 22, 41‑42).

Prayer should not be made up of many words and monotonous repetitions like the pagans' exorcism. 

"And in praying do not heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles do; for they think that they will be heard for their many words" (Mt 6, 7).

This does not mean to say that prayer should not be constant: it is like the breath of the soul that rests in God; and the entire day, the entire life of the true believer is incessant prayer, in imitation of the Prophets and above all of Christ.

"Pray constantly" (1 Thess 5, 17). Here there is the idea that the believer has to maintain himself in constant communion with God and with Christ, who "died for us so that whether we wake or sleep we might live with him" (ibid. 5, 10). 

Prayer is intimately connected to the act of faith, which is the trusting abandonment in God, who providently acts in the world like He does in the heart of hearts of our souls. Abandoning ourselves with trust in God does not at all mean passively waiting. If we are to receive God, then it is up to us to do our best to make ourselves as receptive as possible. If the essential place for the manifestation of God is in the heart of hearts of our souls, then we have to work actively to remove all that may obstruct the manifestation of the sacred, we have to prepare our souls for the most absolute opening. It is necessary to set aside all sufficiency, all satisfied arrogance of ourselves: all of this closes us. We should behave not like the Pharisee but like the tax collector in the parable, not like the wise and the rich but like the poor in spirit, not like the experienced adult who presumes he already knows everything, but like the young boy who wants to learn everything and is so much more docile, ready and willing. We have to place ourselves in the attitude of invocation and listening. Humbleness, which opposes diabolic arrogance, is the correct creatural attitude of the creature who knows it owes everything to God and, by acknowledging Him the role of the absolute protagonist, wants to be nothing more that God's faithful collaborator. 

"What then is Apollos? What is Paul? Servants through whom you believed, as the Lord assigned to each. I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the growth. So neither he who plants nor he who waters is anything, but only God who gives the growth... For we are God's fellow workers... » (1 Cor 3, 5‑9). ‑ "For I am the least of the Apostles, unfit to be called an Apostle, because I persecuted the Church of God. But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace toward me was not in vain. On the contrary, I worked harder than any of them, though it was not I, but the grace of God that is with me "(ibid. 15, 9‑10). 

All of this, as we have already mentioned, which is far from implicating passiveness and quietism, presumes an activity in us men: an activity which aims at transforming us to make us more receptive, and therefore not only more open to receiving God but also better, more fitted to imitating Him: since the greater our degree of perfection is, the more we make ourselves fit to incarnating the divine perfection within ourselves. Such a humanism, which pursues such a God, who wishes us to be similar to Him, as our ideal of perfection, is fully consistent with creatural humbleness: this is not done to discourage us, to persuade us to limit our objectives, but, on the contrary, to make us perceive the insufficiency of any achieved goal more in a lively manner, and the enormous distance which always separates us from the final goal which is the achievement of our perfection in God, perfection which God Himself calls us to and which we will be able to achieve for His will and for His grace in the culminating day of creation when God will be "all in all" (1 Cor. 15, 28). 

This Christian humanism is not only consistent with creatural humbleness, but with the asceticism of the Cross, in which it does indeed find its own completion: in order not to risk being fulfilled as diabolic humanism, Christian humanism has to rid itself of any egoistic motive, any tendency to place human individuality as an end to itself, absolutising it instead of God. The "old man", because of his nature, aims at this: everything that is within us could be a source of egoism, every tendency of the "flesh" should therefore be mortified through the strictest ascesis, so that nothing can obstruct the divine will intent on reaching the kingdom of God: that kingdom of which humanism must not represent the opposition but the completion. 

This mortification is a requirement that the religious spirits have always felt. Right from the most primitive religions we have had the idea that in order to be born again to the divine life one has to die to the profane and sinful life. The need to die to the profane life in order to be born again to the new life, one that is sanctified by a more intimate participation in the Divine, is expressed amongst the primitive populations, in the initiation rites, in the symbolism of death and the second birth, in particular in the aquatic symbolism (cp., also, for the relative bibliography, M. Eliade, Traité d’histoire des religions [A treatise of history of religions],  ch. V; Das Heilige und das Profane [The Sacred and the Profane], chapters III and IV). It is only later on that the deepening of religious sensitiveness leads to the affirmation of the primary need of an inner mortification which is above all accomplished as a profound and sincere sentiment.

A Christian sensitiveness is developed and deepened through an authentic and integral Christian life: through a Christian life which is articulated into all its essential moments (each one of which involves and attracts the others). In a true and complete Christian life there is the moment of prayer and trusting abandon just as there is the moment of the love of God and men and of all beings (creatures) in whom God manifests Himself; there is the moment of humanism just as there is the moment of asceticism, of mortification and of that the cross, so that the Christian can cooperate in creating the world and saving it without being of the world. 

An integral Christian life allows us have an extremely complex religious experience: it allows us to meet God in the heart of hearts of our souls, not only, but in other men and other created beings; it allows us to live in communion with God in prayer and contemplation as well as in action; and not only in the religious action in the strictest sense of the word (in the apostolate, in the practise of charity etc.) but in all those forms of humanistic action in which we cooperate with God to complete the creation of the universe. 

Furthermore, it is through such an experience of God - articulated into all levels - that we can refine a sense of God that makes us fit to perceiving the presence of the sacred wherever it may manifest itself: in the Church, but also outside the Church; in the saints of all religions, just as in the thinkers and poets and men of action; in the heart of hearts of the soul, just as in nature; in Christ, just as in every man, even the spiritually speaking most brutalised; in the religious act, just as in every action that expresses some value, just as in every act of life.

CHAPTER XVIII - If the first and essential place of the revelation of the sacred is the human soul, one needs to consider the structure of the, above all, unconscious psyche, with the fabulation mechanism which continually operates in it translating the internal inspirations into visions and myths (by a process similar to that with which images of dreams are generated by various stimulations). "Demythicising" means discerning how much mythical, in this sense, there is in our religious beliefs and how much authentic divine revelation there is. This critical activity, applied to the content of our alleged "inspirations", could articulate itself into different types of "subjective verification". 

We have already mentioned that the first and essential place of the revelation of the sacred is the human soul (only he who has an experience of God in his own heart of hearts is able to acknowledge His presence in things and in other men). This means that our receptiveness to God has its limit in our soul's structure and in the way in which the psychic processes occur at both levels of the consciousness and unconsciousness.

Psychoanalysis, and in particular, Jung's contribution, have explained that if a revelation of God in the human psyche is possible, its first channel, its first point of obligatory passage is the unconscious. However, now we know that our unconscious psyche continually operates a fabulation mechanism: a psychic mechanism which, by receiving various kinds of stimulation, tends to transform them into images.

Let us observe how the unconscious acts when, in the case where there is a lack of control of the conscious psyche, it is left free to express itself according to its own tendencies: it is the moment in which we are sleeping and dreaming. What happens in our dreams? A series of external or internal stimulations to the psyche - an insect bite, hunger or thirst, sexual instinct, desires, worries, anxiety, complexes - this whole group of stimulations which make up the "latent content" of the dream, are translated into a sufficiently coordinated group of hallucinatory images which, precisely make up the "manifest content" of the dream itself.

There is no absolute conformity nor any absolute extraneousness between the images of the dream and the original stimulations, but there is a relationship of analogy: the manifest content is the same hidden content symbolically disguised: between the images of the dream and the original stimulations there is the same relationship that can be had between a symbol and the reality it wishes to express.

All of this happens not only in the dream in the true sense of the word but also in those so called "day dreams" during which the subject, despite the fact he/she is awake, is nevertheless in a condition which allows him/her to have a minor control of his/her own unconsciousness. The primitive man is more subject to this kind of condition than the civilised man is, a child more than an adult, a woman more than a man, a religious person and a poet more than a scientist, an intuitive person more than an intellectualistic reasoning one.

Compared to the "awake" individual who reasons, analyses and objectifies things, the "dreamer" is far less alert, much less able to discern, but far more able to penetrate certain aspects of the reality, to understand which, indeed, it is better to have a receptive attitude of listening and abandonment to inspiration rather than the attitude of he who, by wanting too much to reason and define and reduce to clear and distinct ideas, ends up by completely losing the meaning of certain vaguer realities which can only be understood by a vital liking, immersing oneself in them, abandoning oneself to their flow.

An attitude of abandonment makes man more receptive but less fit to discern: by abandoning himself to the flow of inner inspiration, man ends up by having more copious "material" at his disposal. However, this is when the problem arises: in this material of alleged inspirations, how far can one speak of genuine inspirations, of authentic revelations of God, and how far, on the contrary, do we find ourselves faced with the expression, the symbolic translation of realities and phenomena and psychological, biological, sociological and cultural influences that take place in our psyche or which manifest themselves to it and are nevertheless classified as purely human facts and nothing to do with divine revelations? In other words, how much is there of human and how much is there of genuinely divine in our alleged "revelations"? 

Since the previously mentioned fabulation process governs the formation of myths, but since profound intuitions, authentic revelations of the sacred can also be expressed in myths, the problem which arises regards discerning the nucleus of truth from the mythical form in which it appears to us to be covered: it is the problem of "demythification" (Entmythologisierung), of which there is so much talk, especially with reference to the work of Rudolf Bultmann.

As we well know, Bultmann was the first to explicitly put forward the idea that, in order to interpret the Christian message in a comprehensible manner, it would be necessary to demythicise it, as its traditional formulation appeared to be meaningless to the scientific mentality and the more mature sensitiveness of the modern man. This is not the case here to run through the history of the problem again from the precedents (German historicism of the last century: Dilthey, Troeltsch etc.) to the various phases of the thought of Bultmann.

Cp. on the subject, also for the relative bibliography, F. Bianco, Distru​zione e riconquista del mito (Destruction and reconquest of the myth), Rome 1961.
I will only limit myself to saying that the need appears to be more than legitimate, even if the solutions that were gradually proposed by the thinker of Marburg appear to be anything but satisfactory. It should be admitted that already in the forties he had already clearly formulated that which today is an extremely widespread idea in the lively themes and problems of militant Protestant and Catholic Christianity (with Neues Testament und Mythologie, [New Testament and mythology] of 1941, reprinted in the work written in collaboration Kerygma und Mythos [K. and myth], vol. I, Hamburg 1948).

Cp. in particular Il problema della demitizzazione (The problem of demythologisation), Rome 1961: acts of a conference held in Rome in January 1961 with reports by R. Bultmann, K. Kerényi, J. Danielou, P. Ricoeur, E. Castelli, H. Bouillard (La position d'une théologie reformée en face de 1'interprétation existentiale [The position of a reformed theology compared to the existential interpretation]), R. Marlé (Y‑a‑t‑il un problème catholique de la “démythisation”? [Is it there a Catholic problem of demythologisation?]), R. Panikkar (La demitologizzazione nell'incontro tra Cristianesimo e Induismo [Demythologisation in the meeting between Christianity and Hinduism]), and others.

Many of Bultmann's observations, many of his remarks appear to be valid; however, on the whole, to a believer who is trying to deepen his own Christianity by reliving the message, the articles of faith and the "myths" themselves in the terms of inner experiences, to a believer who possesses even the slightest religious experience, Bultmann gives the impression of judging Christianity rather too much from the outside, with his mentality as a scholar of first positivistic training which then went through German historicism and finally through the existentialism of Heidegger. It therefore seems that Bultmann does not put himself in the position of being able to understand what can only be understood in Christianity by experiencing it. 

It is true that he penetrates certain aspects and motives of Christianity which he finds more congenial with remarkable perspicacity (for example, the new Christian sense of history; and, then, the fact that Christianity, before anything else, is an existential experience, it is an existential understanding and the existential answer to an appeal made to the single person); nevertheless, one is right in saying that the intimate substance of the Christian message passes him by unnoticed. By rather uncritically adhering to the scientistic conception, Bultmann expunges everything in Christianity that does not conciliate with the "scientific" mentality of the "modern" man. 

First of all, in the same way all the cosmological beliefs of the type which places God and heaven in the sky and hell under the earth, and such like, are declared as being unacceptable (Neues Testament und Mythologie, p. 17; Jesus Christ and mythology, London 1960, p. 15).
Furthermore, all the "miraculous" healings and other facts of paranormal nature testified by the Gospels are also denied (Neues Testament und Mythologie, p. 18; Jesus Christ and mythology, p. 15).

He reasons as if traditional science had revealed everything regarding human nature to us and as if the author ignored that phenomena of this kind are documented by an impressive literature and are also object to very strict research, metaphysics or parapsychology, which have authentic scientists amongst their own experts distinguished as such also in other fields and working in officially recognised institutions.

Bultmann rejects other elements because they offend our ethical sensitiveness remaining more rather like the expression of a primitive mentality: for example, the transmission of sin from Adam to us and the expiation of human sins through the death of Christ (Neues Testament und Mythologie, pp. 20-21).

However we should also ask ourselves here whether such dogmas or myths could not express - in a form which is nevertheless naive, crude, vexing - some more profound spiritual truth: for example, an invisible bond between the creatures which would make them all united in good as well as in evil, a conception which is certainly closer to a certain archaic tribal communitarism rather than modern individualism, but which does not mean it should be rejected before an attempt to analyse it more deeply, to relive it in a spiritual experience that is analogous to that from which the dogma of the communion of saints must have originated.

However, the most serious of Bultmann's denials in my opinion appears to be that which rejects any reference to supernatural powers: references of this kind would contradict the principles of modern science, which, on the contrary, only take natural phenomena into consideration (ones that can be recorded in a given manner) trying (despite everything) to trace them back within the strict laws of the cause-effect nexus (Neues Testament und Mythologie, pp. 180-181).

This means excluding from Christianity everything that does not allow itself to be "objectively" verified by methods of "modern science". 

Once it has been "demythicised" by Bultmann what would the Christian faith be reduced to? It would be reduced to a pure understanding of existence, or if one prefers - according to the latest developments of Bultmannian thought - to a pure historical understanding of man (F. Bianco, op. cit., pp. 276, 295, etc.).

If, as far as Bultmann is concerned, the eschatological vision itself of the final triumph of the Kingdom of God is to be considered as entirely mythical (Jesus Christ and mythology, pp. 11 ss.), then I find it impossible to understand how a Bultmann’s God, one that is so incapable of bursting into the world to transform it, one that is so powerless in saving the world from its condition of sin and its destiny of death, could be of such vital interest to us. I would rather call a Christian God, with whom or without whom everything always remains and will always remain unaltered, a new kind of "philosophers' God", and I would be tempted to defining Bultmann's "Christianity" a new type of deism, definitely no longer rationalistic, but let's say, existential.

That the passage from deism to atheism is short proves to be rather clear from the history of thought of these last two hundred years. In the same way, the passage from Bultmanns' Christian deism - through Tillich, Bonhoeffer, Robinson - to the atheism Christianity of Hamilton, Van Buren, Altizer and generally speaking, of the "theologians of the death of Christ", is also short and easy. 

"At the end of his demythicising operation, Bultmann has preserved very little of the Christian faith; nevertheless he admits that God has in fact spoken to men. However, his premises allowed him to reach even more radical conclusions. Why should one admit that God belongs to the redeeming content rather than to the mythical form? Is the 'word of God' itself that the prophets proclaimed nothing else but the exteriorisation of their profound intuitions, opportunely disguised, according to the requirements of the mythical metaphysical mentality? Does the logical man, who wishes to demythicise with scientific strictness, not perhaps have the duty to also consider the existence of God as the extreme objectification of man's inner experiences? Some of Bultmann's disciples answer affirmatively to these questions, they have reached the point of giving an atheistic interpretation of the Bible and the Gospels. Herbert Braun, for example, breaks up God in order to obtain the constitutive elements from Him of our self-understanding and in this way claims to remain faithful to the profound meaning of the New Testament (Cp. H.B., Gesammelte Studien zum Neuen Testament und seiner Umwelt [Collected studies on New Testament and its environment], Tubingen 1962, pp. 243‑309). Therefore, demythification has decisively contributed to the development of the doctrine of Christian atheism" (B. Mondin, I teologi della morte di Dio [The theologians of the death of God], Turin 1968, pp. 33‑34). As regards this subject, one should look at Bonhoeffer's letter to his friend from the Tegel prison in Berlin, dated 5 May 1944: “Do you remember Bultmann's essay on 'demythification' of the New Testament? Well, today my opinion would be that it has not gone - as the majority of people have thought - ‘too far', but, on the contrary, not far enough. Not only the 'mythological' concepts, miracle, ascension etc (which cannot in principle be detached from the idea of God, of faith, etc.) are problematic, but they are the same 'religious' concepts. It is not possible to separate the idea of God from that of the miracle (as Bultmann wishes), but it must be possible to 'not religiously' announce them and interpret them both. (D. Bonhoeffer, Resistance and surrender). 

Demythification is in itself a perfectly legitimate need, however one should be cautious and not expect to judge everything with the criterion of the positivistic-scientistic mentality. A certain manner of demythification kills the spirit as it restrains the Christian message within the limits of a positivistic, naturalistic and materialistic conception of the reality, precisely amputating those which are its more essential aspects and contents. It is indeed necessary to demythicise, but with humbleness, with extreme respect for the manifestation of the Spirit. In order to discern the presence of the Spirit it is necessary to be gifted with a certain spiritual sensitiveness. When this is lacking or is insufficient, the demythicisor risks throwing everything away: along with all the mythical waste, also the truth which is expressed. 

It is our religious sensitiveness which, by helping us to discern the profound truth in the myth, allows us to perceive, beyond the symbolic representation, that nucleus of genuine inspiration of God: the understanding of this nucleus, the assimilation of it, making it ours, allows us to make our religious sensitiveness increasingly more intense and penetrating. We often conceive faith as an indiscriminate adhesion to alleged "truths" which are proposed to us by a priest, by a prophet or by a sacred text. Well, the faith is indeed trusting, but with discernment. It will be our religious intuition that guides us in discerning what we should believe, as revealed in our heart of hearts by God Himself. All of this material of alleged inspirations which flows to our spirit in hearing will be subjected, in this way, to a kind of experimental verification: what proves to be in harmony with our previous spiritual experiences will be saved, even by adding themselves to them to enrich them.

Another type of verification will be that with which we compare these single intuitions to one another to see if and to what extent they are coherent with one another, and not contradictory.

However, all of this; by remaining within the ambit of our spirituality, will not yet offer us sufficient guarantee: we could nevertheless ask ourselves whether our religious experience is not too personal and whether it risks becoming arbitrary once it has broken away from all reference, from all possibility of comparison with other people's religious experiences. Here the problem arises of establishing if and how it is possible to compare ones own spiritual experiences with those of others in order to receive their confirmation and validation. 

After the internal experimental verification, and after the verification of agreement between the experiences which take place inside the same subject, the problem arises here of a third type of verification: the verification of conformity or not of our subject's inner experiences to other subjects' inner experiences.

Of which subjects? I would immediately like to make it clear: of subjects that can claim themselves to being, let's say, particularly qualified. In other words, I am not interested in establishing whether my spiritual experiences agree with those of any subjects who, in the majority of cases, could prove to be insensitive to the sacred and spiritually obtuse: on the contrary, I am more interested in knowing if, and to what extent, my experiences agree with those of particularly sensitive and penetrating spirits, who, due to the depth of their religious experience, in a certain way, appear to me, as holding "authority".

This is a problem posed by those who wish to confirm not only their own religious intuitions, but also their own intuitions in other - more "profane" - fields of the life of the spirit: it is perfectly natural that he who wishes to test the validity of his impressions and his critical judgements regarding a piece of poetry, a monument, a painting, a sculpture, a piece of music, should consider what has been said or written about them by particularly qualified people as an authoritative reference point: by historians of literature, by art critics, by musicologists. One supposes, at least until one has proof to the contrary, that their judgement is that of one who is much more competent than ourselves who are simple amateurs of average culture. 

It is true that sometimes even the "competent" make enormous mistakes. This does not however mean that their judgement does not at least generally offer guarantees that are much greater than those of the non specialists, of the individuals which the majority of the public is made up of.

Let us see now if and in what way this criterion can be applied in the religious field. How can we distinguish, amongst men, those whose religious experiences "count" and which can be an important reference and guidance point for us? 

Needless to say, the most difficult thing is to intimately know men, to judge them. We are forced to judging by appearances. Now there are a large number of men who, at least by observing them from the outside, appear spiritually insensitive: men whose attention and discourses appear to be constantly turned to external and worldly realities, men whose behaviour has very little "religiousness" about it. Although we may be convinced that there is always something to learn from everybody, we have to attribute less importance to these men's testimony than that which is attributed to the testimony of men whose way of speaking and acting appears to us in the light of our religious sensitiveness, to be "much more religious". We will then prefer those subjects who appear to us as being characterised by a deeper inner life and by a more refined spiritual sensitiveness to the afore mentioned ones. 

Their sense of the sacred will help us to guide our sensitiveness in the right direction, so that we can also set out for the correct understanding of the sacred beyond any possible deformation. It is in their intimate experience that we will feel spontaneously led to looking for the term of comparison to test the validity of our own intimate experience, to (should the case may be) question it, if our experience proves to us to be less deepened than theirs (which is anything but improbable). It is in the testimony of the "men of God" that we can have a valid point of reference and a sure guide in the long and difficult journey of spiritual research.
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