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Résumé :

Les sources de l’herméneutique de Paul Ricœur sont à chercher du côté de ses études sur Jaspers et Marcel : la tendance jaspersienne au paradoxe et au déchirement y est comme réorientée par le consentement marcélien au mystère et à l’affirmation ontologique originaire. Dès ces premiers travaux se manifeste ainsi l’effort de « double sympathie » par lequel Ricœur veut rendre également justice à des voix apparemment discordantes, afin d’élever la polémique stérile au « combat amoureux ». C’est par le combat amoureux que peut être érigé un édifice qui soit davantage le résultat d’une collaboration, un travail commun, que l’œuvre d’un génie solitaire. En vérité le livre sur Jaspers pré-contient l’essentiel des grandes préoccupations ricœuriennes et cet ouvrage manifeste en outre une tendance qui sera une constante dans l’itinéraire du philosophe français : l’ambition de ramener à la précision conceptuelle du cogito moderne le message « excentrique » de ceux qui en paraissent les destructeurs (Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Marx, Freud, les penseurs de la déconstruction et certaines formes de structuralisme), l’ambition aussi d’intégrer au discours philosophique les profondeurs opaques de l’existence ainsi que la richesse confuse des discours non-philosophiques. C’est cela qui lui fera compléter sa phénoménologie de la volonté, menée en style husserlien, par une herméneutique des symboles disant comment la volonté se sent captive d’un mal qui la précède.

 L’objet des conférences de Shanghai sera ainsi d’explorer cette source complexe de l’intention herméneutique de Paul Ricœur.

Notes concerning the sources of Paul Ricoeur’s hermeneutics.


For these three conferences, I would like to talk to you about the origins or rather the beginnings  of the philosophy of Paul Ricoeur. 

Paul Ricoeur — who died this year at the age of 94 — is one of the most important French philosophers of the second half of the 20th century and, considering his influence in the United States, the Latin countries and Germany until this day, he is undoubtedly one of the major European philosophers of our time. Among his contemporaries he is comparable only to Derrida, Levinas, Habermas or Gadamer.

To have a glimpse of his importance within the French and Western intellectual world as a whole, we will first give a few indications concerning the evolution of his intellectual carrier. And after that, we will concentrate more specifically on the sources of his thought by examining his very first writings about the philosophers that influenced him in his youth. We will thus examine the existential philosophies of Jaspers and Marcel as well as the phenomenology of Husserl. And finally we will briefly see how the phenomenological method of Husserl is used to put into practice an idea found by Ricœur while studying Jaspers and Marcel.

After this triple approach of Ricœur we will propose some critical remarks and consider one aspect of Jaspers’s philosophy he actually oversaw.

I. Ricœur’s intellectual evolution.

Ricoeur started his own philosophical system by the project of a « philosophy of will » with a book intiteld Le volontaire et l’involontaire (« Freedom and nature »), published in 1950. In it, he describes, in a phenomenological way, the fondamental faculty of action : the will. He names this phenomenological description of the will an « eidetic of the will », since it tries to discover the essences (eidos) of the voluntary acts of man. His book can be compared to Husserls various studies on the structure of theoretical consciousness or to Merleau-Ponty’s study on La phénoménologie de la perception (« Phenomenology of perception ») where the imporance of perception in man’s relationship to the world was established in a very rich fashion. Ricoeur’s book on the will intends to show that the stress on theoretical and perceptual knowledge has to be complemented by a study of the practical dimension of man : free action. But through his study of the will he realises that human freedom or will is constantly impeded by a series of obstacles that are various signs of the involuntary in man : for example, his acquired caracter, his subconscious or unconscious, his body, the very situation in which he is and so on, … But the most thought provoking aspect of the involuntary is man’s tendency to do evil. Thus Ricoeur decides to study the obscure reality of evil in a second stage of his philosophy of the will that he names an « empiricism of the will » since it has to go through the experimentation of man’s meeting with the obscure reality of evil and guilt.

 The acces to the explanation of evil is considered to be indirect : philosophy cannot directly study it in an eidetic fashion. It has to be approached through the study of religious language that has tried to express the reality of evil and guilt through the symbolism of mythical discourse : thus through the indirect discourse of « double meaning » (a symbol is a figurative meaning that indicatres a second, more literal, meaning). This gives birth to a long study of the symbols and myth of evil in ancient Greek, Jewish and Near-Eastern religious litterature on the problem of evil. The book this produces is called La symbolique du mal (« The symbolism of Evil »), published in 1960. The whole study tries to understand man’s way of expressing how evil enters the world and how he is himself guilty of evil doing. Ricœur tends to trace an evolution in the Western consciousness of evil that seems to concentrate mainly on the Augustinian notion of original sin : the last step before passing from religious language to philosophical discourse on the problem of evil. But the passage from the symbolism of religious discourse to the rationality of philosophical discours needs the help of a number of intellectual disciplines : exegesis, hermeneutics, philosophy of language, structuralism and psychoanalysis,… Moreover, Ricœur’s study of the question of evil is only the negative aspect of a positive reconstruction he want to do afterwards, in order to help man to recreate himself, as a willing subject, beyond the bounds of evil and guilt. He thus decides to orient his work towards what he calls a « poetic of the will » that he describes as a  poesis  or « recreation » of man.

But because the « empirical » study of the will has discovered the multiple dimensions of the exegesis of symbolic language, the psychoanalysis of the cryptic language of desire, the philosophy of language and so on (where the problem of double meaning is crucial), Ricœur realizes that these multiples approches to reality and man are sometimes contradictory and he decides that it is necessary to establish a dialogue, an arbritation between all of them. So, on the way towards his « poetics of the will », he endeavours to produce a very long abritration of the various contemporary interpretations of man and reality : Le conflit des interpretations  (« The Conflict of Interpretations. Essays on Hermeneutics ») of 1969 is the most representative volume of this period of Ricoeur’s philosophy, often called the « second » Ricoeur. He seems, for a while, to forget about the question of the will and to make a long detour through the study of the various aspects of contemporary philosophical discourse, both European and American. Many volumes will be published in this vein : a book an Freud, a book on « the Rule of Metaphor » (La métaphore vive, 1975), three booklength studies on « Time and Narration » (Temps et récit) in the 1980ies, a second volume to « The conflict of interpretations », and so on…. During this long period Ricoeur establishes a philosophical dialogue between various branches of contemporary philosophy : European phenomenology and Anglo-americain analytic philosophy, French structuralism and German Ideologie Krtitik, and so on…making himself a true arbitrer or « referee » of contemporary disputes in philosophy.

It is only in 1990 with  Soi-même comme un autre  (« Oneself as another ») that the problem of free action, of practical philosophy comes back to the fore, but clearly enriched by all the long arbitration of the various aspects of contemporary philosophy. We can thus consider « Oneself as another » to be, at last, the actualization of his « poetics » of the will.

After this general outline of Ricoeur’s philosophy, we can characterize it as a « philosophy of the will reoriented by a learning of signs » (the diverse signs of evil and the diverse signs of man as an approach to the totality of truth, through the various onesided aspects of  his philosophical activity).

II. Ricoeur’s sources in existential philosophy

Now, after having seen these general outlines of his philosophy seen as a whole, let us return to the origins of Ricoeur’s thought.

Like many of his generation, Ricoeur was educated in Husserlian phenomenology. But he personally was also greatly influenced by the existential philosophy of Gabriel Marcel and (even more so) that of Karl Jaspers (that he studied extensively while he was a prisonner of war in Germany).

Indeed Ricoeur’s intellectual route and first publications start with studies he dedicated to the existential philosophies of Jaspers and Marcel. In these studies, we find many of the main subjects that will later be essential to his own philosophical system. However, these subjects will find in the phenomenology of Husserl the methodological equipment that will allow Ricoeur to actualize his philosophical project. I would thus like to examine successively Ricoeur’s relation to the philosophy of existence and then, more briefly, to phenomenology. This double dimension will then enable us to see that Ricoeur’s global philosophical project reaches back to his very first studies an existential philosphy.

Ricoeur’s first major book, written in collaboration with Mikel Dufrenne has the title : Karl Jaspers et la philosophie de l’existence (« K.J. and the philosophy of existence ») and was first published in 1947. The book has been completed, in the same year, by another one Ricoeur wrote on a comparison between Gabriel Marcel and Karl Jaspers : Gabriel Marcel et Karl Jaspers. With these two books on the existential philosophies of Jaspers and Marcel, we can already find something like a first sketch of the movement that will sustain the vast philosophical project that Ricoeur will soon specify under the title : « Philosophy of will » (Philosophie de la volonté). Therefore it is interesting to follow in some detail these studies that Ricoeur has dedicated to the philosophy of existence.

a. A general orientation of thought.

From the start, in the general introduction to the book on Jaspers, and more precisely in the chapter intitled « The tasks of a philosophy of existence » (Les tâches d’une philosophie de l’existence), the reader can sense the degree to which Jaspers’s philosophical style has impregnated , in a decisive way, the philosophical enterprise of Ricoeur himself. He writes : « the philosophy of existence has the ambition of uniting reason and existence, wherein reason means the search for conceptual precision,  systematic linking and clarity such as it has been formed by the philosophic tradition of the West, and existence means the sense of intimacy, drama and depth such as it procedes from the main experiences of the individual » (pp. 25-26). This definition Ricoeur gives of the philosophy of existence in general, can actually be applied to his own work. Indeed, his whole philosophical path is a testimony to the attempt to give a conceptual precision to the concreteness, the depth and the opaqueness of existence. And in the same way that Jaspers endeavours to « integrate within classical philosophy the excentric message of those who seem to destroy it » (such as Kierkegaard and Nietzsche), Ricoeur himself will try to bring into the line of traditional reflexive philosophy the messages of what he calls « the philosophies of suspicion » : Nietzsche, Marx and Freud. Freud’s psychoanalysis in particular will be of considerable importance to him. 

Now, reflexive philosophy appears to be the central axis of Western metaphysics, deploying itself since the « inner man » of Augustin ( and maybe since the Socratic « care for the soul ») until the Cartesian and Husserlian « egology » (CI.233). In sum, for Jaspers as well as for Ricœur, the issue is to lead the philosophia perennis (the « eternal philosophy ») away from its erring ways in the splendid but uninhabitable constructions of the systems of German idealism (Fichte, Schelling, Hegel), and bring it back to the living sources of existence, such as they have been rediscovered by the lonely, exceptionnal and non-repeatable great experiences of Kierkeggard and Nietzsche.

What is existence ? For Jaspers, it is the singularity of individual destiny, in so far as it distinguishes itself from the objective reality of the world and aims at a goal that all together exceeds it and preceeds it : Transcendance.

 Indeed man fulfills himself by taking over the surge of existence through which he is neither his own beginning nor his own end, but a finite and perspectivistic situation : being (i.e. existence in full) offers itself only through profiles, sketches, that are as well always some kind of  failure in relation to a being understood as the finality of questionning, the final goal of existential quest. Thus, in so far as it is linked to the drama of existence, being is « torn » (broken, teared up). It can only be reconstructed through the traces left by this rip or tear, within  the scattered « signs » that indicate the presence of a Tanscendance within the world, within the existence inside the world. The vocation of philosophical work, says Jaspers, is to operate a deciphering of these signs present throughout existence. 

And along this work, two reefs must be avoided : on the one hand the chaos of a thought that sticks to the diversity of existence and on the other hand the reduction of the depths of existence to the onedimensionnal, mundane and « objective » surface of scientific understanding. The issue will be to recognize the methodological rigor of the latter as well as its conceptual clarity, while listening at the same time to the unfathomable reality of existence  such as it expresses itself notably in the symbolic language of poetry and myth. It is in particular freedom, the very essence of existence, that will have to be understood in terms that transcend the limited objectivity of mundane knowledge. But while doing that, one will have to recognize that representation, proper to the realm of objectivity, remains to a certain degree unsurpassable. It remains so in so far as any knowledge, any type of reflexion is realized for  consciousness and by consciousness, and therfore must remain faithful to the requirement of the conceptual clarity of philosophia perennis. 

This difficult demand of Jaspersian thought, will be found all along the path of Ricoeur himself, and it will be so untill the point of the highest tension of his work in the final chapter of La métaphore vive (« The Rule of Metaphor »), where reflexive philosophy is listening to the indications of poetic saying and pleads in favor of a radical discontinuity between philosophic univocity and the metaphoric equivocity of poetry — and all this is actualized against the attempts of the later Heidegger to « poetize » philosophical discourse itself.

b. The first intuition of the Philosophy of Will.

It is not only a proximity in the way of thinking that we find between Jaspers and Ricœur, it is also a similitude in the actual subject matters that are treated : the analysis of the will as a power of exercising freedom is common to both authors, as well a the deciphering of the signs of Transcendance through symbolic language.

Freedom, for Jaspers, is the fundamental dimension of existence. And therefore, it is the first axis around which his philosophy gravitates. The dimension of freedom can be reached by the mind only when the latter has liberated itself of the logical apparatus proper to objective thought in favor of a « new logic », capable of taking into account the pure possibility that defines freedom . Such a pure possibility is like a springing up of energy out of an abysmal depth, in a surge through which the individual can choose himself as well as loose himself. Existence as freedom unveils itself within Todesangst (« the anxiety » or « anguish of death ») and even more so in the anxiety of a possibile nothingness of one’s own existence. Indeed this ever present possibility of loosing oneself causes any consciousness of freedom to be inseparable from a consciousness of guilt : the responsability of a possible fault or wrong doing in the incapability of choosing oneself, and at the same time the responsibility of a choice that means the rejection of all other choices. This logic of existence mixes the categories of freedom, communication and historicity and it has as characteristic to be attainable only to a concrete experience : it needs to be experienced and it cannot be fully explained in an explicit discourse. Freedom can be approached only indirectly by intellectual discourse, and among other things in the description of the limits it meets. Ricoeur then writes : « This study of the limits of freedom can be pursued through reference to a phenomenology of the will, since the limits of freedom are those of the will » (KJ. 138). 

We can see here how the almost Heideggerian tone of Jaspers’s thought on freedom for death is reoriented towards the tradionnal problem of freedom as an inner struggle of faculties. And it is at this precise point that Jaspers’s reflexion on freedom forecasts Ricoeur’s own reflexion : both indicate a problematics of the will understood within the context of the reflexive philosophy in the purest Cartesian tradition. The limits of freedom spoken of here are exactly those we will find, but in a more systematic style, in Ricoeur’s first really personnal book : Le volontaire et l’involontaire (« Freedom and Nature : The voluntary and the Involuntary »), published in 1950. We thus see, for example, the project of conscious action meeting a triple limit : bodily involuntary (which is at the same time an obstacle and the instrument of voluntary action) ; natural necessity (whose opaqueness resists both willing and knowing and, compelling one to make a choice, fixes the space wherein ethical law has to take place) ; being-situated (a quest for the infinite can take shape only through a series of finite gestures).

How does freedom accomplish itself as existential freedom ? While putting an end to inner deliberation within a given situation, freedom chooses and, while doing so it accomplishes itself,  and decides who it can become as individual existence. The will acquires here some type of clarity that, however, isn’t that of rational understanding but the clarity proper to the self-confidence of decision making, of involvement in acting : the clarity of self-assertion. Within this action — through which consciousness of the finite takes an infinite value — there is like an unveiling of the presence of the totality of being that appears like a limited form of eternity and a sign of Transcendance. This Transcendance reveals itself progressively like the second axis around which gravitates the philosophy of Jaspers. « I am free on the basis of an origin that I am not ». Ricoeur will write in Freedom and Nature : « To will is not to create » (VI.456).

c. The first signs of The Symbolism of Evil. 

Jaspers speaks of Grenz-Situationen (« extreme situations ») that humans can meet during their life. Some of these extreme situations, because they are so extreme, are particularly acute signs of existence as a requirement of self-accomplishment through the finitude of life. These extreme situations are in pârticular: death, suffering, struggle and sin. Now sin is , among these extreme-situations, « the most disturbing, because it doesn’t come against our will such as suffering or death and doesn’t necessitate the position of another will such as struggle ; it reflects something inevitable in the relationship the ego has with itself » (KJ.190). Such a disturbing opaqueness of sin is what Ricoeur will later try to elucidate in  La symbolique du mal, published in 1960 ( « The Symbolism of Evil ») :  he will try to explore the dark reality of sin and evil through a deciphering of the various religious myth that tell the story of how it came to be. And if for Jaspers, the consciousness of one’s incompletion is inseparably a consciousness of the Transcendance that exceeds one, for Ricoeur, in a similar fashion, the consciousness of evil will appear like the assertion of the Sacred in negative form : the empirical analysis of the will alienated by sin is the prelude to its poetic reconstruction through Transcendance.

The historicity of one’s situation, extended to one’s being with others and to the whole of reality, such is one’s ultimate extreme situation : why is the world the way it is and why is it not different ? It seems to be the the result of some Personal decision : the world appears like the manuscript written by someone else. Ricoeur comments on Jaspers : « The fact that the world is not the absolute I’m looking for and doesn’t give me peace ; such is the ultimate extreme situation(…). I take on this extreme situation inasmuch as I renounce the illusion of a final system of knowledge and of action. I transcend it by the reading of signs » (KJ. 194). This decisive stage in the thought of Jaspers deepens the elucidation of existence in a dimension that is properly metaphysical and  oriented, in its entirety, towards Transcendance.

In Ricoeur’s own philosophy we find a comparable deciphering of signs through which the effort to live that composes us bears testimony to our belonging to being. And we can have here a premonition of the leading inspiration of the « second » Ricoeur, the leitmotive by which « the symbolism evil » can be linked to a « learning of signs » in Temps et récit (« Time and narration »), after having gone through the various episodes of « the Conflict of interpretations ».

Through the signs, says Jaspers, the world reveals itself as the appearance of Being : it is more than what empirical knowledge can say about it. But it never gives way to a hidden metaphysical after-world : the world remains the world through the transfiguration that philosophical faith operates on it (the word « faith » here simply means the acceptance of Tanscendance by existential freedom). The reading of signs never reaches a total clarity : it implies the lucid consent to the failure of thought, to the obscure areas of existence, to the tearing up of Being. 

Ricoeur sums up Jaspers’s vision : « The whole theory of signs consists in a circular movement that takes its leave in the basic signs that are the language of being, crosses the mythical and properly philosophical mediations that are the language of humans, and returns to the immediate presence of Transcendance within the original signs » (KJ. 287).

For a better understanding of this, we must mention that Jaspers actually distingues four levels of the reading of signs. 

First, the immediate language of Transcendance : it discloses that everything (every « thing ») is a sign as soon as it is perceived within the light of existence, the latter being inseparably an infinite aspiration and an experience of failure (reality can only manifest itself through it’s own fading away).

Secondly, the language of myth and religions : the immediate presence of signs here is mediated by symbols that universalise the main experiences of existence but each time through the singularity and historicity of each tradition (myth here is spoken in a diversity of imaginative languages).

Third, the language of philosophical speculation : the reinterpretation of the primitive manuscript and of symbolic language through philosophy gives birth to a new manuscript which is itself a sign of Transcendance (even the most ossified systems of philosophy proceed from an intuition that has its root within existence).

And fourth , the sign of failure : the silence of Transcendance within which the circular movement of the reading of signs concludes itself. It is the failure that is ultimately met at all the degrees of being (consciousness collides with the irreducible opaqueness of reality ; existence ends up in suffering, guilt, « the passion of the night » and death ; being itself is radically torn). Jaspers writes : Im Scheitern das Sein zu erfahren : « It is within failure that the experience of Being can be made ».

d. From paradox to mystery.

The objection Ricoeur makes to the thought of Jaspers concerns precisely such a movement that seems to draw up all his philosophy into the abyss of failure.  On the one hand Ricoeur accepts to follow Jaspers through the complexities and tensions that makes his thought into a philosophy of paradox : the tension between the singularity of existential descriptions and the universality of their reach ; tension between the existential perspective and the ontological horizon ; between harmony and separation in the relation of man to Transcendance. But on the other hand he clearly decides to resist the current that seems to plunge Jaspers’s philosophy in « the passion for the night » (a penchant for  obscurity). It is obvious that for Ricoeur it is the « law of the day» (clarity) that has to move the profession of faith of the philosopher. He writes :

« Maybe a definitively torn philosophy is impossible and maybe does paradox always have as a back drop a union and an involvement, on the level of action or feeling ; and maybe this indivisible and original kernel that philosophy never completely reflects and from which it constructs the fundamental determinations of being is of a religious nature » (KJ. 379). We can sense here that the fondamental impetus of Ricœur’s philosophy is of a religious nature.

Ricoeur continues to say that a completely torn philosophy is impossible, because it would ruin the very élan, the very surge that carries it : i.e. the primary assertion, which is of the nature of feeling and therefore injustifiable by reason. « Paradox that introduces breakings in the movement of thought, expresses in disconnected terms what is unified in an unspeakable way, we would like to say by ‘feeling’, if this beautiful word was not so easily rejected. Paradox isn’t anything else finally than the exasperation of understanding and intellectualism. It isn’t nourishing. But it is from a unity that is guessed at, sensed, recognized by the ‘heart’, that reason tries to express through a system of paradox what cannot be said and remains undefinable. ‘Paradox is the intellecltual envelope of mystery’ » (KJ.385).

Through this formula, by which the conclusive reflexions on Jaspers are summarized, it is the thought of Gabriel Marcel that is called upon. From now on the issue is to create the openness to the « ontological mystery » by way of feeling. And feeling is understoood,  not as a subjective state of mind, but as the living connection between existence and being. It then appears that the very essence of conciliation is of a religious dimension. Jaspers’s Transcendance is silent, mute, it is a Transcendance without a God : it is the end of an existence that is irremediably lonely, of the kind of Nietzsche’s heroïc humanism. Now, says Ricoeur, only a religious faith allows one to state a reconciliation that is more than the purely contemplative reconciliaton of the work of art and that enables to repare freedom. Such a reconciliation constitutes itself within « a personnal relationship to God, started with sin, elaborated through forgiveness, and hidden in the heart of prayer » (KJ.391).

In the book on « Gabriel Marcel and Karl Jaspsers », Ricoeur compares these two thinkers who are sufficiently close to each other to allow an attempt to establish what he calls a « double sympathy », and this enables him to raise a sterile polemic between them to the level of the « loving struggle together» (« loving struggle » was what Jaspers saw as the highest type of communication among people). When reading this book in the light of Ricoeur’s later work, we can easily perceive which aspects of Marcelian thought have influenced him. For example, in the description of will within ordinary existence, Ricoeur  rediscovers the Marcellian sense of « incarnation », « embodiment », « lived body », rather than the jaspersian insistance on the possibility to choose oneself through free action. And he has a tendency to follow the motion that moves Marcel away from the existentialist parting from the given world, in order to orient himself towards the hope for reconciliation : a movement that goes from the existence torn in negativity towards « the serenity in the presence of being », a movement from refusal to invocation. But what, more than anything, brings Ricoeur closer to Marcel is his faith that the meaning of the openness to being is nothing else than the relationship to God, the supreme Thou, who transfigures existence and world.

 It would be mistaken, however, to believe that Marcel is definitively right against Jaspers. Ricoeur also says : «  This trasnfiguration of life, of meaning, of the world, can it be total ?  The invitation to despair and treason, suffering and hardship, opaqueness and the narrownes of the self can they all be transformed into marvel ? There is an ultimate question against which the philosophy of Marcel seems to halt. Evil, it appears, cannot be transfigured. There is no sign of failure for Marcel. Now, maybe a philosophy of conciliation,  between God and freedom, between God and the world, is finally condemned to keep a constant wound, an open gap between a hope that reaches beyond the world and a fidelity that believes in God in the imperfect here and now of this world » (MJ.390).

III. THE PHENOMENOLOGICAL METHOD

If we can recognize some of Ricoeur’s fondamental intuitions in the existential philosophies of Jaspers and Marcel, it is in Husserlian phenomenology that he gets the methodological rigor that will allow him to accomplish his project. Ricœur has quite early devoted to Husserl some studies that are of great value in order to understand the meaning of phenomenology in general as well as to understand the way Ricœur himself makes use of this phenomenology in his own philosophy of will.
 By summing up some of these studies, we will see  how Husserl’s method of intentional analysis has influenced the point of departure of Ricoeur’s philosophy of will. (Most of Ricœur’s early Husserlian studies are collected in a later book : A l’école de la phénoménologie, published in 1986).

Following some indications of Husserl’s Ideen, Ricœur intends to apply to the issue of the will the method of intentionnal analysis that Husserl had successfully applied to the objectifying acts of representative and perceptive consciousness. However, for Husserl, such an extension of intentionnal analysis was meant to confirm, at the level of the whole consciousness, the primacy of representation over against affective and volitionnal experiences : these latter appeared to Husserl as complexe experiences founded on the more simple and foundationnal acts of representationnal nature. Now Ricoeur wants to show that if intentionnal analysis, based on the noetico-noematic structure of consciousness, can show itself to be fruitful in the description of practical functions of consciousness (affective and volitionnal), this doesn’t confirm the primacy of representional consciousness but, on the contrary, it shows its limited and secondary scope in relation to the volontary dimension. Therefore Husserl’s transcendantal idealism will here be discussed in the name of a larger conception of consciousness where the transcendantal is reinscribed within existence, understood as will and praxis, in other words : understood as incarnation.

Such a notion of « consciousness incarnated in being » relies, not only on the intuitions of the philosophy of existence, but also on those of the later Husserl himself, expressed in his last great book Krisis : it is the theory of the « lifeworld », of Lebenswelt, that invites one to replace the analytic and structural  results of noematic reflexion in the wider project of the movement of existence rooted in the world. But on the other hand, the existentialist tendency to blurr the outlines of the ego in a sort of existential indistinct monism finds some correction in the discriminating rigor of phenomenological analysis. The issue is to raize to the clarity of sense and discourse the « meaning » that is implicitly inscribed within the most primal experience. (all this, let us recall, is faithful to Jaspers wish to unite conceptual precision with the opaqueness of existence).

Intentional analysis considers that consciousness always means consciousness of something and it thus always shows a particular noetico-noematic structure where each conscious aim is correllative of something aimed at. And when it is applied to the practical  (willing) function of the Cogito, every decision has as it’s correlative a project (to be done in the world) and at the same time it reaches bach to the projecting consciousness and to its motivations. More essentially, what the will adds to the projecting consciousness is a consent through which « necessity within the ego and outside of the ego is not just looked at, but actively adopted ; it is the situation of the self, one’s own existential condition as a willing being within the world »
. Starting from there it will be possible to establish a phenomenological anthropology of finitude : the voluntary implies within itself an involuntary, that spreads over the diverse regions of corporeal existence, the unconscious, the necessity of nature, and the primal condition of having been born. What is thus progressively revealed is « the state of existing within the very act of existing ».

We can already see the double advantage of this phenomenology of the will that Ricoeur develops in Freedom and nature.  On the one hand, the realm of the unvoluntary is not opposed to the voluntary as it is in classical psychology but it is, on the contrary, incorporated in it and it thus becomes a constituant of human condition. In the other hand, by thus including the unvoluntary within the voluntary, it is the will itself that appears to be rooted beyond consciousness, at a lower or deeper level. This however doesn’t bring us back to objectivism, to the naturalism of empirical psychologies of behaviour nor to psychoanalysis : what the naturalist concept designates superficially as a « fact », is perceived by phenomenology as the « diagnosis » of a lived experience and it recapitulates it thus in the wholeness of man by raising it to the level of meaning. The reach of a will that is rooted below consciousness will be, not the empirical reduction of man to fact, but the rooting of consciousness in integral being.

In order to found phenomenologically such a rooting of consciousness in being, it is necessary first to denounce Husserl’s transcendantal idealism. The issue is to show that the practical level (defined by the interdependance of the voluntary and the involuntary) is not founded on the representational level but is itself foundationnal in a more primary sense : whereas for Husserl, only the objectifying acts of representational consciousness were   constituting, for Ricoeur the practical acts of affective and volitionnal consciousness are constituting in a more primal sense, and they are those who enable to clarify the whole of life of consciousness understood as human existence. Ricoeur says that the Husserlian « primacy of objectifying acts is the result of a logicist prejudice that is not verified by direct reflexion on practical life. The will has a way of giving meaning to the world, by opening practival possibilities, by creating areas of volition in regions of undetermination, by inhabiting reality by human deeds, by coloring by its patience and by its revolt the very resistance of reality ; it is thus necessary to give back all its scope to this way of giving meaning that constitutes consciousness in its broadest dimensions ». This willing existence that constitutes the world while  discovering the practical aspects of existence can also be called « transcendantal » but in a non productive sense : the passivity of the unvolontary reveals, within the will, an ontologcical rooting of transcendantal consciousness . Ricœur will write : « To will is not to create » (VI. 456). The initiative of objectifying consciousnes appears to be secondary in relation to a more essential receptivity ; the freedom of willing consciouness appears to be dependant on an ontological foundation that it hasn’t chosen.

In order to undergo the passage from transcendantal phenomenology to ontological phenomenology, one will first have to enlarge the breach through which the consciousness of being introduced itself. Now, this breach appeared in a sort of dispossession of consciousness where willing discovered itself to be abandonned to the whole realm of the unvoluntary : this ontological deficiency, proper to will, is like an experience of being in the negative. The question of being announces itself through the specific non-being of the will, which articulates itself around the notion of guilt. Indeed, within a description of the willing consciousness, guilt is the only notion that can go beyond the exclusively anthropological level of a psychology of passions : as we can see it witnessed in tragedy, ancient myth, modern novel and in general in the very history of humanity, only the notion of guilt allows to reach the ontological dimension where existence seems to proceed from a primal breach, a level where the will, before being taken in charge by the self, discovers itself to be fundamentally binded, tied up. The reference that has just been done to mythical discourse (and in general to narrative discourse) isn’t fortuitous. Indeed, the problem of guilt presents itself as a bundle of aporias and it appears that only a language of symbolic and narrative dimension can approach its reality : the factual dimension of guilt cannot be reduced to the structural dimension of a philosophy even if it is phenomenological. This is the reason why reflexion needs here an exegesis of evil.

If the phenomenological description of willing consciousness could present itself as an eidetic (a definition of the essences that are disclosed by intentionnall analysis), the concrete mythical exegesis that is now needed for the description of the guilty will presents itself as an « empirical investigation ». This passage from the « eidetic » to the « empiric » is at the same time a passage from the transcendantal to the ontological, to an experience of being through negativity. Such a dispossession of the self in favor of being will reveal retrospectively that the vanity proper to the guilty consciousness is what founds the vanity proper to the transcendantal ego and makes the latter blind to itself : it veils the being of its own existence. Consequently, it is indeed un « unveiling » that takes place in the empiric (or empiricism) of the will and this unveiling is already on the road towards an ontology understood from now on as a « poetic », a creative reconstruction of the guilty or alienated will. And since this poetic goes through an exegesis, through a deciphering of the symbolic and mythical language where being expresses itself negatively, reflexion will have to make the detour through the signifying and revealing capacity of symbolic language. Such an investigation is inseparable of a global reflexion concerning the capacity of ontological openness of language as such. And such is the beginning of the so called « second » Ricœur that we will leave for some later investigation.

III. Crritical remarks about  Ricoeur .

The way Ricœur endeavours to give Husserlian phenomenology a more existential and embodied character appears to be most interesting and productive. And it is probably one of the most constructive aspects of his philosophy. To show that consciousness is founded, not on the representational dimension, but on the affective and volitional is of essential importance.

However, there are aspects of Ricœur’s relation to the existentialist philosopohy of Jaspers that I would like to criticize.

We have seen that, concerning existential philosophy, Ricoeur had been, on the whole, very much inspired by Jaspers. But he nevertheless critized Jaspers’s tendency to  be attracted to the dark side of things and to see in the experience of failure the strongest experience of being. For that reason he prefered the Marcelian religious faith in the positive role of God and , philosophically, it meant  that he decided to rely on what he calls « affirmation originaire » : the primal affirmation, i.e. a positive ontological foundation to things .(This expression, affirmation originaire, actually reaches back to the philosophy of Jean Nabert). If Ricœur recognizes the existence of the difficult problem of evil and guilt, it doesn’t cause him to  fall into despair about man but, on the contrary, to believe in the poetic recreation of man, beyond evil, thanks to the support of primal affirmation. Being is thus ultimatley positive.

a. Nothingness ;

However, this means, for Ricœur, a total disregard for the notion of nothingness.

In a text, published in Histoire et vérité (« History and Truth ») in 1955, Ricoeur explicitly expresses his distrust about the notion of nothingness  and he strongly criticizes the tendency — from Hegel to Sartre — to make nothingness a foundationnal dimension of philosophy. Ricœur actually only sees the negativity of nothingness. He doesn’t understand that it can positively help the purpose of thought by giving it some greater freedom.

Now, this makes Ricœur a very typical Western philosopher, in a restrictive sense : the basis of philosophy is seen to be the notion of being, understood in a positive and almost substantial way. There is no room here for the notion of nothingness such as it has been developed in Oriental philosophy, for example, in Buddhism and Daoism — where nothingness and emptiness have an important role.

Actuallly Ricœur — and most Western philosophers until today — have no interest, whatsoever, in non-Western thought. And, in the case of Ricœur, this is clearly confirmed by the fact that he never spoke of one of the most interesting topics of the philosophy of Jaspers, where the latter takes into account the existence of non-Western thought.

Now, leaving aside Ricœur, I would like to move towards this Jaspersian topic, because it can play an important role in intercultural dialogue.

b. Axial period.

It is the notion of the « axial period » (Achsenzeit) that Jaspers develops in a book intitled Vom Ursprung und Ziel der Geschichte (« On the Origin and Goal of History »), published in 1949 (Ricœur thus could not have actually known it, while writing his book on Jaspers). 

Jaspers considers  history to be fundamental in our understanding of humanity. And for such a purpose our knowledge of history has to be truly universal, i.e. it has to include the history of all human civilizations, not only the Western one. History shows us the high values created by men and at the same time enables us to relativize the values we have been educated in as individuals ourselves. Our present experience is better understood when seen against the background of history and past experience.

Jaspers, reflecting on universal history, tries to look beyond the apparent chaos of  often painful events and he tries to find out a meaning to all this and a meaning that is common to all.  Without entering into the details of his conclusions, let us retain the general idea. 

After the time of prehistory, that is quite the same in all parts of the world, there is a period of formation of the great civilizations of Egypt, Mesopotamia, India and China (on the Hoang-Ho river) — between 5000 and 3000 before the common era. 

But then, around the 6th century before the common era, between 800 and 200, appears the great spiritual foundations of the main civilizations : in China, India, Persia, Israel and Greece. This happens simultaneously and in an independant way in these various areas. The great civilisations then get the spiritual basis that will nourish their thinking for the whole of their history.

Indeed, when looking back on that period between 800 and 200 before the common era, we see that in Greece, there is the beginning of philosopy (from the Pre-socratics to Aristotle), that starts the effort of rational thinking that gives birth to the whole tradition of Western philosophy.

In Israel (or Palestine) , it is the time of the great prophets Eliah, Isaiah and Jeremiah that announce the destruction of Israel and the coming of the Messiah, i. e. the Christ. It is thus the announcement of Christianity, whose influence on world history is well known.

In Persia, the prophet Zarathoustra develops his vision of the world where the Principles of Good and Evil confront each other throughout history.

In India, it is the time of the writing of the Upanishads, the great texts that transform Vedic thought from mythology to rational thinking. It is also the time when the historical Bouddha lives and , by his teachings, starts one of the greatest spirtual traditions in world history.

And in China, it is the period when Lao-Tseu and Confucius dispense their respective teachings. And the importance of Confucianism for China and for the whole East Asian part of the world is immeasurable.

So this period appears to be a real axis of history. And consequently the important date in history, seen in a universal scope, is actually not the birth of Christ, but the 6th century before Christ. Is is commmon to both Europe and Asia on an equal basis. It is the « axial period » of universal history.

All these spiritual traditions, that appeared in the 6th century, endeavour to give a meaning to man and to man’s place within the universe. They also give the ethical foundations for organized social life. Man tries to free himself from mythical thought and to think about everything on a rational basis. And this is particularly true for the development of Europe (starting with Greece and Israel), of India and of China — ​ the three appearing thus to be the three major centers of world spirituality.

However, Jaspers considers that, more recently a second important change has taken place — starting in Europe in the 16th century. It is the expansion of both the scientific-technical and the capitalistic civilisation of Modern Europe, that has gradually invaded the whole planet — including today China, Japan and India. The European expansion, followed by American domination, has actually united humanity in a common adventure. This is unique in the development of mankind. For the past  2  or 3 centuries, all human civilizations have been progressively integrated in a common world history. This is the beginning of the second axial period.

We are right in the middle of it, with great problems appearing , internationally, on the political and environmental level. A new beginning to human spirituality needs to be found in order to be capable to respond to these major difficulties. So the result of the second axial period remains still obscure : it is in the making. And we don’t know yet if it will lead to a global disaster — with wars, revolutions and ecological catastrophies — or to a better future.

We must keep in mind that global failure is a possibility to which we are extremely close.

Personnal conclusions.

Nevertheless, one of the interesting things about this second axial period, is the meeting together of the various spiritual traditions. The time has come to create a true philosophical dialogue between the various Western and Oriental traditions as well as with the other  cultural traditions of humanity. 

It is in this context that I have personally been working on these last years. My intention is to study authors that have tried to create a true « universal humanism » in the way André Malraux has done in the field of the Fine Arts.

There are some Western authors such as Malraux himself, Mircea Eliade, René Guénon and a few lesser ones. But I am interested in studying non-Western authors at first.

I have been studying quite intensely Japanese contemporary philosophy for some yaers, rather than Indian or Chinese thought, for the following reasons.

To study Indian or Chinese thought is a huge entreprise because one needs to know a lot about the anciant (very rich) philosophical tradition of these countries before beeing able to takle anything intercultural. To know the history of Indian or Chinese thought is a lifetime job. So the prerequisite for intercultural dialogue seems immense.

Tha case of Japan is different. The local philosophical tradition is relatively poor and most of what exists  there has been imported from the continent : it is basically Buddhism and Confucianism that have reached Japan via Korea and China.

So when, in the second half of the 19th century, the Japanese started studying Western philosophy, they could do it with a very receptive state of mind. The Japanese intellectuals have actually showed themselves to be extrememly modest in respect to philosophy : contrary to the Indian and Chinese philosophers, they considered they had nothing of the sort and they decided they had to learn all from scratch. So they literally imported massively Western philosophy and then they tried to integrate within this common philosophical discourse some basic elements of Buddhist tradition they had received from the continent. This gave some very interesting attemps to create a synthesis between East and West.

The most famous Japanese philosopher in this respect is NISHIDA Kitaro, founder of the so-called Kyôto School of philosophy.

So I have been studying Nishida and the Kyôto School — including authors such as Nishitani and Watsuji and a few others until this day (also people such as Maruyama Masao who is a post-war political philosophers who tried to understand the ideology that had brought Japan to nationalism. His critical studies on pre-war Japanese ideology are most interesting). I believe all these philosophers put together give a fairly balanced view on the way Asian and European philosophies can work together to create a universal dimension of thought that is both common to all and yet keeps in mind the cultural origins of the various elements of this thought.

Now, after having worked for more than 10 years on Japanese contemporary philosophy, I would like to turn to other civilisations : Chinese, Indian and African mainly. This is why it is interesting for me to come to China and get some information about the way I could integrate elements of contemporary Chinese philosophy in my own research.
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When I first met Paul Ricœur, a couple of years after having published my PhD dissertation on his work (L’apprentissage des signes, Leture de Paul Ricœur, Nijhoff, 1990), I intended to ask him some questions about the continuation of his metaphysical research after his latest great book : Soi-même comme un autre, 1990 (« Oneself as another »). In particular, considering Ricœur’s interest in religious questions, I wanted to know if the ontological reflections of this book were to be completed by some theological ones — following the Aristotelian definition of metaphysics as being not just the study of « being as such » (to on è on) but also the study of « the highest type of being » (to on proteron). I was surprised to notice that he almost ignored my question (which sounded, I must admit, a little formal, although it was perfectly genuine) and he started talking about the tragic event that had upset his existence some years before : the suicide of his son, Olivier. I will not refer here to the content of our talk, since it is of a rather private matter, but the sheer fact that he mentioned this tragic dimension of life in the context of a question refering to theology or religion is by itself quite meaningful.
Indeed, tragedy and suffering, in their existential and metaphysical dimensions, are met by Ricœur on the religious level as much as on the philosophical one. Moreover, tragedy and suffering, as well as death, are linked to the question of sin and guilt, and, together with the latter, they constitute the philosophico-religious problem of evil — which is, as we all know, one of the main concerns of Ricoœur’s thought. The combination of the passive experience of suffering, tragedy and death, and the active experience of sin and guilt within the unifying problematic of evil is particularly obvious int the French language where the same word, le mal (evil), refers both to the passive bearing of some external evil (as in tragic events, death and any type of suffering) and the active achievement of some self-originated evil deed (as in sin, and any type of evil doing which can refer to the responsibility and guilt of the actor). Now, it is not just a terminological accident that puts passive suffering and active evil doing under the same complex, le mal, it is also the fact that philosophical tradition in the West has always shown a recurrent tendency to establish a relation between suffering and guilt : always some kind of retribution is searched for in order to explain the problem of evil. To establish such a type of causal or logical relation beween passive and active evil is clearly an expression of the onto-theo-logical tradition within philosophy, where everything has to obey the law of non-contradition and the order of speculative systematization. The most extreme example of such an ontological explanation of evil is to be found in the various types of theodicies of which the one imagined by Leibniz is the most famous — probably through Voltaires ironical criticism of it, after the ravaging earthquake of Lisbon. Indeed, the characteristic attempt of theodicy is to explain that evil (be it evil-doing or suffering) is always some detail within a more encompassing totality which is basically good, and that we can thus save the problematice coexistence of the three followning propositions : God is almighty, God is absolutely good, and yet there is evil. Theodicy wants to prove that if God allows evil to happen it is in order to reach a higher good : evil is just some momentanuous dissonance in order to give a stronger impact to the final consonance. « Everything is at its best in the best of worlds », the Theodicy of Leibniz seems to say. The Voltairian-like criticism of such a Theodicy arises from a type of attitude that considers that only someone blind and insensitive to the existential dimension of, for example, the suffering of an innocent child, can hold such an optimistic metaphysical pretension.

Now, the initial problem of Ricœur, when he started his « Philosophy of will », was to try and understand the problem of evil in a way that didn’t fall under the ontological temptation of speculative theodicy. And that is why he approached the problem of evil through the phenomenological method of intentional description. But here again, the phenomenological method proved to be still too conceptually rational in order to explain such an ontologically obscure reality as evil, and particulalrly evil-doing. And that is why Ricœur interrupted his phenomenological approach in order to practice an interpretation of symbolic language of myth and biblical literature, in its attemps to express the nature of evil and guilt . And this is the beginning of Ricœur’s long preocupation with hermeneutics : the so-called « second » Ricœur. But as I have said earlier Ricœur’s initial interest in evil is basically with evil-acting and guilt. In more recent years, however, precisely at the time of the tragic event I referred to at the outset of my paper, he has given a greater attention to the passive dimension of evil : suffering. And one notices that, if the initial preocupation with evil-doing has occasionned his study of biblical and mythical symbolism, the more recent preocupation with suffering has given him a glimpse of the possibility to enter onto a dialogue with Buddhism. (But, unfortunaletly, just a glimpse).

I the following, I would like to sum up the major stages in the development or Ricœurs thought about evil. 
A. The context.
In order to have a better understanding of the way Ricœur approaches the problem of evil, it might be good to recall the general context within which his philosophical work has started.

The thought of the young Ricœur was very much influenced by the existential philosophies of Karl Jaspers and Gabriel Marcel (as seen in his first significant publications : Karl Jaspers et la philosophie de l’existence, 1947 ; Gabriel Marcel et Karl Jaspers, 1947). For example, he clearly adopted Jaspers ambition « to unite reason and existence » (unir la raison et l’existence), where reason means, first of all, conceptual precision and clarity, and where existence means the depth and opacity of concrete individual experience. But this unity of reason and existence also means an effort to integrate within the reflexive discourse of classical European tradition, the « excentric messages » of those who have tried to destroy this tradition : those that Ricœur calls « the masters of suspicion » (les maîtres du soupçon), which includes in particular : Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Marx and Freud. So the great tradition of reflexive and rational philosophy (from Socrates and Augustin to Descartes, Kant, Hegel and Husserl), in order to remain alive, has constantly to find new substance in existence (and in the words of those, such as the « masters of suspicion », who tried to express existential dimensions that reflexive and speculative philosophy constantly tends to obliterate).

Existence — such as Jaspers, Marcel and Ricœur see it — is the concrete life of man within a world that precedes him, a world that appears to be, to a great extent, opaque and apparently irrational and absurd, but that seems to be animated by some hidden Transcendance — unnamed in the case of Jaspers, divine in the case of Ricœur and Marcel. However the opacity of the world is not complete and its appearance of absurdity can be overcome to some extent : there are « signs » of a deeper meaning of Being within the mundane world and the task of philosophy is to decipher and interpret these signs in order to understand the deeper dimension of Being and possibly, the Transcendance that animates it. A particularly important type of sign is the symbolic langage of poetry and myth.

Now, the most expressive manifestation of man’s existence is his freedom and the will that actualizes it. Therefore Ricœur, in order to get a better undestanding of human existence, starts his philosophy by an analysis of will. But will has constantly to take into account what opposes it (the involuntary, the necessity of nature, being-situated). And since the most troubling obstacle to the will is evil-doing (where the will acts from it’s own will and yet against its own nature), the problem of evil appears to be one of the most important signs of the meaning of Being. To interpret the signs of evil and the signs of Transcendance of which evil seems to be some type of negative expression becomes thus a major task for the philosophy in Ricoeur’s eyes. 


The signs of evil can fe found, of course, throughout the history of mankind. But the signs of the meaning of evil are to found in the metaphoric language of myth, tragedy and religious symbolism.


Jaspers had already felt theat negative experiences of existence (incluging guilt, suffering and failure), because they were an existential trial revealing human finitude, were a particularly meaningful manifestation of the ontological transcendant dimension of Being. Jaspers had said : « To experience Being within failure » (Im Scheitern das Sein zu Erfahren). Ricœur, in a comparable manner, will consider evil as a negative sign of the Sacred. So the interpretation of the symbolism of evil is meant to lead ultimately to an understanding of Transcendance. Moreover, Ricœur, in a way, comparable to Marcel, is convinced that the affirmative and positive dimension of Transcendance is ontologically prior to the negative dimension of evil. Evil is like a veil that conceals the reality of Tanscendance. And thus  the interpretation of the signs of evil is in fact an unveiling of the truth of Transcendance.

B. From Phenomenology to Hermeneutics.
Now, if the general orientation of Ricœur’s thought has been strongly influenced by Jaspers, the method he uses to realize his project is that of Husserl’s phenomenology.

Ricœur uses Husserl’s descriptive method of intentional analysis in order to apply it to the study of the will. By doing so, he intends to clarify what he considers to be the essential dimension of human existence and, by the same token, he intends to counterbalance the excessive importance Husserl gave to the theoretical dimension of human consciousness : for Ricoeur, as for Kant, it is the practical and thus the willing dimension of man that is the most fundamental. However, the phenomenological description of the will doesn’t simply show how the motivational aspect of human consciousness manages to actualize it’s decision in the world, it also shows the various dimensions of the unvoluntary : all the things that oppose the freedom of the will (the body, the physical world, the finiteness of existential situations, etc). Therefore, the title and content of the first volume of Ricœur’s philosophy of will is : « The Voluntary and the Unvoluntary » (Le volontaire et l’involontaire, 1950).
But the unvoluntary itself seems to contain some disturbing dimension that reveals itself to be unattainable by the phenomenological method of descriptive analyseis : it is the problem of guilt, where the will acts both of its own will and against it. There is something unexplainable in this self-desctructive aspect of human existence. All the philosophical explanations appear to be unsufficient. Only the symbolic langague of myth and religion seem to offer elements of comprehension of this most obscure dimension of Being. This is where Ricœur’s phenomenology of will is interrupted in favour of a hermeneutic of the symbolism of evil (La symboligue du mal, 1960 and Le conflit des interprétations, 1969).

C. The Symbolism of Evil.

Since philosophical discourse, even phenomenological, cannot grasp the full meaning of the phenomenon of evil, Ricœur decides to inquire about the way the pre-philosophical discourse of symbolism and myth has tried to express this obscure reality. The problem is first to question the religious symbols wherein Western man of Antiquity has tried to express the various ways evil can happen to overpower him. In a second stage, Ricœur will question the Ancient myths by which the pre-philosophical mind has attempted to narrate the coming of evil in the world and also its possible end.

1. PR (=Paul Ricœur) shows that there are three major symbols concerning evil : defilement (la souillure), sin (le péché) and guilt (la culpabilité). The symbol of defilement, present in most primitive religions, sees evil as an almost material reality that can be gotten rid of by rituals of purification. The symbol of sin, is already more elaborate and it introduces the dimension of acting « in the eyes of God » who embodies law. Evil here is seen as some infringement of God’s law, and of a liberation from evil seems possible, it can only be throught the forgiving act of God. The symbol of guilt is a still more elaborate one, since it inroduces the interiorization of moral consciousness implicated by the awareness of responsibility and of evil-doing. The feeling of guilt implies the idea of punishment (either by an actual penalty or by remorse) and here again, there seems to be no other liberation from evil than through the redemptive dimension of divine grace.
After having described the basic meaning of these three religious symbols of evil, Ricœur endeavour’s to find some common dimension between them and this forces him to create a new concept in order to express this dimension : the concept of ‘enslaved will » (serf-arbitre). The enigma of evil, as these symbols seem to express, is that of a subjective free-will that acts as if it was enslaved by some external evil. The pardoxical concept of « enslaved-will » expresses the fact that the will acts by its own will against its own will, as if it was forced by some other will and consequently it needs to be liberated from this obscure and equivocal self-enslavement. 
2. Now a further step in the clarification of the question of evil is reached by PR in an interpretation of the ancient myths that narrate the way evil has entered the world. Myth adds to religous symbols the temporal dimension of a story. Here evil appears still more explicitely as some disturbing event within  a cosmic reality that is basically sacred and good. And man is situated in this greater dimension of cosmic reality. The introduction of evil into the originally sacred cosmos and the situation of man within this greater whole creates a dynamic field out of which a cosmic history reveals itself. The meaning of evil is to be searched for within the events of such a history. However, the various mythical narratives concerning the origin of evil are scattered in a number of different plots that cannot be summarized in one single story. This narrative richness is a result of the complexity of the phenomenon of evil and also the fact that it belongs to a cosmic reality that transcends human understanding. However some degree of clarity and comprehension can be reached within the scattered world of myth. PR shows that there are four major myth about evil : the drama of creation (in Hesiod and in the Babylonian Enuma Elish) where the present order of the cosmos is reached after a primeval fight, the tragic myth of the unescapable fault comitted by a man that the gods have blinded, the biblical myth of the fall of Adam, occuring in a Creation that is basically good and under the influence of some external temptation, and the gnostic myth of a good soul exiled in an evil body.
After having described these four myth PR shows that some unifying meaning can be given to them when seen from the point of view of the dramatic myth which is the richest in concept and conceptual potentialities. The adamic myth is the one that stresses the most the guilt of man and the holiness of God : contrary to the drama of creation, the adamic myth shows the Creation of God as being originally good and as having been defiled by the disobedient act of man. Anf yet there is something tragic to it : evil seems to be unescapable and, to some extent, man appears to be almost condemned to it. Evil is like some external reality that causes temptation. Man is not just responsible for evil : he is also vicitm of it. The biblical image of man as victim of evil appears most clearly in the book of Job where the suffering of the innocent, after a long complaint, finally leads the latter to consent to a dimension of Sacredness that transcends his comprehension. The adamic myth is also close to the drama of creation with the idea that the appearance of evil in the world is part of some cosmic adventure. But in the adamic myth the prospect of liberation from evil opens the horizon of some possible liberation in the future. This narrative process actually develops into the Judeo-Christian notion of Sacred history : God created a good world ; the fall of man introduced evil into it ; one day some Redeemer will start a new Story of reconquering good over evil. On this original structure, the gnostic myth subsequently added the idea that the body is the cause of evil : the body, with its sensuous drives and instinctive passions is foreign to the soul and continuously impeeds the soul in its search for good. However syas PR, if the gnostic myth has undoubtedly given an excessively negative view of the incarnate condition of man, it has, on the other hand, contributed to clarify the way evil uses the weaknesses of bodily desires and instincts to enter into the human condition. The bodily condition of man is not the cause nor the origin of evil but it is the site through which evil can enter into the world.
3. « The symbol gives us matter to think about » (Le symbole donne à penser). After having described and, to some extent, interpreted the symbolism of evil, PR expresses the need to « think what is given in the symbol ».
The Augustinian concept of original sin is a direct heritage of the symbols and myths about evil. The concept of original sin expresses what the primary symbols had said about evil coming to man as some defilement and yet committed by man, entering into the world through the fall of man. Augustin thus stresses the guilt of man rather than the externality of evil. After having reinterpreted the symbolism and mythology of which this concept of original sin is a result, PR endeavours to give the latter a deeper meaning and a meaning that is freed from the historical circumstances during which it was invented (the polemical discussion with gnostic heresies). It seems that the Augustinian concept of original sin stresses exclusively the fatalistic dimension of man’s guilt and tends to forget the optimistic openness to salvation the PR perceives in the symbolism of evil taken as a whole : there is somethning stronger than evil ; and it is divine grace in which man can find the strength to overcome his own frailty and malignity. « Where there is abundance of evil, there is over-abundance of grace » (Où le mal abonde, la grâce surabonde). So the only reply to the enigma of enslaved-will is the religious oriented « freedom through hope » (la liberté selon l’espérance).
D. The Invincile Challenge of Evil

In an essay first published in 1968 on the « challenge of evil » (Le mal : un défi à la théologie et à la philosophie), PR stresses much more than he did before the basic difference between « acted evil » (le mal commis) and « suffered evil » (le mal souffert) : the first one is done actively by a responsable subject, the second one is endured passively by a subject who is often innocent and is thus an unjustified victim. The relation between the two meanings can be purely external as in the legal equation between crime and punishment : because of an « acted evil » (any crime) by some individual (or group of people), the collectivity (or its legal representative) declares that the author of the act is guilty and decides that he has to endure some « suffered evil » (punishment). But there is a more intimate connection in the fact that an evil action done by someone generally brings some suffering to somebody else. PR says : « in its relational (dialogical) structure, the evil committed by someone finds its equivalent in the evil endured by someone else » (Dans sa structure relationnelle — dialogique —, le mal commis par l’un trouve sa réplique dans le mal subi par l’autre). The author of evil action, as we have already seen, is responsible and guilty, and yet he feels, to some extent, that he too is a victim, a victim of some strange power that has brought him to act badly. And on the other hand, the victim of some evil doing or of some natural calamity cannot help feeling that this suffering is the result of some unknown guilt. This obscure link between the two types of evil makes us understand that there is some dark side in human condition and this is a challenge to philosophy.
But none of the classical answers given by traditional philoosphy can satisfy PR :

a. the so-called « wisdom literature », where individual suffering is explicitlely presented as the just result of some fault, is simply unacceptable in front of the degree of suffering that we happen to see in the world ; 

b. the gnostic idea of a cosmic battle between a principle of good and a principle of evil is also uncapable of giving any response to the lamentation of unjust suffering ;

c. theodicy that tries to justify the co-existence of evil together with a God that is altogether almmighty and good, is again rejected because of its unacceptable optimism in the face of unbearable suffering ;
d. dialectic speculation, for which evil is just a moment in a greater totality of being is put under the same condemnation.

Indeed, here again, PR sustains that philosophy cannot give any satisfying answer to the enigma of evil. Here again, it is religion that is questionned in order to reach some better understanding. However, this time it is not the symbolism of ancient biblical textes that PR questions but the thought of modern theologians, in particular that of Barth.
PR agrees with Barth’s affirmation that only a « broken » theology can try and think properly about the problem of evil. A broken theology means a theology that has given up any pretension to a systematic totalization of the kind found in theodicy and speculative dialectics. The nature of evil has to be seen as something ontologically negative and irreconcilable with the goodness of God : evil is unacceptable. And only faith can overcome it : the faith in the fact that Christ, by annihilating himself on the cross, has, in a potential dimension, annihilated the nihility of evil itself. Only faith in Christ, says Barth, can give the strenght to bear the burden of evil as suffering and to overcome our tendency to evil acting. But on the purely philosophical level, evil remains an aporia, a problem with no solution.

PR says : « Wouldn’t true wisdom here be to aknowledge the aporetic character of the thinking of evil, an aporetic character that has been reached through the very effort to think more and differently ? » (La sagesse n’est-elle pas de reconnaître le caractère aporétique de la pensée du mal, caractère aporétique conquis par l’effort même pour penser plus et autrement ? »).

Conclusion.

Uncomprehensible philosophically, i. e. on the level of pure thought, evil forces us to act on the level of practical thought. And this is the final conclusion of Ricœur.

The challenge of evil to pure theoretical thought invites us to think differently on a level where action and feeling can offer thought some new elements of comprehension. If evil cannot be understood it can nevertheless be fought against on the level of action. Giving up the retrospective look of speculation trying to answer the question « why ? where from ? », it looks ahead, into the future, and acts so as to accomplish a task — ethically and politically.
But the practical task of combatting evil is only a reply to the active aspect of evil : it is to try and stop the evil done by man. There is also  something to be done about the evil that man has to endure from some non-human origins : natural catastrophies, illness, death. Here only a change of attitude in our feeling towards suffering can offer some type of reply to the insuperable presence of evil on earth. This brings us to the level of wisdom in the proper sense — beyond the difference between philosophy and theology. It is a level where a progressive change of haert makes us perceive suffering in a way that is qualitatively different from the search for some « sufficient reason ». This change of heart starts wth the acceptance of our igniorance on the purely philosophical level. Or in other words : there is no relation between the goodness of a man and the evil he might suffer. It is within this tackling of the problem of the unescapable suffering, on the way to some higher wisdom, that PR speaks of the possible dialogue with Buddhism.
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Le cours consiste essentiellement en une lecture commentée du livre de René HUYGHE Sens et destin de l’art (Paris : Flammarion, 1967, réédition 1989). Après une analyse de la section introductive intitulée « La connaissance de l’art », nous analyserons les chapitres consacrés à l’art grec classique (6ème et 5ème siècle avant Jésus-christ), puis à l’art français des 19ème et 20ème siècles.

ITRODUCTION
(« La connaissance de l’art », de la page 7 à la moitié de la page 9)

Dans son introduction, René Huyghe cherche tout d’abord à définir le sens de l’art afin de pouvoir ensuite mieux expliquer ce qu’il veut faire dans ce livre.

RH (René HUYGHE) commence par critiquer ceux qui croient que l’art n’est qu’un jeu. Pour lui, en effet, l’art est une fonction essentielle de l’homme, au point de vue individuel comme au point de vue social. L’art et l’homme sont inséparables. Plus précisément, l’homme a besoin de l’art pour s’exprimer lui-même (et ainsi mieux se comprendre) et pour exprimer le monde (et ainsi mieux le comprendre). L’art est nécessaire à l’âme de l’homme comme la respiration est nécessaire à son corps.

Pour préciser encore en quoi l’art est une caractéristique essentielle de l’homme, RH souligne ce qui, selon la tradition occidentale, distingue l’homme de l’animal et caractérise sa supériorité par comparaison avec ce dernier. Alors que l’animal subit sa propre nature (ses instincts, ses réflexes, ses désirs,…) l’homme veut et peut davantage : par sa « raison » (son intelligence ou sa faculté de connaître et de comprendre), il veut connaître la « raison » des choses et du monde (leurs causes, les lois de la nature,…). Mais la connaissance ne lui suffit pas non plus. Il veut davantage encore : la qualité, c’est-à-dire le sens de l’amélioration. Améliorer le monde et améliorer l’homme lui-même signifie les rendre meilleurs, soit sur le plan moral ou éthique (les rendre bons et supprimer ce qui est mauvais), soit sur le plan esthétique ou artistique (rendre leur existence et leur environnement plus beaux et supprimer la laideur). L’art concerne surtout la qualité esthétique c’est-à-dire la beauté et il se manifeste dans les créations esthétiques (les œuvres d’art).
Or l’histoire de l’art correspond à un double besoin de l’homme : le besoin de connaissance et le besoin de qualité (surtout esthétique). En effet l’histoire de l’art permet de mieux connaître l’homme tel qu’il a été dans le passé, dans telle ou telle culture (en l’occurrence la culture européenne et française) et elle permet aussi de connaître l’homme tel qu’il est en général (essentiellement, fondamentalement, indépendamment de son appartenance culturelle particulière). Mais l’histoire de l’art permet aussi de mieux cerner la beauté en montrant les diverses manières selon lesquelles l’homme a cherché à la saisir. Ceci est une chose difficile, bien entendu, car la beauté ne peut être réduite à une simple théorie : elle est de l’ordre du sentiment. Néanmoins, on peut chercher à en dire quelque chose.

LE MONDE GREC

(Chapitre VI : « Les premières civilisations de l’antiquité », pages 143 à 154)

Si l’on veut comprendre les fondemenst de la civilisation européenne en général et de la culture française en particulier, il est pratiquement indispensable d’avoir une connaissance générale de la civilisation grecque antique. Celle-ci en effet a toujours été perçue par les Européens comme la source principale de leur civilisation. L’autre source est la tradition juive au sein de laquelle est né le christianisme. Parce que l’influence de la civilisation grecque sur l’art européen est plus déterminante que celle de la tradition juive (qui a surtout influencé la religion et la réflexion théologique), nous n’examinerons pas cette dernière dans le présent cours.

Dans son chapitre sur l’art grec, RH commence par critiquer la tendance moderne à dévaloriser l’exemplarité de l’art grec au profit d’autres civilisations (asiatique, africaine, amer-indienne,…). Cette tendance se retrouve notamment chez André Malraux, autre grand penseur de l’art (sans doute plus original que RH mais dont le style toutefois est difficile à lire, raison pour laquelle nous ne l’étudions pas dans ce cours).
RH critique cette tendance parce que, selon lui, elle signfie une crise du prestige de l’art grec et elle est le signe d’un fléchissement de la civilisation occidentale (dont la civilisation grecque est le fondement). En outre RH interprète une telle crise et un tel fléchissement comme le dernier épisode en date d’une lutte symbolique entre l’Occident et l’Orient, dont le premier épisode remonte au conflit qui opposa jadis la Grèce antique à l’Empire perse. En effet, suivant en cela la conception de l’art la plus conventionnelle, PR considère que la civilisation grecque symbolise un esprit positif, rationnel et libre, alors que la civilisation perse symboliserait un esprit plus docile aux forces obscures de la nature, du sacré et de la soumission politique.

En d’autres mots, la civilisation perse (comme les autres civilisations de l’Antiquité orientale) serait marquée par une soumission de l’homme à l’autorité impériale (sur le plan politique), à l’autorité divine (sur le plan religieux) et aux forces de la nature (sur le plan général de son rapport au monde). L’art perse symboliserait cela en représentant souvent l’homme en lutte avec des éléments indomptés de la nature (animaux sauvages ou démons imaginaires). La civilisation crétoise représenterait un état intermédiaire entre l’Orient et la Grèce. Et, après l’arrivée des Doriens, la civilisation grecque (comme toute la civilisation occidentale qui en est l’héritière) serait marquée par une libération de l’homme par rapport au souverain (c’est la démocratie), une libération de l’homme sur le plan religieux (l’homme devient autonome et n’est plus soumis aux dieux), et une libération de l’homme par rapport aux forces de la nature (grâce à sa raison, l’homme peut connaître les lois de la nature et dominer celles-ci). C’est dans un tel contexte que RH situe d’apparition du sens de la beauté artistique : le plaisir de la beauté pour elle-même. L’art grec symbolise tout cela en représentant l’homme plutôt que les dieux, les démons ou les animaux et en outre il représente l’homme dans toute sa beauté. Cette beauté est atteinte dans l’œuvre d’art par un mélange de réalisme (l’imitation de la réalité telle qu’on la voit : un art en accord avec la réalité) et de rationalisation (la soumission des formes artistiques à des proportions précises : un art en accord avec la raison).
LA FRANCE (LES ORIGINES DE L’ART MODERNE ET CONTEMPORAIN).

Nous reprenons la lecture du livre à partir du chapitre dans lequel RH étudie le 19ème siècle français.

L’importance du 19ème siècle pour l’Occident provient du fait que tout le passé de l’Europe semble y conduire et tout le futur y est déjà préssenti. C’est une époque complexe où les traditions anciennes se heurtent aux tendances nouvelles. Classiques, romantiques, réalistes et impressionnistes entrent en conflit les uns avec les autres dans leur effort pour créer de nouvelles structures artistiques mais aussi (parallèlement) : de nouvelles structures politiques, sociales et économiques. Ces bouleversements se produisent d’abord en Europe, durant le 19ème siècle, et ensuite dans le reste du monde, durant le 20ème siècle. Mais c’est en France que les changements nouveaux seront les plus signfiicatifs. Il y a à cela plusieurs raisons : la France est depuis le Moyen-Age le pays de la synthèse entre la civilisation latine (l’influence gréco-romaine) et la civilisation germanique (l’apport des populations germaniques depuis les invasions barbares qui causèrent la chute de l’Empire romain au 5ème siècle) ; elle a été la culture dominante en Europe durant les deux siècles qui précèdent le 19ème. Et sa capitale, Paris, va devenir la capitale de l’Occident en attirant des artistes de toute l’Europe et de l’Amérique et en étant le principal témoin des changements qui conduiront à l’art moderne. Or, rappelons-le, ce qui se produit dans le domaine artistique est le reflet ou l’expression de ce qui se produit à l’échelle de toute une civilisation.
En tant que représentante de la civilisation latine, la France, au début du 19ème siècle, exprime l’héritage réaliste et rationaliste gréco-romain ainsi que l’idéal classique de la Renaissance italienne. Et elle est la plus grande nation appartenant à la religion catholique romaine. Face à elle, se trouvent le protestantisme de l’Europe du Nord, le pragmatisme et le positivisme de l’Angleterre, ainsi que le romantisme allemand. Or, durant le 19ème siècle, la France va connaître des influences venues de ses voisins. Ensuite, elle va tenter d’opérer une synthèse de ces influences et de l’héritage latin en tempérant celles-là par celui-ci. Mais ce ne sera jamais une synthèse facile : la France connaîtra tous les doutes, tous les bouleversements, toutes les remises en question qui caractérisent le 19ème siècle.
C’est ainsi que, dès le 18ème siècle, la France connaît un goût pour l’exotisme (chinois, perse,…) qui contribuera à remettre en question l’assurance europénne d’être la seule civilisation digne de ce nom : l’Europe classique doute parfois d’elle-même. Et parallèlement, l’Europe septentrionale et germanqiue (surtout l’Allemagne) reprend consistance et veut exprimer sa propre culture. C’est le commencement du romantisme allemand avec Schiller et Goethe en littérature, Mozart, Beethoven et Wagner en musique, Kant, Hegel et Nietzsche en philosophie. Cependant la France, loin d’être anéantite par la vitalité nouvelle de l’Allemagne, se laissera influencer par elle et réussira à intégrer le romantisme dans sa propre tradition — restant ainsi fidèle à sa destinée de charnière de l’Europe et à sa fonction de synthèse entre les éléments latins et germaniques. De sorte que l’éclat de la France dominera à nouveau le 19ème siècle, comme il avait dominé les deux siècles précédents.

Sous l’inflience du romantisme vont alors se révéler une série de goûts nouveaux : un goût pour l’art populaire qui avait été jusque là ignoré par l’art élitiste du classicisme ; un goût pour la nature sauvage, qui avait été jusque là maîtrisée par la raisonn humaine ; un goût pour les passions subjectives de l’individu dont la personnalité avait été jusque là soumise aux conventions et à la sobriété du classicisme ; et surtout un goût pour les civilisations orentales qui avaient presque toujours été ignorées ou déconsidérées. Ce goût pour l’art oriental, et notamment pour la peintrue japonaise (l’ukiyo-e 浮世絵 ：les estampes de l’époque d’Edo) vont contribuer à l’évolution qui mènera la peinture classique et romantique vers l’impressionnisme (avec Monet, Van Gogh et Gauguin), au seuil de l’art moderne et contemporain.
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This lecture will be mainly about the Western or rather European way of understanding Japanese culture. The first obvious observation about this issue is the fact that Europeans have always had difficulties in understanding Japan. And there are quite a few reasons for this. I shall only name two reasons that seem particulalrly relevant to me :

1.The rigidity of the European picture of Asia ;

2.The ambiguous or paradoxical (aimainaあいまいな) nature of Japanese culture itself.

So, as an introduction, I would first like to start my lecture by saying a few words concerning this twofold difficulty.

I. After this introduction, my first section will be related to the progressive discovery of Japan by Europeans through the various contacts of these past few centuries. This will show a polarity between two contrasting pictures of Japan : 1. A rather negative one (Japan as a militaristic and aggressive country) ; 
and 2. A very positive one (Japan as a country of particularly high esthetic and spiritual achivements).
II. Section two will shortly develop the negative picture : the picture of an aggressive country. This picture developed and culminated during WW2. Today it has considerably receded but it remains at the back of the mind of a few Europeans, particularly of the older generations.

III. Section three will be discussing an analogy which has been used for almost a century to have a better understanding of modern Japan: the analogy with Germany (historically, politically). This analogy, although still very widespread and helpfull, is sometimes complemented by an analogy with Great Britain (when looking at history on a longer scale of time).

IV. Section four will be devoted to the positive view of Japan : the picture of a highly esthetic and spiritually refined civilisation. On the philosophical level, this view has been very much influenced by the books of the Japanese philosopher D.T. SUZUKI ( 鈴木 1894-1966) which have been quite popular in the West, particularly in America, at least until the 1960ies.

V. And finally — if we have enough time for this — section five will be concerned with what, quite recently, a few European philosophers, including myself, have started thinking about the importance of Japanese culture for the development of European thought. The study of Japanese philosophy (including that of NISHIDA Kitarô  西田幾多郎 1870-1945) has a considerable significance for this purpose. I will call this section “the epistemological mutation” and will explain in due time what I mean by that.

INTRODUCTION
The difficulty for Europens to have a proper understanding of Japan is essentially twofold. 1) first, there is a long lasting rigidity in the European concept of Asia; 2) and second, there seems to be an ambiguity about Japanese culture itself.

1. Concerning the first aspect. It is striking to realize how much the European vision of Asia has remained both vague and constant during centuries. The most charcteristic expression of the European picture of Asia is to be found in the thought of the German philosopher HEGEL (1770-1831) where Asia in general is seen as remaining at un underdeveloped stage in the evolution of human civilization. Hegel considers that the Asian civilizations of Antiquity where like the childhood of mankind and that the adulthood of man developed exclusively in the West through Greek, Roman and modern Western European cultures. Hegel considered that, in comparison to the progression of European civilization, Asia had continuously remained as it had always been: underdeveloped (technically, scientifically, culturally, politically,…), in a state of infancy, and with no capacity of historical progress. Nothing has ever changed in Asia since Antiquity, says Hegel. Spiritually, it just has a vague mysticism (Daoism, Hinduism) and politically it always reflects some type of despotic system of coercion. “Oriental despotism”, in Hegel’s view, leaves no room for freedom and democracy. Hegel, however, makes some distinctions within Asia: the Chinese people for example are seen as particularly childish, under the rule of their almighty paternal emperor; the Indian mystics are seen as a particularly obvious example of the Oriental remoteness from true reality; Ancient Persia, quite ambiguously, is seen as a preparatory stage of European history throught the fact that the Greeks conquered their freedom by their military victory over Persian imperialism; and Israel’s monotheism is praised for its preparation of the coming of Christ.
Such is Hegel’s view. And such is more or less unconsciously the view that most Europeans have had until recently.

However, it is interesting to notice that Hegel’s picture of Asia only sees three great areas of civilization: China, India and the Near East (Egypt, Persia, Israel,…). These are precisly the great areas of Asian civilization in Antiquity. They correspond (together with ancient Greece) to the civilizations that flourished during the “axial period” (the expression is of Karl JASPERS, 1883-1969): which means approximately the 6th century before the Common Era. All these civilizations, during that period, developed a wisdom, philosophy or religion where some type of Transcendance (a transcendant value or truth) came into tension with the mundane reality of social life, which was considered to be imperfect. So the ethical and political organization of these societies has always been aiming at correcting the mundane state of affairs by reference to a more essential and universal truth (the will of God in Judeo-Christianity, Reason in Greece, the Dharma in India, the Way of Heaven in China,…).
So Hegel, first of all, only sees the archaic aspect of these civilizations, not their universalistic or spiritual dimension; and second, he doesn’t take into account later realities of Asian history. There is no mention of the more recent developments within the Asian continent (except for the appearance of Islam). This means in particular that there is no room here for Japan which (together with Western Europe) has been one of the only non-axial civilizations, capable of developing a history of its own, without being encompassed within one of the great Axial civilizations. Never does Hegel ever mention Japan. It is true that during Hegel’s time, it was the Tokugawa period of isolation, and Japan was thus closed to the outside world. It was thus almost impossible to know anything about it. But there had been contacts with Japan during the 16th century and one could have expected that, in Hegel’s encyclopedic ambition, he could have at least taken Japan into account.

Hegel’s total ignorance about Japan actually reflects the ignorance of Japan by the Europeans at that time. It shows how, in the European psyche (because the European knowledge of Asia was limited to Antiquity and because Japan was inaccessible during the time of European colonial expansion) there was basically no room for the Japanese specificity. Japan was then seen, at the best, as a mere extension or variation of China, but not as a cultural and social reality in itself.

However, next to this evolutionary view of history with its flatening vision of Asia, there was another view, which developed within the romantic movement in both Germany and France during the 19th century. Following these remantics views, Asia is not the first and most primitive step in the historical evolution of mankind, it is quite the opposite: Asia, ancient India in particlar, is seen as the origin or the source of the highest wisdom of humanity. This highly spiritual and refined vision is considered to be found in the Vedas, the Upanishads and the Buddhist Sutras. Following this romantic view, the history of mankind appears as the decline of such a wisdom, its progressive loss. And thus the most important duty for the intellectual (poet or philosopher) is to find the way back to such a wisdom.

The most significant philosopher to have tried to seek such a wisdom is Arthur SCHOPENHAUER (1788-1860). In his case the inspiration is both Brahmanic and Buddhist (from the Hinayana School in particular), without making much difference between the two: Schopenhauer’s knowledge of Asian thought is still rough but his philosophical attempt is most interesting and quite unique within the history of Western philosophy. What makes Schopenhauer unique is not only the fact that he looked for inspiration in a non-Western tradition, it is also the fact that he attempted a creative confrontation between Western and Indian traditions, giving birth to a new philosophical system that was perfectly coherent — in a manner perhaps comparable to what happened at the beginning of the Medieval period when the first Christian philosophers created a new and unified thought out of the combination of Greek philosophy and Christian faith. Nobody in the West, neither before nor after, has ever tried to get his inspiration from a non-Western tradition in the way Schopenhauer did (except maybe Martin Heidegger, but in an extrememly timid and limited way; or else André Malraux, if Malraux can be considered a philosopher). The most significant contribution to the philosphical dialogue between East and West, after Schopenhauer, will come from Japan, precisely, with the Kyoto School in particular (in the philosophy of Nishida and his disciples).
Without entering into the detail of Schopenhauer’s philosophy, let us just give its general outline. Schopenhauer’s sources are basically Plato, Kant and the Upanishads and his most important intellectual ennemy is Hegel. What he dislikes in Hegel is the extreme complexity of his system, his rationalistic inclination and his basic lack of understanding for Indian thought. And the common point he sees between Plato, Kant and the Upanishads is a sort of duality between the phenomenal world and the world “in itself” (an sich), a duality that he will try himself to explain by speaking of the world as “representation” and the world as “will”. Therefore the title of his major work: “The World as Will and as Representation” (Die Welt als Wille und Vortsellung).
The world as representation means that one aspect of the world is the way it appears to man: it is the “phenomenon” of the world or its appearence as a coherent and scientifically explainable whole. The world as representation is separated from man: it is set in front of him as an object to be observed, to be desired, to be used, and so on. But it remains separate from man. It is through his will that man can be united to the world. The reason for this is that the will is considered by Schopenhauer to be both a faculty of man and the profound essence of the world: beyond its representational appearance, the world in itself, in its innermost depth, is a graet cosmic will. And man also, in his innermost self is a willing and desiring being. So, through introspection and by being conscious of his will (his desires, his feelings,…), man can come into contact with the profound essence of the world. In other words, representation is like the outside of things (of man and of the world) whereas the will is like the inside of things; and it is through the inside that man can feel his profound unity with the inside of the world, and that he can be one with the world. Furthermore, the will is not just the link between man and the world, it is also a truer level of reality. The will, in Schopenhauer’s view, is the constant source of the existence of things as well as it is the constant source of human conscious acts. It is the one source of all reality. Such a universal will is described by Schopenhauer as some groundless and chaotic energy; and in its human expression it is an unquenchable thirst for consumption, sexuality, pleasure, possession; it animates all the emotional world of human passions, including the brutal instincts of violence and destruction. Basically, the will creates a continuous drive that can never be satisfied. In a rather Buddhist vision, Shopenhauer believes that to follow constantly the demands of the will can only lead to unhappiness. It is therfore necessary to liberate oneself from the will. 
There are two ways towards such a liberation: artistic contemplation and the spiritual quest for detachment. Artistic contemplation is a way of appreciating things without wanting to posses or consume them. And spiritual detachment, much more radically, is a way to become untouched by worldly matters. In both cases it is a way of reducung the demands of the willing self: it is a way or reducung the “ego”.

Such an idea, we will find again within the philosophy of the Kyoto School. Particulalry in Nishida’s An Inquiry into the Good , 1911.
II. The second main reason for the European’s difficulty to understand Japan, comes from what many observers (including Japanese observers) have called the “ambiguity” (aimaina  あいまいな). From the first Jesuits to know about Japan in the 16th century until the seminal study of Ruth BENEDICT in 1944 (The Chrysanthenum and the Sword), the theme of Japanese ambiguity comes back regularly. We find it as recently as in the famous speach by OE Kenzaburo 大江 健三郎　, when he received the Noble prize for literature in 1994: “Japan, the ambiguous and myself”. Maybe the root of such ambiguity resides in an important part of emotional element in the Japanese psyche and in the fact that  many things are not said, nor even thought, but felt. To understand Japanese culture, one has to go beyond the clear-cut and unambiguous concepts of Western rationalism and develop a feeling for the unsaid. Some sort of “feeling for things” (mono no aware  物の哀れ).

I. THE DISCOVERY OF JAPAN.
It seems that the first mentioning of Japan in European literature is to be attributed to Marco POLO (1254-1324) who speaks of the far away island of “Cipango”, but gives no information about it, since he apparently never went there himself.
The first significant description of Japan by European are those made by Portuguese missionaries in the 16th century (in 1542, for the first time a Portuguese ship reached the shores of Japan). Portugal was the first European country to start it’s colonial expansion. Let us not enter here into the reasons for such an expansion. They are numerous. One is the appearance of the capitalistic system which aimed at constant economic growth; another reason is the attempt by the Portuguese to break the Islamic monopoly on sea trade: such a monopoly was favoring the power of the Ottoman Empire at the expense of Europe and was thus a threat for the latter.

However, after having established colonies in India and China, the Portuguese landed in Japan. The coming of the European merchants was always accompanied by the coming of missionaries. Not because the European states had a politic of christianization together with its commercial expansion, but because the Catholic church, who felt it was its duty to teach the Holy Truth of Christian Salvation to the whole of mankind, managed to use and take advantage of colonial expansion in order to achive its own goal.

So the missionaries really believed it was their “mission” to convert other people to what they thought was the only true religious faith and they believed it was also their duty to destroy the “false” religious beliefs of the colonized people. It was with such intentions that they tried to convert as many people as possible in India, China and finally Japan.

What was their first impression of Japan?
Well, it was a rather good one. After having met lots of difficulties in communicating with other Asian populations, in Japan they found people who were welcoming, polite, hospitable and who were also quite interested to hear about the new ideas brought to them by the missionaries. Morover the missionaries managed at first to make quite a number of converts in the different social classes of Japan.
The reasons for this welcoming attitude are numerous.

a. First, contrary to other Oriental cultures, there was obviously an openness of the Japanese culture to foreign ideas: the Japanese had always been eager to learn from China and Korea and they very quick in realizing that European culture could be of interest for them too. Moreover there was a natural custom of benevolence towards guests which made them adopt a welcoming attitude that completely seduced the Europeans.

b. Second, there were political reasons for the Japanese rulers (the daimyos) to seek European culture: Japan was in a state of civil war and some daimyos wanted to use European science in order to have some technical superiority over their opponents. The welcoming of the missionaries was part of this general political program.

c. Third, among the Buddhist monks, there was a genuine intellectual curiosity that made them quite willing to discuss difficult metaphysical questions with the Christians. Both, Christians and Buddhists, realized that they had a lot in common, and that a dialogue would be most promising.
d. And fourth, for the common people, many aspects of Christian faith were quite close to Jôdo Shin Buddhism. For exemple, the contrast between salvation by work (jiriki 自力) and salvation by faith (tariki 他力). So Christian faith didn’t seem particulalrly strange to the Japanese. 

The result is that the first encounter between Europeans and Japanese was excellent (See: G.B. SAMSON, The Western World and Japan, p. 155, p. 124, p. 174).
However, after a while, things started to change.

The reasons for this change seem to be mainly due to the attitude of the Christian missionaries themselves. They were so convinced that Christianity was the only Truth and that conversion was a holy duty, that they couldn’t accept remaining on a level of equality with their Buddhist counterparts : they needed to criticize Buddhism as well as Shinto, show their inferiority and prove the superiority of the Christian faith. Such an attitude aroused the anger of the Japanese religious circles and of the political power itself.

But there were also other reasons, more directly political ones, which were more serious.

Since the number of converts increased within the ordinary people and since the colonial ambition of European countries appeared more and more obvious, the Japanese authorities suddently decided to put an end to the whole experience. An additional reason for such a decision was the fear that conflicting parties inside Japan, could use the help of foreigners and endanger the existing balance of power. So, in 1587, the military ruler Hideyoshi issued an edict forbidding missionary activity and ordering the missionaries to leave Japan. Christianity was prohibited and persecution of Christians started a few years later. The extreme kindness of the beginning was thus followed by an extremely violent repression. Parrallel to this policy of radical protection from foreign religious influence, it was decided in 1640 that the country should be totally closed to the outside world. The seclusion period lasted until 1854.

These events — although they were to a great extent due to the mistakes of the Europeans — created the first strong impression of the ambiguity of Japan : the strange shift from an extremely welcoming attitude to an extreme rejection. One can say that ever since the persecution of Christinaity and the closing of the country, an attitude of mutual distrust prevailed between Japan and the Western World — an attitude that was in strong contrast to the much more promising atmosphere of the beginnings.

Japan was most troubled by the European colonial expansion, by its economic imperialism and by the confusing sight of European rivalries (Catholics against Protestants, Englishmen against the Spaniards and the French,…), and later, the rivalry between Europe and America. Realising she was militarily weaker than the Western powers, Japan wished to remain untouched by such quarrels. She preferred to avert any contact with Westerners.
From a European point of view, such an attitude was felt to be xenophobic and hostile. And this impression increased as years went by, developing into the reputation that the Japanese were people who disliked foreigners. In adition to this, European capitalistic countries were so convinced that trade was a most benefic activity between nations, that they couldn’t understand why Japan would stubbornly close it’s market and refuse to buy Western goods.

As we all know, the major event that brought the closing of the country to an end was the arrival of the American fleet lead by Commodore Perry in 1854, demanding the opening of Japan to international trade and the establishment of diplomatic relations.

Now there are conflicting interpretations among European scholars about the events that lead the country to an opening to international trade and to the political revolution that caused the Meiji restoration. Some interpretations tend to stress exclusively the impact of Western pressure on the politcal evolution of modern Japan. Others tend to stress the fact that a socio-economic evolution was taking place in Japan before the arrival of Western pressure and that some type of politcal change had to occur anyhow. Still others tend to stress that the social evolution of Japan was quite similar to that of Europe so that the change from a feudal to a modern capitalistic state was already taking place within Japan, regardless of any European or American influence. It seems to me that all these interpretations are correct but limited : each of them sees only one aspect of things. The truth might be in a combination of the three.
The interesting similarity between European and Japanese historical evolution can be traced back to the period of the first contacts, in the 16th century. It seems, first of all, that the mutual interest of the missionaries and the Japanese elite was greatly due to the fact that Europeans and Japanese felt some type of analogy between their two cultures. The Europeans, for instance, could not fail to notice the refinement and distinction of Japanese civilisation : the sense of politenes and respect, the aristocratic sense of honour, the remarkable development in esthetic achievements and in religious spirituality, and so on… But also, on the socio-economic level, it seems that Japan had just entered a period of commercial and political expansion in the Asia-Pacific region that was comparable to European expansion, though on a smaller scale. The move towards expansion was brought to a sudden halt by the seclusion policy in 1640. And yet, during the following decades, although Japan was cut off from foreign influence, there seems to have been a series of social and economic changes that indicate the progressive rize of an indigenuous capitalism, together with a political centralization of the state, comparable to what was happening in modern European nations at the same time. The main differences were : the absence of foreign trade, the absence of a democratic ideal and the absence of an industrial revolution. It is precisely these three elements that the sudden opening to the West will introduce during the second half of the 19th century.
However, here again, from a European perspective, there is a politcal ambiguity about Japan. Indeed, on the one hand, the political institutions  of the Meiji government are nominally similar to those of Western democratic countries (there is a parliament, a constitution, a separation of powers, a relative freedom of press,…), and on the other hand, the Meiji government appears to be in fact quite authoritative and repressive.
So here again there are two conflicting interpretations : (1) one interpretation sees the Meiji government as the beginning of a move towards liberal democracy such as the one that exists in Japan today ; (2) and the other interpretation sees the Meiji government as the beginning of a move towards a dictatorial, nationalistic and militaristic regime, the one that lead Japan towards ultra-nationalism, imperialism and war of agression in the 1930ies and 1940ies.

But whatever the interpretation, the general impression of the Japanese political reality, seen from Europe, is that the move towards democracy happened under Wesern indluence, whereas the move towards an authoritarian system is more proper to the Japanese political culture.
It is thus on the level of political (and on the related level of economic relations) that a negative view of Japan has deveopped in the European mind.

II. THE NEGATIVE VIEW OF JAPAN

 The negative view of Japan is basically politically minded and it sees Japan as being culturally predisposed towards an non-democrtic regime that is altogether authoritarian, nationalistic, militaristic and imperialistic. To some extent such a view seems to be just a variation of the old cliché about « oriental despotism ». But, on the other hand, it actually did find a few elements of justification in some historical facts during the first half of this century and perhaps even before.
Those who see Japan as having a strong militaristic trend consider that such a trend shows itself as early as the shogunate of the Tokugawa government. The Japanese name for the shogunate was bakufu, which meant essentially a military dictatorship : « for the word means the headquarters of a military command. The shoguns conceived of themselves as exercising in times of peace powers first delegated to them by the throne in times of civil war. By custom and with the throne’s consent — a consent that it dared not withhold — these powers were assumed by each successive shogun and thus perpetuated » (op. cit., p. 180).
As is well known, the bakufu applied Confucian social ethics in a particularly rigourous way, stressing the class distinctions between the rulers and the ruled, between the feudal elite and the ordinary people (peasants and merchants). It regulated the morals of the people, prescribing their behaviour in private duties as well as in public obligations.

During the Meiji restoration, the bakufu was suppressed in favour of a reverence to the emperor.  But , just as during the bakufu period, the ruling class was still made of the feudal aristocracy where the militaristic ethique of bushido (« the way of the warrior ») was highly praised. Moreoever, for many observers, it seems that the impulse towards industrial capitalism was done under the social structure and the social ethic of the bakufu period : class distinctions, social hierarchy, bushido morality, feudal links of personnal loyalty rather than (as in the West) a juridical system that creates equality of chances and promotion of merit. Therefrom came the idea that the militaristic spirit of the bakufu regime was simply transfered on to the struggle for industrial and financial power within the international world of capitalistic rivalry. The fact that most members of the samurai class went into busineess, during the early Meiji period, seems to illustrate this point quite obviously. The progressive evolution of Japan, during the Meiji, Taisho and early Showa periods also seem to confirm the trend towards authoritarianism, nationalism and militarism. 
It goes without saying the the negative view of Japan reached its peak during the 15 year war. Japan had become completely a militaristic regime, she had invaded important parts of east Asia and she had started a war against America, Britain and Holland. The fact that, during WW2, Japan had allied itself with nazi Germany could only worsen the whole picture in the eyes of the democratic European world. Never has the view of Japan been so negative as duringthe dark years of WW2.

This negative impression of Japan has today faded away. Recent Japanese cultural influence has brought people to forget about the past. If yesterday Japan was the country of Pearl Harbour and the Pacific war, today it is the land of zen, ikebana, manga, martial arts, impressive movies, refined esthetics, and delicious food… 
III. THE ANALOGY WTH GERMANY

The analogy with Germany can be seen throughout the 19th and 20th centuries. But there are three specific periods where it is more obvious : (1) the creation of the Meiji political regime with its economic and industrial policy was comparable to the Germany of Bismarck ; (2) the militaristic regime of the 1930ies and 1940ies was comparable to the nazi regime of the same period ; (3) the economic reconstruction of the postwar period also contains similarities.
1. The Meiji regime.

Peasant revolts in 18th century Japan are comparable to those which are seen in France before the French revolution and in Germany before the Prussian unification of the country. And there are traces of early capitalism in Japan, comparable to what happened on the European continent before the industrial revolution : for example, the rise of a merchant class which progressively grew financially more powerful than  the aristocrtic class of the samourais and bushis. Moreover the progressive centralization of Japan during the Tokugawa period is comparabe to the political centralization of modern Europen countries, the latest of these being Italy (1861) and Germany (1871). 
So the combination of economic change and increasing social unrest, within a centralized state created a desire to change that is very comparable to the one that led France to the Revolution of 1789. Many facts indicate that the Meiji Restoration of the 1860ies could have been a revolution comparable to the French one. However it was a restoration of imperial power and the main European model was not France but Germany. Why is that so ?

There are a number of reasons.

For example.The change in Japan was not brought by the « bourgoisie » (the new class of merchants) but by the semi-aristocratic class of the samourai, who resented the fact that it was loosing its privileged social position in favor of the new merchant class of big cities like Edo and Osaka. Generally speaking, the so-called « modernization » of Japan during the late 19th century was inforced and controlled by the previous aristocratic ruling class. And this is similar to Germany where modernization and industrialization where not the deed of the bourgeoisie but of the traditonal aristocratic ruling class. It was, in both cases, a phenomenon of so-called « revolution from the top » and « enlightened despotisme ».

On the other hand, Japan was in the same situation as Germany on the international scene : it felt itself to be weak and underdeveloped in comparison to France, Great-Britain or America, who were the leading nations of the time. And both Germany and Japan felt the need to « catch up » on all levels : technical, industrial, economic, political,…

So, if it is true to say that early Meiji industrial politics and political institutions were made to a great extent with the German example in mind (more than the Fench, English or American example), it is not just beacause the Japanese had decided to imitate the Germans. It is also because the historical circumstances of Japan at the time resembled those of Germany. 
This is already obvious on the political level where the constitution and the institutions of Meji enabled an authoritative regime rather than a truly parliamentary one. But it is even more obvious on the economic level where the industrial policy is not that of traditonal liberalism (following the Adam Smith theory of « Laisser-faire ») but that of state intervention and protectionism (following the example of Friedrich List and economic nationalism).

…

…

2 . The militaristic regime.
Now the result of this type of industrial policy — within the framework of the authoritative policial regime during the Meiji time, and considering the great ideological rivalry between liberalism and communism in the early 20th century — lead, in both the German and the Japanese case, to choose a course that lead them to a reinforcement of their newly adopted nationalistic trend. Moreover, the fascist ideology that accompanied this reinforced nationalism was, in both cases, the result of a similar cultural crisis. Indeed the excessively rapid access to high industrialization, in both Germany and Japan (as well as in Russia), created a serious cultural and social crisis : the changes in society were too rapid, the old order of things was disapearing too fast and people didn’t have enough time to adapt their minds to the new situation (for exemple thousand of peasants had left their job as farmers to become workers in the new fabrics, thus loosing all their traditional reference marks and desperately in need of new ones). This is where both the communist propaganda in Russia and the fascist propaganda in Germany and Japan could find a fertile soil to grow. Consequently, considering the double bind of industrial rivalry with the other industrially advanced nations and the nostalgic crave for a new meaning to social life, fascist propaganda created an ideology that altogether tried to be extremely effective in industrial, technical and military affairs and easily satisfying for the imagination of the simple people. Such an easily satisfying ideology was then proposed through a myth that combined, on the one hand, dictatorship, militarism and nationalism (because of the need for national cohesion in order to compete with other nations regarded as stronger), and, on the other hand, some type of religious-like fantasy (because of the need to counterbalance the disapearance of traditional spiritual and social ways).
As one can immediately feel, such an explanantion of fascism (although presented here in a much too rapid way) is more intellectually clarifying than the one that attributes to Japan a cultural predisposition to such a trend.

3. The post-war reconstruction.
To put a complicated matter in simple terms, one can say that the post-war reconstruction in both Germany and Japan was basically done (with American financial help and) under a political system that had clearly shifted from dictatorphip to democracy, but under an economic system that, to some extent, remained based on state control and national protectionism at least as much as liberalism. So one can perhaps say that the Japanese industrial and economic policy has remained  basically the same throughout all its modern period (Meiji and post-Meiji), but that it went through a number of different political regimes before reaching the present stage of political liberal democracy.
IV. THE POSITIVE VIEW OF JAPAN

It is during the post-war period that a postive view of Japan, though already present in some intellectual circles in the early years of the century, started to reach broader audiences. The positive view of Japan is basically oriented towards the interpretation of cultural phenomena (mainly in the esthetic and spiritual level). And — if we limit ourselves here to the philosophical — one of the most famous promotors of this view is probably the philosopher D.T. Suzuki.
The fame of Suzuki grew after WW2 in America and Europe, particulallry in the 1950ies and 1960ies. The interest in Suzuki’s teaching is to be linked with the growing interest in Buddhism that is a very salient phenomenon of the second part of this century in both Europe and America. Suzuki has been regarded in the West as a true spiritual master. But the Buddhism he taught was Zen Buddhism which is a specifically Japanese type of Buddhism (with both Daoist and Shinto influences).

Suzuki underlines the existence of two type of Budhism in Japan : Shin and Zen. Whereas Shin Buddhism stresses the importance of the so-called « other power » (the compassionate grace of divine spirit), Zen Buddhism stresses the importance of « self-power » (the effort by the individual to attain the ultimate truth). For Suzuki, both types of Buddhism lead to the enlightenment proper to Buddha-consciousness. But without denying the validity of Shin-Buddhisl, Suzuki is keener in explaining the Zen way.
The interesting thing about Suzuki is that he was considered both as a scholar and as a Zen master, which enabled him to overcome the traditional dichotomy between pure intellectual work and pure practice, typical of the Zen tradition (either you practice and don’t need any study, or you do bookish research and fail to reach the essence of Zen). Suzuki thus seems to have managed the combination of both intellectual research and Zen practice. And this enabled him to express the Zen phenomenon in philosophical terms and explain it to the Western world. Something nobody had done so succesfully before him.

Suzuki’s attempt is a first step towards the transfer of Japanese culture and Buddhust spirituality into Western philosophical concepts. But the terminology he uses is still a very general one : it is meant for the average Western reader. A more elaborate step is the one attempted by Nishida and his disciples of the Kyoto School. This time it is an attempt to use the highly elaborate terminology of academic philosophy in order to express the deeper truth of Japanese and Oriental cultures and, at the same time, to propose a new contribution to this Western philosophical discourse. To put a complicated matter in a simplified form : Nishida’s philosophy endeavours to be the meeting point of Western and Eastern thought. In order to really grasp the whole issue, Western thought would actually need an epistemological mutation : this would enable European and American philosophy to be influenced by Japanese and Oriental thought in the same way that modern painting (impressionsim) was influence by the Ukiyo-e or modern architecture by Kamakura classicism. 
Will philosophers be capable of this ?

L’humanisme esthétique d’André Malraux.

Bernard STEVENS
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Malraux est surtout connu comme romancier : c’est avant tout l’auteur de La condition humaine (1933), devenu un des classiques de la littérature française. En général, on connaît aussi de lui qu’il s’engagea auprès des marxistes dans l’action militante et révolutionnaire et qu’il connu ainsi une jeunesse de véritable aventurier : il combattit le colonialisme français en Indochine, il lutta contre le franquisme en Espagne, et il fut résistant contre les nazis pendant la seconde guerre mondiale, à l’occasion de quoi il put rencontrer le Général de Gaulle dont il devint le ministre de l’information après la guerre, et plus tard le ministre des affaires culturelles.

A partir de ce tournant où, abandonnant la vie d’aventurier il s’engage dans la vie politique au nom d’ « une certaine idée de la France » et de son rôle dans le monde, à partir de ce moment donc, son œuvre d’écriture prend une nouvelle dimension, en continuité avec ce qui précède mais selon un autre clivage. Et ceci est généralement moins bien connu. Abandonnant l’expression romanesque, Malraux s’engage dans de vastes études consacrées aux arts de l’espace, sculpture et peinture essentiellement. Ce travail ne sera interrompu qu’à sa mort en 1976.

Quelle est donc la portée de cette gigantesque entreprise où se révèle enfin toute l’ampleur du génie d’André Malraux ? Lui-même nous dit ceci.

 J’ai tenté ici de rendre intelligible le monde, pour la première fois victorieux du temps, des images que la création humaine a opposées au temps. Et le pouvoir, peut-être aussi vieux que l’invention du feu et celle du tombeau, auquel il doit l’existence. Ce livre n’a pour objet ni une histoire de l’art, ni une esthétique ; mais bien la signification que prend la présence d’une éternelle réponse à l’interrogation que pose à l’homme sa part d’éternité.  (L’irréel, p. V)
Ceci nous apprend tout d’abord que nous commettions une erreur en parlant d’ « esthétique » à propos des ouvrages de Malraux sur l’art. Pour aborder ceux-ci, ce qu’il faut d’abord savoir c’est que l’art est tout autre chose que de la délectation, du luxe, de l’agrément, ou une simple recherche du beau. C’est encore moins une décoration de la vie. Car c’est bien plutôt la vie qui prend son sens grâce à l’art, en fonction de lui. C’est par la création artistique que l’homme s’affirme et se donne un sens face à l’absurdité de la mort. Chaque époque de l’histoire humaine, selon l’idée qu’elle se faisait de l’homme, créa un univers artistique, qui aujourd’hui apparaît chaque fois comme un défi lancé au destin.

Malraux écrit encore.

L’homme ne devient homme que dans la poursuite de sa part la plus haute ; mais il est beau que l’animal qui sait qu’il doit mourir, arrache à l’ironie des nébuleuses le chant des constellations, et qu’il le lance au hasard des siècles, auxquels il imposera des paroles inconnues. (Les voix du silence, pp. 639-640) 

Cette notion de l’art comme « antidestin » naît aujourd’hui dans notre civilisation profane, la première civilisation consciente d’ignorer la signification de l’homme : « première civilisation capable de conquérir la terre entière, mais non d’inventer ses propres temples, ni ses propres tombeaux » (Antimémoires, p. 11). A notre époque où la civilisation industrielle a envahi le globe et où parallèlement le sens de l’homme et de l’histoire fait plus que jamais question, parce que les religions sont mortes et que l’homme a brisé son lien avec l’univers, à cette étrange époque, les œuvres d’art du passé le plus reculé et des régions les plus lointaines paraissent dans une énigmatique présence : l’intemporalité du monde de l’art. Le musée, réel ou imaginaire (dans le livre où la reproduction). Celui-ci rassemble des œuvres très diverses et pourtant unies par un langage commun mais largement indéchiffré. C’est lui qu’interroge Malraux dès son premier grand ouvrage sur l’art : Les voix du silence (1951).

Qu’il y ait un langage de l’art, ce n’est qu’à partir de la peinture moderne que l’on a vraiment commencé à le comprendre. Pourquoi ? Peut-être parce que pour la première fois l’activité artistique s’est volontairement et lucidement réduite à elle-même : n’étant plus tenue par les normes, conventions et représentations d’une croyance, d’un humanisme ou d’un esthétisme particuliers, les fondateurs de l’art moderne ont découvert l’autonomie de la création artistique, de son langage. Ils ont découvert ce que peut signifier l’art à partir d’un moment où il ne sert plus à exprimer le sentiment du Tout-Autre (le surnaturel), ou à représenter quelque scène ou fiction (l’irréel),…

A partir de cette révolution artistique qui se produit au tournant du 20ème siècle, c’est toute notre compréhension de l’art qui se trouve radicalement renouvelée, et à partir de là peut s’opérer une nouvelle lecture de l’histoire de l’art : il ne s’agit plus d’une succession de styles mais davantage d’une métamorphose des diverses formes qui prit la réponse de l’homme à sa mise en question par le temps. Cette réponse prit, pour l’Occident, sa forme la plus caractéristique à l’aube du monde grec : le sourire énigmatique des dieux olympiens exprime l’affirmation sereine de l’homme face au destin, dans la conscience harmonieuse du « cosmos » (mot qui signifie à la fois le monde, son ordre et sa beauté). Après que le monde grec eut disparu, il en restera toujours la trace jusque dans l’interrogation moderne.

On comprend alors pourquoi Malraux intitule l’ensemble des trois volumes reprenant sa lecture de l’histoire de l’art : La métamorphose des dieux. Et nous comprenons aussi pourquoi il en ouvre le premier tome par cette phrase :

Qu’une nouvelle ère commence, et qua sa peinture soit née vers 1860, nul ne l’ignore plus. Mais qu’avec elle commence un passé de l’art sans précédent, à peine en avons-nous pris conscience (Le Surnaturel, p. 1).
Ce passé de l’art connaît trop périodes majeures : le surnaturel, l’irréel et l’intemporel. Le Surnaturel ouvre les métamorphoses qui voient le passage du « sacré » oriental au « divin » grec, puis à la « foi » médiévale. L’Irréel est le domaine qui nait des dépouilles de la foi : à partir de la Renaissance, l’art, qui trouvera essentiellement dans le pictural sa plus haute forme, est « représentation » d’une scène, d’abord religieuse, puis profane ; et l’idée que l’art doit « reproduire » une scène selon la vraisemblance ou la ressemblance avec le modèle idéal ou réel tendra progressivement à l’emporter sur le sens originel de l’art : créer un monde libéré de l’apparence. L’Intemporel naît avec l’art moderne lorsque l’on dénonce la tendance illusionniste de l’Irréel et que l’on retrouve l’autonomie du langage artistique, permettant ainsi de réunir dans une commune présence, victorieuse du temps — du contexte historique et idéologique de leur création — les chefs d’œuvres universels de l’art.

De ce schéma, que nous avons sans doute rendu simpliste à force de simplification, nous pouvons d’abord retenir que tout part de l’art moderne et tout y ramène. Dès lors, s’il est un guide privilégié pour nous conduire dans le monde de l’art tel qu’il est interprété par André Malraux, sans doute est-ce l’art moderne.

C’est pourquoi, dans cet exposé, nous choisirons ce thème.

L’art moderne, expliqué par Malraux, naît graduellement en trois étapes majeurs, pouvant être rassemblée chacune sous le nom d’un maître : Manet, Cézanne, Picasso. Chaque étape est l’occasion d’une découverte propre permettant d’approfondir notre « conversion du regard ». Et une conséquence essentielle en sera chaque fois la redécouverte ou « résurrection » de styles artistiques du passé que l’esthétique traditionnelle interdisait de comprendre. Le phénomène de l’art moderne, Malraux le compare à une opération de la cataracte : « Le chirurgien qui opère le malade de la cataracte ne lui traduit pas le monde, il le lui donne ou le lui rend » (Les voix du silence, p. 606). 

A. L’art moderne.

On dit généralement que la peinture moderne nait avec l’impressionnisme. Malraux considère que la rupture se produit encore plus tôt : avec le pré-impressionnisme de Manet. Et la date symbolique est 1860 car c’est vers cette époque que Manet peint l’ Olympia. Celle-ci occasionna un des scandales les plus retentissants de l’histoire de la peinture. Malraux rapporte une critique de l’époque et s’empresse d’en souligner le contre-sens révélateur : 

‘Si elle faisait le boulevard, écrivent les journalistes indignés, on n’en donnerait pas trois francs ! ‘ Les tableaux ne font pas le boulevard, et l’art moderne ne triomphera pas lorsqu’il imposera sa vision des spectacles, mais lorsqu’il imposera sa conception des tableaux. Manet ne tente point de transmettre une ‘vision sincère’, mais de découvrir l’autonomie de la peinture, d’en rejeter l’illusion comme l’idéalisation. (L’intemporel, p. 19).
Le tableau choquera les gens de l’époque pour deux raisons. D’abord — et ceci concerne surtout le public — on fut choqué par cette femme qui n’était absolument pas idéalisée, elle n’était pas une Vénus : c’était visiblement une femme de la rue, c’est-à-dire une femme réelle, contemporaine, qui s’était tout simplement déshabillée. Et de ce fait elle paraissant indécente et, par-dessus le marché, assez grossièrement peinte. Mais ce n’est pas en cela que Manet est révolutionnaire — et certains critiques d’alors le pressentiront et se révolteront d’autant plus face à son œuvre, comme face à un dieu inconnu et menaçant.

Ce qui est nouveau ici, c’est que Manet peint cette femme comme un prétexte à autre chose. A quoi ? A un tableau. C’est-à-dire à l’assemblage de certaines couleurs et de certaines formes selon un certain ordre… Pour la première fois un peintre manifeste explicitement ce qui l’intéresse : non pas re-produire un spectacle, re-présenter quelque chose, mais créer ce que Braque nommera un « fait pictural », et qui est la composition d’un tableau à partir de formes et de couleurs. En cela l’ Olympia illustre la célèbre phrase de Maurice Denis : « Un tableau, avant d’être un cheval de bataille, une femme nue ou une quelconque anecdote, est essentiellement une surface place recouverte de couleurs en un certain ordre assemblées ».

Le peintre est donc compositeur au même titre que le musicien : tout comme le compositeur de musique ne cherche pas à imiter les bruits de la nature ou des choses environnantes, mais cherche à créer une œuvre à partir de sons purement « abstraits », de même le peintre ne cherche pas à imiter la nature ou un quelconque spectacle, mais il crée un tableau en ordonnant des couleurs. Et les formes picturales ont un langage autonome, indépendamment de toute représentation, au même titre que le langage musical : 

Il existe une valeur fondamentale de l’art moderne, beaucoup plus profonde que la recherche du plaisir de l’œil, et dont l’annexion du monde ne fut que le premier symptôme : c’est la très vieille volonté d’un monde autonome, pour la première fois réduite à elle seule (Les voix du silence, p. 614).
*

Cette révolution du sens de la peinture avait été préparée par les romantiques.

Ceux-ci maintiennent certes encore l’importance de la représentation en peinture, mais la fonction de l’art est déjà différente pour les romantiques de ce qu’elle était pour l’ensemble de la société depuis la Renaissance. En effet, du 16ème au 19ème siècle, l’art était une dépendance du luxe, et la société bourgeoise qui le consommait lui attribuait la fonction de représenter un monde idéal et exemplaire, inspiré de l’antiquité classique, offrant l’image que l’on se faisait de la culture, de la civilisation : on croyait en un goût immortel, avec certains sujets privilégiés (scènes historiques, religieuses ou mythiques), et le rôle du peintre était de représenter le mieux possible de telles sujets, selon les règles qui avaient été établies depuis la Renaissance afin de rendre le mieux possible l’illusion de la réalité ou l’événement représenté.

Avec le romantisme se produit une double rupture : premièrement, l’art n’est plus une dépendance du luxe, ne de l’image que la société se fait d’elle-même, il devient un monde autonome où s’exprime le génie créateur de l’artiste ; deuxièmement — et c’est une conséquence de la première rupture — l’artiste s’opposera de plus en plus à la société bourgeoise car il prend conscience du fait que sa vocation ne se réduit pas au rôle qu’on voudrait lui faire jouer. C’est alors que naît le mythe de l’artiste maudit. La peinture devient une vocation, une foi, et l’art devient presque lui-même une religion, avec ses prophètes, ses chapelles, ses hérésies et ses excommunications, chose remarquable dans une civilisation où le sens du sacré a disparu. L’artiste devient créateur, démiurge : il compose un monde qui ne se soumet pas au monde de l’apparence, mais au contraire rivalise avec lui.

Ceci a déjà pour conséquence une première métamorphose du passé. On ne cherche plus dans l’art du passé — Antiquité et Renaissance — un art exemplaire, mais on se met à y admirer les grands génies artistiques, ceux qui surent créer un style propre, voire sublime. La société bourgeoise louait les œuvres de Raphaël car elle y voyait le modèle de toute bonne peinture. Les romantiques eux se mettront à admirer Michel-Ange ou Rembrandt ; de même en littérature, l’admiration n’est plus tant pour le classicisme de Racine que pour l’émotion tragique de Shakespeare, et en musique, c’est davantage Beethoven et Wagner, que Haydn ou Rameau… En outre, ce que les romantiques découvrent, c’est un style artistique qui avait été méprisé depuis la Renaissance — depuis Raphaël précisément — parce qu’il n’était pas parfaitement concordant avec les règles de la représentation fidèle des données de la nature : le style gothique. Ils inaugurent par là la série des « résurrections » qui jalonneront le développement de l’art moderne : la redécouverte de styles propres au sentiment religieux qui échappe à l’humanisme de la Renaissance : le roman, le style byzantin, mais aussi les primitifs italiens, la Grèce archaïque, ou encore l’Egypte ancienne…En fait, pratiquement tous les arts qui témoignent de la possession de l’artiste par l’absolu ou le sacré : le surnaturel…

En somme, ce que souligne le romantisme, c’est que la grandeur de l’art, sa puissance propre c’est, non pas de représenter un monde réel ou idéalisé, mais d’en créer un qui se libère des contraintes de l’apparence (que cette dernière soit la réalité, l’idéalité ou l’imaginaire), afin d’affirmer un pouvoir créateur propre, autonome, exprimant la part la plus haute de l’homme.

Cependant, si les romantiques célèbrent le pouvoir démiurgique de l’artiste et prônent l’autonomie de son art par rapport à l’apparence, ils ne mettent pas encore en question le fait de représenter quelque chose : le sujet scénique reste pour eux essentiel. La mise en question du sujet scénique sera l’apport propre de l’art moderne.

*

A la mort de Delacroix, dernier grand peintre romantique, meurt aussi la fiction picturale, « l’irréel ». C’est à ce moment que Manet va inaugurer la voie de l’art moderne.

Les romantiques avaient souligné le pouvoir créateur de l’artiste par opposition à toute imitation d’un sujet réel ou d’un style traditionnel ; Manet pourra désormais affirmer cette présence dominatrice du peintre au niveau de la facture même du tableau. Nous avons vu qu’avec l’ Olympia, le sujet, la femme nue, n’est plus qu’un prétexte à une composition picturale. De même lorsque Manet peindra un portrait, par exemple Le portrait de Clemenceau, ce qui y est intéressant du point de vue artistique, ce n’est pas que le tableau représente Clémenceau, mais que par le moyen de ce portrait, Manet arrive à exprimer son style pictural à lui. C’est pourquoi Malraux peut dire :

Pour que Manet puisse peindre le portrait de Clemenceau, il faut qu’il ait résolu d’oser y être tout, et Clemenceau presque rien (Les voix du silence, p. 99). 
Ce que Manet réduit c’est la signification du sujet représenté. C’est pourquoi les natures mortes feront si bien l’affaire pour lui comme pour toute la peinture moderne, surtout le cubisme.

Cette exclusion croissante du l’importance du sujet se fait au profit d’une harmonie foncièrement picturale où la couleur est l’élément dominant. Ceci mènera à l’emploi de la couleur pure conduisant à la peinture fauve et à l’abstraction lyrique. Cela permettra aussi de mettre en évidence le caractère foncièrement bidimensionnel de la peinture.

En effet, depuis la Renaissance — notamment avec les critères établis par Vasari dans une vision historiquement progressive de leur conquête—, dans un souci d’unir l’illusion à l’expression plastique, on avait inventé une série de techniques permettant de donner au spectateur l’impression de la profondeur, par la perspective, le volume, l’éclairage, l’ombre : la peinture européenne du 16ème  au 19ème siècle était à trois dimensions et elle se distinguait par là de celle du monde entier :

La peinture à deux dimensions est celle de la terre entière à l’exception de quelques siècles d’Occident (Les voix du silence, p. 108).
Avec l’art moderne, on redécouvre la valeur stylistique de la peinture à deux dimensions, celle qui respecte la surface de la toile et ne cherche pas à créer l’illusion du spectacle, de la « fenêtre sur »,…

C’est à partir de ce moment qu’on commence à vraiment comprendre le langage pictural de toute la peinture pré-renaissante et extra-européenne : par exemple les fresques du Moyen-Âge ou de l’Egypte, ou encore les estampes japonaises. On peut même dire qu’en retour la découverte vers la fin du 19ème siècle des estampes de l’époque d’Edo sera une révélation pour la peinture moderne. Et en conséquence de cela, ce que Manet ne faisait que pressentir, sera affirmé sciemment par les impressionnistes, par Gauguin et Van Gogh : le pouvoir inventif et libérateur d’un art qui ne cherche pas à reproduire l’apparence visible avec sa profondeur visuelle mais cherche à créer son univers propre avec ses formes et ses couleurs :

Les estampes japonaises apportent aux peintres (leur apporteront pendant quarante ans) le droit à l’arbitraire — parce qu’elles leur révèlent les limites de la représentation européenne, l’existence d’une pluralité des arts, devant quoi celle qui s’était imposée au romantisme devient une querelle d’école. Pour la première fois l’Europe établit un dialogue avec l’art d’une civilisation étrangère à la sienne, étrangère même à son histoire (L’intemporel, p. 33).
La portée de cette découverte pour l’Europe sera immense. Pour la première fois on comprend que le fait de ne pas reproduire la troisième dimension n’est pas du à la maladresse mais provient d’un choix contre l’illusion, en faveur de la création picturale autonome. Et la peinture japonaise à deux dimensions, s’impose désormais comme un art de valeur égale, sinon supérieure, à celle de l’art classique européen. A partir de cette révélation, le regard européen sur tous les arts non-européens sera différent : on n’y verra plus des arts européens manqués, mais des arts qui furent élaborés selon une fonction différente de l’art. Cette nouvelle vision permettra ultérieurement la découverte de l’art africain, ce qui occasionnera une nouvelle remise en question, au moins aussi radicale, de l’essence de l’art.

Mais restons-en pour l’instant à l’époque où les impressionnistes découvrent les Japonais. Ce qui se produit à ce moment est complexe car c’est l’intention même du mouvement impressionniste qui se trouve refondue. En effet, au départ, l’impressionnisme, dont Manet ne fit jamais vraiment partie, se voulait une radicalisation du réalisme qui lui-même, idéologiquement, était en continuité avec l’intention représentative et illusionniste de la tradition européenne classique, bourgeoise — au même titre d’ailleurs que l’idéalisme : il s’agissait de reproduire la réalité le plus fidèlement possible (les idéalistes voulaient reproduire aussi fidèlement que possible la réalité « idéale », imaginaire, irréelle : il s’agissait toujours de reproduction au sens de représentation, selon le critère de la ressemblance imitative, la mimésis). Et les impressionnistes, au plan de leur théorie, voulaient traduire la réalité au niveau de la perception rétinienne pure : la touche picturale devait être la reproduction même de l’impression rétinienne percevant un rayon lumineux. Le résultat pratique en fut une désintégration de la réalité dans une symphonie chromatique où s’affirmait de facto l’autonomie de la couleur. L’impressionnisme rejoignait alors paradoxalement — on le comprit plus tard — l’a-réalisme de Manet et son désintérêt pour le sujet scénique au profit du sujet pictural. La découverte de la peinture japonaise rendit tout ceci plus explicite, mais en déplaçant de surcroît l’intérêt vers la composition formelle, car le rôle de la couleur chez eux est relativement secondaire : à l’autonomie de la couleur s’ajoutait celle de la forme. Ce qui se produit alors c’est fondamentalement la prise de conscience de l’autonomie du langage pictural.

Et la conséquence sur le plan des résurrections fut la compréhension renouvelée que les artistes eurent des styles artistiques du surnaturel dont les romantiques avaient déjà commencé la redécouverte.

Non seulement on retrouve ce qu’avait ignoré l’Europe classique — les styles byzantin, romans, gothique, l’art égyptien, l’art grec archaïque —, mais au-delà de l’accent religieux et surtout sentimental qu’y décela le romantisme, on y trouva l’accent purement esthétique : chaque style est un langage spécifique. Le romantisme préférait le gothique parce qu’il y voyait une exaltation du sentiment religieux, tandis que les impressionnistes préfèreront le roman parce qu’ils y voient l’affirmation d’un style.

On constate ici le paradoxe qui fait que plus l’art moderne s’approfondit, plus il permet la résurrection de styles religieux, mais il les ressuscite moins au nom du sentiment religieux qu’un nom du sens esthétique. Et cela d’autant plus que les arts les plus religieux appartiennent aux civilisations qui nous sont les plus étrangères, les plus lointaines, la nôtre étant par contre celle où le sens du sacré fait le plus défaut. La raison de ce paradoxe est — et Malraux le répète avec une étonnante insistance — que les grands arts du passé cherchent le plus à s’émanciper de l’apparence et de la représentation illusionniste dans la mesure même où ils manifestent davantage leur possession par le sacré. Mais alors si l’art moderne nous rend de plus en plus sensibles aux grands styles du sacré et si pourtant il ne crée pas lui-même un nouveau style du sacré, quel est donc ce nouveau domaine auquel il nous introduit ?...

Il est encore trop tôt pour répondre. Mais on peut déjà voir que les arts du sacré, de la stylisation et de l’abstraction, c’est-à-dire les arts qui en affirmant l’autonomie de leur langage plastique tranchent le plus par rapport à l’intention imitative ou illusionniste d’un certain art européen d’après la Renaissance, s’unissant à l’art moderne en ce qu’ils affirment le pouvoir créateur de l’homme, le pouvoir expressif du style. Malraux va jusqu’à dire, à propos du roman :

Ce style roman qui étirait ou tordait ses figures selon une transfiguration solennelle, criait qu’un système de formes organisées qui se refusent à l’imitation, peut exister en face des choses comme une autre Création (Les voix du silence, p. 105).
Ce qui se produit désormais c’est la résurrection d’une quantité de styles divers, les grands styles de l’histoire universelle, irréductibles les uns aux autres, mais unis par le seul refus de l’apparence. Et cette résurrection du passé se produit comme une suite de la multiplicité des styles individuels des fondateurs de l’art moderne depuis Manet :

La multiplicité des formes de l’individualisme préparait l’accueil fait à un passé multiple, dont chaque style reparaît comme un artiste oublié.(…) Tous les arts ont reparu, de plus en plus archaïques .(…) Tous unis apparemment, par la métamorphose qu’ils subissent, dans le domaine qui a remplacé celui de la beauté, comme si les fouilles nous apportaient à la fois le passé du monde et notre avenir » (Les voix du silence, p. 125).
*

  Après le romantisme, après Manet et l’impressionnisme, l’étape la plus marquante dans la naissance de l’art moderne c’est sans conteste, aux yeux de Malraux, Cézanne.

Si l’autonomie de la peinture s’annonce chez Manet, elle s’affirme chez Cézanne qui lui ajoute la conscience de « la vérité picturale des choses ». Cézanne dit en effet de l’ Olympia : « Le rose et le blanc de l’ Olympia nous mènent à la vérité picturale des choses par un chemin que notre sensibilité ignorait avant eux ». Qu’est-ce que cela signifie ?

D’abord que Cézanne, comme Manet, même s’il refuse désormais de se soumettre au sujet scénique, continue à peindre d’après un motif repris à la réalité. Cela signifie aussi et surtout que l’autonomie picturale ne mène pas à l’arbitraire et au bon plaisir de l’artiste, mais qu’elle est guidée par une recherche de vérité. Il s’agit de la vérité secrète des choses que la peinture a pour objet de traduire devant nous.

A la rencontre de la vérité picturale des choses, Cézanne se laisse guider par les indications du motif et les éléments encore mal connus du langage pictural. Cette traduction des choses en langage pictural aura pour conséquence un développement de ce langage aux dépens des choses représentées, mais toujours selon l’idée d’une vérité de la construction picturale. Parti de ‘la vérité picturale des choses » Cézanne aboutira en fait à la « vérité picturale » tout court, et c’est cela que retiendront ses successeurs : fauves, cubistes ou abstraits. Pour eux comme pour Cézanne le fait pictural compte avant tout, et l’on ira progressivement jusqu’à l’ultime conséquence de ce fait : la suppression de toute figuration. C’est pourquoi on dira en Union Soviétique que la décadence de l’art occidental commence avec Cézanne.

Cependant l’importance de Cézanne ne réside pas uniquement dans le côté prophétique de sa peinture.  Mais en s’attachant à la vérité picturale des choses, et en maintenant par là la référence au motif, il institue un nouveau dialogue avec la peinture extrême-orientale, un dialogue plus profond encore que celui qu’avaient ébauché les impressionnistes.

En effet, ce que ces derniers retrouvaient chez les Japonais, c’était essentiellement l’autonomie de la forme, la découverte du langage pictural déjà timidement présent chez Manet. Ce qu’avec Cézanne on va maintenant découvrir, c’est la fonction essentielle de la peinture extrême-orientale : l’expression de la vérité secrète des choses, de la nature et du monde.

Pourtant, s’il y a une proximité entre la vérité picturale des choses selon Cézanne et leur vérité secrète chez les Chinois et les Japonais, il n’y a pas identité : Cézanne crée un fait pictural, un tableau, tandis que l’artiste extrême-oriental peint un « signe », nous dit Malraux, « le symbole d’un mystère ».

‘Il y a une vérité picturale des choses’, disait Cézanne. Les grands Chinois eussent répondu : ‘Il y a une vérité des choses que peut révéler la peinture’. Cézanne se réfère au musée imaginaire ; Tche-Tao, au secret de l’univers (L’intemporel, p. 219).
Ainsi le dialogue avec l’Extrême-Orient reste-t-il encore en attente de son début. Le hiatus n’est pas comblé. En outre, ce qui sépare encore irréductiblement l’Orient de l’Occident, c’est que le premier est héritier d’un art de sérénité et de consentement à l’univers, tandis que le second créa, de l’immortalité grecque à l’intemporalité moderne, un art de drame intérieur et de combat : l’opposition à la souffrance, à la mort, au destin, et en somme à tout ce qui dépasse l’homme et le met en question. Or ce que l’Orient met en question, quant à lui, c’est justement l’homme…au nom de tout ce qui le dépasse. Et c’est pourquoi sa peinture est signe ou symbole du cosmos.

*

Mais les découvertes et interrogations de l’art moderne ne s’arrêtent pas à Cézanne. La dernière grande mutation à laquelle s’attarde Malraux est celle qui permit à l’artiste contemporain de découvrir un art qui, à première vue, sembla la négation même de toute l’esthétique occidentale : l’art que l’on qualifie de non-historique et que l’on disait primitif, celui de l’Afrique noire et de l’Océanie.

Est-ce le cubisme qui permet la découverte de l’art africain ? Ou bien est-ce l’art de l’Afrique noire qui fit découvrir aux modernes les possibilités du cubisme ?

Le monde de l’art dans lequel nous admirons un fétiche dogon n’a qu’indifférence pour la logique de ceux du raffinement et de la beauté. Pour que le masque kanaga se métamorphose en œuvre d’art, il faut que se métamorphose insensiblement le domaine de références qui va l’annexer.
Et qu’il y contribue (L’intemporel, p. 252).

Cette métamorphose, opérée surtout par Braque et Picasso, a elle aussi lieu dans le sillage des possibilités ouvertes par Cézanne. Ce dernier, en effet, dans sa volonté d’une construction du tableau selon la recherche d’une vérité picturale des choses, souligne la nécessité d’organiser les formes picturales d’après des volumes fondamentaux (sphères, cylindres), car ceux-ci semblent bien synthétiser cette vérité picturale des choses que saisit le regard. Cela permettra conjointement de radicaliser l’étude des volumes jusqu’au cubisme, et de saisir les qualités éminemment plastiques de l’art africain, construit selon une articulation de volumes élémentaires.

Cette double découverte permet en outre de radicaliser encore la remise en question de la conception occidentale de l’art.

Qu’est-ce donc qui fascina tellement Picasso dans l’art africain ? Peut-être l’espoir de trouver là, plutôt que le primitif, le « fondamental », une part importante de l’homme fondamental que la civilisation occidentale semble avoir étouffé.

Ce qu’attaquent d’abord toutes ces idoles peintes, et le tympan polynésien d’Autun, c’est l’optimisme occidental. (…) Nous savons maintenant que nos paix sont aussi vulnérables que les précédents, que la démocratie porte en elle le capitalisme et les polices totalitaires, que science et progrès permettent les bombes atomiques, que la raison ne suffit pas à rendre compte de l’homme (Les voix du silence, p. 538).

Face à l’optimisme aveugle, ce que les arts primitifs révèlent entre autres choses, c’est la face d’ombre de l’homme : démons inconnus et inquiétants, qui rôdent non pas autour de nous mais en nous, dans notre inconscient. Un masque grimaçant de Côte d’Ivoire ou de Nouvelle Zélande, représentant le dieu de la guerre, ce n’est pas une curiosité pour touristes, façonné par un demi-sauvage d’une quelconque forêt exotique, c’est bien plutôt…notre propre portrait.

J’ai vu les fétiches du musée de Nuremberg justifier leur très vieux rire par les dernières fumées qui filtraient de l’amas de ruines où une cycliste chargée de lilas cahotait dans le chant des camionneurs noirs… (Les voix du silence, p. 623).
Les arts premiers, dont la diversité va croissante à mesure qu’on les découvre, ce n’est pas seulement cette face d’ombre de l’homme, c’en est aussi une part mal connue de profondeur. C’est une dimension du surnaturel dont la résurrection des arts sacrés historiques (Inde, Egypte, Moyen-Age,…) ne donnait qu’un avant-goût.

La profondeur de l’art africain est moins ce qui nous échappe sans recours, l’insondable majesté à quoi répond la prosternation, qu’une approche de notre élément secret et inaccessible, une communion avec lui (L’intemporel, p. 279).
L’art africain nous révèle avec plus de force encore que l’art roman le fait que le surnaturel est exprimé avec une intensité également proportionnelle à la stylisation des formes : plus une œuvre se distingue de l’apparence et nie toute illusion, plus elle se rend apte à exprimer le sentiment de l’inaccessible, dans la mesure où elle se plie à un langage plastique large et infiniment varié, mais propre, qui fait que nous aujourd’hui, civilisation profane, reconnaissons dans un fétiche ou dans un saint une œuvre d’art parente de tous les chefs d’œuvres du monde de l’art. « C’est l’art dans son ensemble qui a commencé de surgir lorsque, la civilisation ayant cessé d’être orientée par les dieux, la parenté de ces accents est devenu perceptible » (Les voix du silence, p. 556). 

Au moment où l’art premier est intégré au musée imaginaire aux côtés des autres résurrections, c’est la valeur universelle de l’art qui se manifeste et ce qui désormais se dessine, c’est « le premier humanisme universel », accompagnant la première culture artistique universelle. Cette dernière « qui va sans doute transformer l’art moderne par quoi elle fut jusqu’ici orientée, n’est pas un envahissement, mais une des conquêtes suprêmes de l’Occident » (Les voix du silence, p. 638). 

*

Désormais le phénomène des résurrections est arrivé à son terme : il semble bien qu’il ait maintenant englobé la totalité de l’histoire et de la planète. Le Musée imaginaire ne s’enrichira plus de nouvelles acquisitions.

Mais parallèlement l’art moderne semble lui aussi avoir épuisé ses possibilités, et après Picasso, il semble que l’art ne puisse plus que piétiner ou devenir iconoclaste. « La succession de l’école de Paris est ouverte », nous dit Malraux. Et il ajoute : « dans la plus grande confusion » (L’intemporel, p. 285).

Depuis que l’avant-gardisme, loin de contester l’art institutionnalisé, est lui-même devenu une institution, la capacité proprement créatrice de l’art s’est épuisée :

La nouveauté foisonne, l’attaque a disparu. Et si toute création véritable est révélation, donc originalité, le nouveau seul ne répond point à l’appel énigmatique et millénaire de l’homme ; il répond à sa parodie, l’intoxication qu’assouvit la mode. D’où l’entrée en scène d’une peinture qu’on pourrait nommer ‘de consommation’ (L’intemporel, 287).

A bout d’expédients, ceux qui voudraient succéder à l’école de Paris ne peuvent que la nier, et avec elle nier tout le monde de l’intemporel et pratiquement tout le monde de l’art qui était mis en présence par le Musée imaginaire. Alors Marcel Duchamp avec ses ready-made crée l’anti-art. « Mais le poisson reste prisonnier de son aquarium. Il n’y a de contre-art, qu’aux yeux des artistes ; les autres y voient un esthétisme forcené. Tout contre-art délibéré naît dans un art, contre lui, comme l’hérésie dans la foi » (L’intemporel, p. 289).

Si l’art aujourd’hui — nous dit Malraux en 1976—semble avoir épuisé le domaine de ses possibilités, peut-être sommes-nous arrivés à un moment de l’histoire où s’ouvrira enfin la possibilité de comprendre l’essence du fait artistique.

B. Le monde de l’art mis en question

Nous avons vu qu’avec Manet le tableau commence à trouver l’autonomie de son langage plastique : il devient un fait pictural (pensons à la phrase de Maurice Denis). Avec Cézanne, le fait pictural se définit comme une vérité picturale, et c’est ce qui l’empêche de tomber dans l’arbitraire ou le décoratif. Mais qu’est-ce qui oriente les formes de cette vérité picturale, si ce n’est plus le Surnaturel ou l’Irréel ? Peut-être le « fait poétique » nous aidera-t-il à mieux comprendre l’énigme du « fait pictural ».

Si la peinture de Cézanne, et bientôt toute la peinture moderne, nous semblent les pièges hiératiques d’un dieu inconnu, la création poétique nous insinue que ce dieu n’est pas insaisissable… » (L’intemporel, p. 147).
La poésie, depuis Nerval, Baudelaire, Mallarmé et Rimbaud, crée un univers qui n’est pas réductible à ce que contiennent ou évoquent les poèmes, encore moins à l’apparence à laquelle le poète, comme le peintre figuratif, emprunte les éléments de sa création. La poésie n’est pas non plus réductible aux mots, vers, rythmes « en un certain ordre assemblés » qui la constituent comme les formes et les couleurs constituent le tableau.

Sentiment et valeurs, sens, rythmes, sonorités, correspondances et suggestions s’unissent dans la création comme les troncs, les papiers et les branches se métamorphosent en un seul flamboiement. Ici commence l’aventure grandiose qui va faire de la poésie une conquête d’Argonautes. Proclamé ou secret, l’objet véritable du poème, c’est le feu. Il n’est pas le reflet d’un soleil invisible, mais l’œuvre d’un pouvoir humain qui n’apparaît qu’en lui. Et qui se réfère au monde des poèmes, mais aussi à ce pouvoir dont ils sont nés  (L’intemporel, p. 149).
Ce qui se produit en peinture est, sinon identique, du moins comparable : il y a la création d’un univers propre. « Tous les chefs d’œuvres de la peinture appartiennent au même feu, nous touchent au même point de l’âme » (op. cit., p. 151).

Cet univers propre de la peinture, ce monde de l’art, où se rencontrent dans une commune présence tous les chefs d’œuvres de l’art, c’est ce que Malraux nomme l’Intemporel. Et pour nous faire comprendre comment c’est vers lui que nous conduit l’art moderne, et non vers l’arbitraire ou le décoratif, il nous suggère une modification de la phrase de Maurice Denis : « Un tableau, avant d’être un cheval de bataille, une femme nue, ou une quelconque anecdote, est essentiellement une surface plane couverte de couleurs, assemblées selon l’ordre qui les émancipe du temps ». Et il poursuit :

Austérité, lyrisme, figuration, abstraction seront les armes ennemies de ce combat que les peintres ne livreront pas pour gagner quelques siècles sous la dérive des nébuleuses, mais pour atteindre le monde souverain qui les arrache à l’apparence aussi invinciblement que les en arrachera la mort (L’intemporel, p. 164).
C’est pourquoi Malraux pourra dire en réponse à Gaëtan Picon qui affirmait que « pour Malraux comme pour Heidegger, l’homme est un ‘être-pour-la-mort’ » : « Et si, au lieu de dire pour, on disait contre ? Ce n’est la même chose qu’en apparence… ».

Ailleurs il dit :

La Maya tend à l’humanité un piège assez constant, en lui faisant justifier l’amour par le plaisir des sens, l’art par le plaisir des yeux, la foi par le salut. Pour l’art comme pour l’amour, la valeur profonde est sans doute l’opposition à la mort : au-delà de tout accent funèbre, et semblable à la renaissance liée à la destruction dans les mythes de l’Inde. (…) Le vain problème de la valeur de l’art moderne nous nargue parce que la valeur appartient à l’art tout court, dont le nôtre fait partie — et dont il ne peut être dissocié sans tomber dans la mode, l’imitation ou le décor. Cette valeur fuyante ne vient pas plus de la représentation, que celle de la poésie, de la musique ou même du roman : elle vient de l’intemporel, come celle de naguère a cru venir de l’immortalité. Parce que l’intemporel est notre forme précaire et toujours renaissante de l’immortalité. Notre art n’est pas le premier art sans surmonde, c’est le premier dont le surmonde soit le monde de l’art (L’intemporel, p. 166).
*

La tradition classique croyait au domaine immuable de la « beauté » ; le romantisme soulignant la dignité créatrice de l’homme parlait du domaine déjà plus obscur du « beau » ; désormais on ne parle plus que de « peinture » comme d’une divinité nouvelle mais encore inconnue. Malraux écrit : « Le monde de la beauté était pleinement intelligible, celui du beau l’était moins, celui de la peinture ne l’est plus (…) Les maîtres de l’Irréel pouvaient encore dire à tous pourquoi ils peignaient ; Cézanne ne parvient à le dire à personne pas même à lui. Ni en quoi sa peinture serait digne d’admiration s’il ‘réalisait’. Et pourtant, il le sait peut-être » (op. cit., p.118-119). 

Pratiquement tous les grands fondateurs de l’art moderne se consacrent à leur peinture comme à une religion, pourtant ils ne peuvent dire pourquoi. Ils sont obscurément conscients de participer à une des métamorphoses les plus profondes de la peinture européenne et sans doute mondiale. En affirmant la création du fait pictural, de son autonomie et de sa vérité, ils prennent conscience du monde de l’art en prenant conscience d’un monde qui échappe au temps.

Dans un univers sans dieu, face à la mort, l’homme pour nier le caractère dérisoire, absurde et par là angoissant de son existence, affirme comme un absolu plus fort que la mort, le monde de la création, le monde de l’art.

L’artiste ne lui est pas lié par une préférence, un goût ou un jugement ; il est possédé par lui comme le fidèle par sa foi, et il lui porte un amour violent, si l’on en donne pas au mot amour sa résonance sentimentale, mais celle qui en fait le domaine de la plus profonde exigence — le domaine des vocations (op. cit., p. 121).
Cette accession à l’intemporel permet à l’artiste de se sentir solidaire des créateurs de styles tout autres que le sien, croyant en des valeurs tout autres que les siennes. A partir du moment où c’est le monde de l’art en soi qui compte et non plus le monde de valeurs sacrées, humanistes ou esthétiques auquel les arts furent soumis, l’artiste moderne souligne la présence commune de toutes les œuvres qui témoignent ensemble d’un monde commun.

Depuis l’art moderne, toute œuvre d’art du passé ou d’un autre continent, indépendamment du milieu culturel où elle fut créée, indépendamment du but que poursuivait l’artiste en la créant, nous parle ici, maintenant. Les œuvres d’art sont présentes d’une autre présence que des outils ou autres objets appartenant aux mêmes époques : « Les œuvres d’art sont vivantes, non les objets (…) Le temps du silex ne nous atteint pas par les mêmes ondes que le temps de Lascaux : outil, arme, déesse-mère, partis des mêmes pierres, se sont séparés en chemin… » (op. cit., p. 126).

Les œuvres d’art de toutes les époques sont unies par le fait qu’elles nient l’apparence pour s’adresser à l’insaisissable, à ce qui dépasse l’homme et semble le défier. Mais jadis c’était toujours dans le cadre d’une religion ou d’un humanisme ; depuis l’art moderne c’est toujours le même geste devenu seulement plus explicite dans la mesure même où la réponse religieuse qui l’accompagnait est réduite à néant.

Voici le premier monde dont nulle valeur saisissable ne légitime la victoire sur les siècles, et qui semble porter en lui le secret de sa propre valeur  (op. cit., p. 134).

On admire désormais les chefs d’ouvres du passé, indépendamment de leur insertion historique « car l’histoire de l’art ne rend pas compte du monde de l’art » (p. 132). Pour que naisse le domaine de l’Intemporel, il a fallu que meurent tant l’idée d’une beauté immuable que celle d’un progrès dans l’art : ni Raphaël, ni Taine, mais Cézanne. Il ne s’agit pas d’immortalité : Cézanne sait que son œuvre périra et qu’elle risque même d’être oubliée avant ça. Il s’agit d’un domaine où l’art nous parle dans le présent de sa présence, comme la musique. « Deux tableaux métamorphosés en faits picturaux appartiennent à la fois à des passés différents et au même présent chargé d’avenir, comme Wagner et Mozart » (op. cit., p. 133).

Ce domaine de l’intemporel, monde de l’art, qui est échappement à l’histoire historienne et chronologique autant qu’à l’histoire évolutionniste, s’il n’est pas accessoire à l’immortalité, n’est pas pour autant accessoire à l’éternel. « Le fait nouveau est que l’art ne tienne plus son intemporalité des esprits, de Dieu, des morts, de la beauté, mais de la création artistique. Et que nous prenions conscience de cette intemporalité en même temps que de la nôtre » (op. cit., p. 135).

Le lieu d’ancrage de cette intemporalité est en effet avant tout en nous-mêmes : dans la conscience non-chronologique que nous prenons de notre moi. Nous portons l’intemporel en nous. Comme Cézanne. Et le geste de Cézanne est de délivrer l’intemporel en se délivrant du temps, comme Rembrandt se délivrait de l’apparence.

Mais pourquoi a-t-il fallut attendre l’affirmation du fait pictural pour dire l’intemporel, si nous le portons en nous ?

Parce que c’est alors qu’il se lie aux arts plastiques et peut-être aux autres. Comme la peinture moderne, l’intemporel est un ‘reste’. Il devient lui-même lorsqu’il ne dissout plus dans l’éternel ou dans l’irréel. (op. cit., p. 138). 
*

L’intemporel. Telle est donc l’ultime tonalité que prend la notion d’art antidestin. Il y a dans tout ceci parfois le soupçon d’un piétinement de la pensée malrusienne. Mais n’oublions pas que le génie de Malraux est fait de lucidité. Il écrit ceci : « Lorsque j’ai dit au Japon : ‘l’art est un antidestin’, les Japonais ont cru découvrir la clef de la peinture occidentale ; Shigemori aussi peut être une œuvre d’antidestin — mais pour nous ». (op. cit., p. 235).

C’est que, vues d’Extrême-Orient, les choses apparaissent sous un autre jour. Il semble qu’avec la progressive découverte de l’Extrême-Orient, c’est toute la conception occidentale de l’art — y compris celle de Malraux — qui soit mise en question. Et qu’elle appelle ainsi de nouveaux concepts. « Il est au moins surprenant que le caractère commun à presque tous les arts, en face de la peinture extrême-orientale, n’ai de nom dans aucune langue. Et que l’étendue de l’enjeu échappe à l’Occident, au temps même où il découvre que c’est sans doute sa notion de l’homme » (op. cit., p. 220). 

La notion occidentale de l’homme remonte à la Grèce classique et à la réinterprétation de celle-ci par la Renaissance. Mais ce avec quoi la tradition extrême-orientale semble renouer, c’est avec le sourire énigmatique des kouroi de la Grèce préclassique : « Dans cette peinture de l’Asie, comme en Grèce, un cosmos est en cause » (op. cit., p ? 220).  

Peut-être y aurait-il là matière à relancer le dialogue qui se cherche, depuis un temps déjà, entre la culture européenne et celle d’Extrême-Orient. A propos de la Cascade de Nachi, Malraux écrit :

Ce rouleau n’est pas un tableau : comme tous les chefs d’œuvres d’Extrême-Orient, c’est un signe.
Aucun rapport graphique avec l’idéogramme ‘cascade’. Pas davantage avec la chute fracassante de l’eau : ces paysages viennent du silence. Seulement la transmission du sacré de la cataracte, devant laquelle brûlaient les offrandes (…),  par le sacré de la tache blanche. Comme s’il ne s’agissait pas du signe d’un spectacle, mais du symbole d’un mystère. Les œuvres capitales qui se réclament du signe nous atteignent par une spiritualité aussi prenante que celle de la peinture bouddhique ; la spiritualité des arts au nom desquels l’Extrême-Orient reproche au nôtre son drame, et à nos peintres de pendre toujours contre un invisible ennemi » (op. cit., p. 208).

Cet invisible ennemi qui est la mort, qui est le destin, est ce contre quoi Malraux oriente, non seulement sa propre création, mais ce contre quoi il définit le sens de toute création artistique. Mais alors si c’est le drame occidental, sa conquête, qui sont mis en question par l’Orient, mettant ainsi en question tout le Musée imaginaire et tout ce que Malraux rassemble sous le signe de l’antidestin et de la victoire contre le temps, l’Intemporel, cela ne signifie-t-il pas alors que cet Intemporel lui-même — suprême conquête de l’art moderne — n’aura eu qu’un temps ?

Malraux, suggérant une vision filmée — et non plus photographique, statique — des œuvres d’art, conclu ainsi son témoignage :

Dans la caverne des Avatars, j’ai vu le Shiva épique d’Ellora dressé comme un menhir. Quelques siècles, et il échappe au rocher pour devenir le dieu de bronze qui, sur l’insignifiance de l’univers, ne se souvient que de danser. Ce Nataraja hérissé de bras et de flammèches, apogée des anciens combats où les singes venaient au clair de lune fermer les yeux des morts, n’est pas plus intelligible, si l’on y voit un danseur, que le crucifix si l’on y voit, comme les bouddhistes, un pendu. Il fait la roue de ses bras comme la firent avec leurs longues traînes, les paons blancs de l’Inde qui stupéfiaient Babylone. Il danse sur tout ce qu’ont créé les hommes. Que maintenant l’appareil vire avec lenteur, et le nœud de serpents des gestes terrestres palpitera de la Danse de Mort, selon la lente spirale des étincelles et des points incandescents sur les bûchers du Gange : ‘qui pourrait tuer l’immortalité » ?’ Le murmure des cavernes védiques laissera dans l’écran cet hibiscus sacré, son tournoiement éternel de désastre, et ses petites flammes. Vers la nuit, les étoiles du soir appareillent.
Pourquoi l’art ne subirait-il pas une mutation aussi vaste que celle de la beauté ? Nés ensemble, le Musée imaginaire, la valeur énigmatique de l’art, l’intemporel, mourront sans doute ensemble. Et l’homme s’apercevra que l’intemporel non plus, n’est pas éternel » (L’intemporel, p. 415). 
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