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The Argumentor Initiative Group has emerged in 2010 as a collab‑
orative effort of educators, researchers and debate practitioners in 
order to foster dialogue on argumentation, rhetoric and debate‑relat‑
ed topics.1 The Second International Argumentor Conference – orga‑
nized in Oradea, Romania on September 21‑22, 2012 – is an 
organic continuation of the First International Argumentor Confer‑
ence that took place in May 2010. The 2012 event – hosted by 
Partium Christian University from Oradea in partnership with the 
University of Debrecen – gathered 40 researchers and practitioners in 
argumentation, rhetoric and debate from nine countries, covering 
three continents: Canada, Egypt, Hungary, Germany, Poland, Roma‑
nia, South Africa, the Netherlands, and the United States. 

The conference has two main parts: a one‑day intensive aca‑
demic dialogue on September 21, 2012, with four plenary and five 
breakout sessions, and a live debate session on September 22, 2012, 
followed by a facilitated discussion on teaching argumentation to 
university students. The interdisciplinary approach and the link 
between theory and practice are key elements of the Argumentor 
event: the breakout sessions offer a refined access to the topics 
under study, with presentations ranging from contemporary political 
rhetoric to Plato’s sacred geometry. Languages, histories, symbols 
and myths find a place for intertwining with norms and forms of 
social and cultural expression.

The Argumentation panel deals with the pragma‑dialectical 
theory of argumentation, with the formal validity and rationality of 
arguments, as well as coherence and normativity. The Political 
Rhetoric section has a broad spectrum of topics, such as visual 
rhetoric, immigrants and strangers, human rights and symbolic 
power, democracy and conflict. Educational Debate tackles the 

1 http://argumentor.wordpress.com/about/
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thorny issue of making argumentation and critical thinking easy to 
grasp for students, and the art of developing debate clubs as learning 
spaces. Aesthetics and online rhetoric are concerned with the rheto‑
ric of absence in art and the visual presence in multimedia context, 
both secular and religious. A new, interactive web‑based communica‑
tion is reshaping the way argumentation and rhetoric are enacted in 
public spaces.

By organizing this conference, the Argumentor Initiative 
Group has set the goal of facilitating the exchange of ideas between 
academics and debate practitioners from Romania and abroad, in 
order to enrich both the theory and the practice of argumentation 
and debate. Argumentor is a reflection on reintegrating critical think‑
ing  in our teaching and research practice.

         
The Organizers
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1. Introduction

The pragma-dialectical theory of argumentation was initiated by van 
Eemeren and Grootendorst at the University of Amsterdam. When 
engaging in the study of argumentation in the early 1970s their pri-
mary interest was to enhance the quality of the way in which people 
justify their views and critically review the views they encounter in 
communicating with others. Because of the importance these justifi-
cations and their assessments have for what people believe, associate 
with, and do, argumentation is in their opinion of great intellectual, 
social and practical significance.

According to van Eemeren and Grootendorst, developing a full-
fledged theory of argumentation requires a multi-disciplinary – and 
eventually interdisciplinary – approach, based on insights from philoso-
phy and logic as well as linguistics, communication studies, and psy-
chology. From preparing the first handbook in which they provided an 
overview of theoretical contributions that already had been made to 
the study of argumentation,1 they had learned that in building such a 
comprehensive theory they could stand on the shoulders of eminent 
predecessors such as Aristotle, Naess, Crawshay-Williams, Hamblin, and 
take advantage of a careful critical reflection on the theoretical propos-

* An earlier version of this paper was presented at the 4th Tokyo Conference 
on Argumentation in August 2012.
1 See van Eemeren, Grootendorst & Kruiger (1978, 1981, and its English 
equivalents, 1984, 1987).

 From critical discussion 
to strategic manoeuvring:

extending the pragma-dialectical theory 
oF argumentation* 
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als that were made – from the Toulmin model and the New Rhetoric to 
Formal Dialectic. Soon they discovered that still more could be gained 
from discussions with argumentation theorists from the various scholarly 
communities that were emerging internationally in the 1980s.

Van Eemeren and Grootendorst’s master plan for developing 
their theoretical approach of argumentation involved progressing step 
by step from designing an abstract model of normatively ideal ar-
gumentative discourse to dealing with the intricacies of the broad 
variety of argumentative practices constituting argumentative reality. 
Characteristically, in the pragma-dialectical approach they developed, 
argumentation is considered as being aimed at resolving a difference 
of opinion on the merits by means of critical exchanges of discourse.2 
In this approach, argumentation is studied both from a communi-
cative perspective, inspired by pragmatic insights from speech act 
theory and discourse analysis, and from a critical perspective, inspired 
by dialectical insights from critical rationalism and dialogue logic (van 
Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984, 2004).

In the pragma-dialectical theory, the treatment of argumenta-
tion as a process and the treatment of argumentation as a product 
are brought together by means of a procedural approach to argu-
mentative discourse. Simultaneously, a commitment to empirically 
adequate description is systematically linked with a critical stance 
towards argumentative practices by integrating descriptive and nor-
mative insights. As a consequence, the pragma-dialectical approach 
to argumentation differs not only fundamentally from formal and in-
formal logical approaches concentrating primarily on the normative 
treatment of reasoning problems, but also from the primarily descrip-
tive and explanatory approaches of argumentative discourse chosen 
in communication studies, rhetoric and linguistics.

This paper, which is based on my reflections in preparing a new 
Handbook of Argumentation Theory (van Eemeren et al., 2013), pro-
vides an overview of some crucial phases in the development of the 

2 A difference of opinion extists when someone’s standpoint is not shared by 
someone else, and argumentation is called for if the difference of opinion is to 
be resolved in a reasonable way. A difference of opinion does not necessarily 
mean that there are two opposing standpoints; a standpoint being confronted 
with doubt is enough.
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pragma-dialectical theory of argumentation. Starting from the ab-
stract level of an ideal model for conducting a critical discussion, the 
theorizing has step by step been brought closer to the complexities of 
situated argumentative discourse in actual argumentative practices. 
In section 2, the pragma-dialectical standard theory is sketched, with 
the model and the rules for critical discussion. In section 3, the ex-
tended pragma-dialectical theory is explained by introducing the no-
tion of strategic manoeuvring. Section 4 is devoted to the theoretical 
treatment of strategic manoeuvring in institutionally conventional-
ized contexts. Section 5 pays special attention to pragma-dialectical 
research of argumentative discourse in the legal, the political, the 
medical, and the academic domain.

2. The pragma-dialectical standard theory: 
the model of a critical discussion 

In order to clarify what is involved in viewing argumentative discourse 
as aimed at resolving a diff erence of opinion on the merits, in the 
pragma-dialectical theory of argumentation an ideal model of a 
critical discussion is developed. The model specifies the various 
stages that are to be distinguished in the resolution process and the 
speech acts constituting the argumentative moves instrumental in 
each of these stages. In a critical discussion, the parties attempt to 
reach agreement about the acceptability of the standpoints at issue 
by finding out whether or not the standpoints at issue are tenable 
against critical doubt and other criticism in view of certain mutually 
accepted starting points.3

The pragma-dialectical model of a critical discussion serves 
heuristic and analytic functions in dealing with interpretation prob-
lems that may arise in dealing with argumentative discourse. It indi-
cates what to look for in reconstructing argumentative discourse 

3 A critical discussion reflects the Socratic dialectical ideal of testing rational-
ly any form of conviction, not only descriptive statements but also value judg-
ments and practical standpoints about action. In accordance with their criti-
cal rationalist philosophy, for pragma-dialecticians testing standpoints boils in 
the first place down to checking whether there are inconsistencies between 
these standpoints and the arguer’s other commitments (Albert, 1975, p. 44).
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from a resolution-minded perspective and in what way the discourse 
can be most appropriately analysed. The model also serves a critical 
function by providing a coherent set of norms for determining in 
which respects a piece of argumentative discourse deviates from the 
course that is most conducive to resolving a difference of opinion on 
the merits. Because of its heuristic, analytic and critical functions, 
the pragma-dialectical model of a critical discussion constitutes an 
adequate basis for developing practical guidelines for a methodical 
improvement of the quality of argumentative practices.

A critical discussion encompasses the four stages an argumen-
tative discourse must pass through for resolving a difference of opin-
ion:  the ‘confrontation’ stage, the ‘opening’ stage, the ‘argumenta-
tion’ stage, and the ‘concluding’ stage. The standards of reasonable-
ness authorizing the performance of speech acts in each of these four  
stages are in the pragma-dialectical theory depicted as rules for 
critical discussion. To resolve a difference of opinion on the merits, 
the speech acts performed by the protagonist and the antagonist of 
each standpoint at issue must comply in each stage with all the rules. 
Together, the rules for critical discussion constitute a dialectical 
procedure for the performance of speech acts in argumentative dis-
course that can be regarded as a ‘code of conduct’ for reasonable 
discussants (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004, pp. 123-157). Any 
violation of any of the rules by any of the parties at any stage of the 
discussion frustrates or hinders the process of resolving a difference 
of opinion on the merits and is therefore, and in this sense, consid-
ered to be a ‘fallacy.’4 

4 The fact that the rules for critical discussion are instrumental in distinguish-
ing such counterproductive argumentative moves demonstrates their ‘problem-
validity’ as a code of conduct for argumentative discourse (van Eemeren & 
Grootendorst, 1994). To serve as tools for resolving differences of opinion on 
the merits, the rules also need to be intersubjectively accepted, so that they 
possess ‘conventional validity’ (van Eemeren, Garssen, & meuffels, 2009). 
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3. The extended pragma-dialectical theory: 
strategic manoeuvring

Starting from the model of a critical discussion the pragma-dialecti-
cal theorizing has moved gradually, and in various steps, from the 
analytic level of abstract idealization to the concrete level of the 
manifold practices of argumentative discourse. At the end of the 
twentieth century, van Eemeren and Houtlosser set about to 
strengthen the connection with argumentative reality by including an 
account of the ‘strategic design’ of argumentative discourse in the 
theorizing (van Eemeren & Houtlosser, 2002; van Eemeren, 2010). 
The aim of this inclusion was to extend the available analytic and 
evaluative tools in such a way that more profound reconstructions 
and  more realistic assessments of argumentative discourse could be 
given, which are at the same time more thoroughly accounted for.5

For explaining the strategic design of argumentative discourse, 
next to the dimension of reasonableness predominant in the pragma-
dialectical standard theory, the dimension of effectiveness needs to be 
incorporated in the theorizing. Van Eemeren and Houtlosser took as 
their starting point the ‘argumentative predicament’ that in real-life 
argumentative discourse aiming for effectiveness and aiming for rea-
sonableness always go together – in every argumentative move. In 
making an argumentative move, the arguer is out to achieve the effect 
of acceptance by the audience and to maintain at the same time rea-
sonableness as defined by the rules for critical discussion. Because of 
the tension inherent in pursuing simultaneously these two objectives, 
according to van Eemeren and Houtlosser, ‘strategic manoeuvring’ is 
required to keep the balance. If arguers neglect in their pursuit of 
effectiveness their commitment to reasonableness and violate one or 
more of the rules for critical discussion, their strategic manoeuvring 
‘derails’ into fallaciousness (van Eemeren, 2010, p. 198). 

Adopting the theoretical notion of strategic manoeuvring means 
adding a rhetorical dimension to the theoretical framework of pragma-
dialectics. In order to remedy the complete separation between the 

5 The inclusion of an account of the strategic design in the theorizing should 
also be helpful in developing more sophisticated methods for improving the 
oral and written production of argumentative discourse.
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dialectical and the rhetorical approaches to argumentative discourse 
that had been effectuated in the seventeenth century, the conceptual 
and communicative gap between the two different research communi-
ties must be bridged. According to van Eemeren and Houtlosser, the 
rhetorical and the dialectical perspectives are not incompatible and can 
even be complementary. From their critical point of view, rhetorical 
effectiveness is in fact only worthwhile within the boundaries of dialec-
tical reasonableness while setting dialectical standards of reasonable-
ness is only of any practical significance if it is combined with bringing 
to bear rhetorical tools for achieving effectiveness. This is why, in their 
view, the future of argumentation theory lies in a constructive integra-
tion of the dialectical and the rhetorical perspectives (van Eemeren, 
2010, pp. 87-92). In this endeavour, the notion of strategic manoeu-
vring is their primary theoretical tool.6

4. Strategic manoeuvring 
in institutionally conventionalized contexts

Strategic manoeuvring does not take part in an idealized critical 
discussion but in the multi-varied communicative practices that have 
developed in argumentative reality. In the extended theory the insti-
tutionally determined conventionalization of the various ‘communica-
tive activity types’ that have established themselves in the various 
macro-contexts of communicative activity is duly taken into account 
(van Eemeren, 2010, pp. 129-162).7 In the pragma-dialectical con-

6 The rapprochement between dialectical and rhetorical approaches to ar-
gumentation is also stimulated by communication scholars such as Wenzel 
(1990) and informal logicians such as Tindale (2004). It is supported by the 
policies of the International Society for the Study of Argumentation (ISSA), 
the journals Argumentation, Informal Logic, Argumentation and Advocacy, 
and by the organisation of joint conferences.
7 The term institution(ally) is used here in a broad sense, so that it not only 
refers to established organizations of the law, administration and schools, 
let alone just to prisons, mental clinics and the army, but to all socially and 
culturally established macro-contexts in which formally or informally conven-
tionalized communicative practices have developed. Like Searle (1995), I en-
vision institutions as systems for dealing with rights and duties characterized 
by socially constructed rules and their associated sanctions.
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ception, communicative activity types are communicative practices 
whose conventionalization serves the specific communicative needs 
instigated by the institutional exigencies of a certain domain (van 
Eemeren, 2010, pp. 139-145).8 It is through the use of the appropri-
ate ‘genres’ of communicative activity that communicative activity 
types are designed to realize their rationale: the ‘institutional point’ 
reflecting the exigency in response to which the activity type has 
come into being.9

To realize their institutional point, communicative activity 
types are conventionalized in accordance with the specific demands 
they need to fulfill. The conventionalization can be highly formalised, 
as is usual in the legal domain, but an activity type may also be for-
malised to a lesser degree, as is often the case in the political 
domain, or it might be only informally conventionalized, as is custom-
ary in the interpersonal domain. The conventions regulating the 
communicative activity type will sometimes be expressed in explicit 
and binding constitutive or regulative rules, in other cases they may 
consist of looser regulations of some kind which are largely implicit, 
or simply reflect established practices or common usage. To compli-
cate matters, in certain communicative activity types several genres 
of conventionalized communicative activity are activated together. In 
a political interview, for instance, deliberation is prototypically com-
bined with the dissemination of information.

When a communicative activity type is inherently, essentially 
or predominantly argumentative or argumentation incidentally plays 
an important part in it, an argumentative characterization of the 
communicative activity type will be worthwhile. The theoretical 
model of a critical discussion can be instrumental in providing a char-
acterization of the particular ways in which the argumentative ambit 

8 The pragma-dialectical approach connects with ‘rational choice institution-
alism’ as practiced in New Institutionalism. According to Hall and Taylor, 
rational choice institutionalism in the political domain draws our attention to 
“the role that strategic interaction between actors plays in the determination 
of political outcomes” (1996, p. 951). 
9 Fairclough characterizes a ‘genre’ of communicative activity broadly as “a 
socially ratified way of using language in connection with a particular type of 
social activity” (1995, p. 14). 
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is substantiated in the various communicative activity types depend-
ing on the specific institutional requirements that must be fulfilled to 
realize their institutional points. Taking the four stages of a critical 
discussion as the point of departure, four focal points can be identi-
fied that need to be taken into account in an argumentative charac-
terization of a communicative activity type. They correspond with 
the empirical counterparts of the four stages in contextualized argu-
mentative discourse: the initial situation (confrontation stage), the 
starting points (opening stage), the argumentative means and criti-
cisms (argumentation stage), and the outcome (concluding stage).10 
Starting from this division helps determining in what way exactly the 
constitutive stages of the process of resolving a difference of opinion 
on the merits are represented in a communicative activity type.  

Because communicative activity types impose extrinsic con-
straints on the possibilities for strategic manoeuvring, the institu-
tional point and conventionalization of the communicative activity 
type in which the argumentative discourse takes place need to be 
taken into account when analyzing and evaluating strategic manoeu-
vring. Together, they determine the ‘institutional preconditions’ for 
strategic manoeuvring in a particular communicative activity type.11 
Since an argumentative characterization of the communicative activ-
ity type makes clear in what way the argumentative discourse is 
conventionalized to serve the institutional point of the activity type, 
it provides an appropriate point of departure for tracing methodi-
cally the ways in which the possibilities for strategic manoeuvring are 
affected by the communicative activity type. 

10 Using the model of a critical discussion in all cases as the analytical point 
of reference not only ensures a consistent and coherent appreciation of the 
argumentative ambit, but also creates unity in the comparison between com-
municative activity types. In this way diversity is not the relativistic point of 
departure, but the reality-based outcome of a systematic comparison of the 
various manifestations of argumentative reality.
11 Pragma-dialectics distinguishes between ‘primary’ institutional precondi-
tions, which are as a rule official, usually formal, and often procedural, and 
‘secondary’ institutional preconditions, which are as a rule unofficial, usually 
informal, and often substantial (van Eemeren & Garssen, 2010, 2011).
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According to its conventionalization, in a particular communi-
cative activity type certain modes of strategic manoeuvring will be 
regarded suitable or not suitable, as the case may be, to realizing the 
institutional point of the activity type. For the various communicative 
activity types the scope of the possibilities may vary in each of the 
empirical counterparts of the critical discussion stages. In some activ-
ity types the participants will have more room for defining the initial 
situation in accordance with their preferences than in others. A 
similar variety will exist with regard to the choice of procedural and 
material starting points, the use of argumentative means and the 
advancement of criticism, and the outcomes of the argumentative 
exchange that are allowed. In each case, all three aspects of strategic 
manoeuvring can be affected by the institutional preconditions per-
taining to the communicative activity type concerned (van Eemeren, 
2010, pp. 93-127). There may be constraints on the topical choices 
that are allowed, on the adaptation to audience demand, and on the 
use of presentational devices. Although in principle these constraints 
are a limitation of the possibilities for strategic manoeuvring, they 
also create special opportunities.

5. Applications of the pragma-dialectical theory 
to argumentation in context

The incorporation of the contextual dimension of the communicative 
activity types in the theorizing following on from the inclusion of 
strategic manoeuvring has strengthened the connection between the 
pragma-dialectical theory and the study of argumentative reality 
considerably. It has led to the application of pragma-dialectical 
insights to the analysis and evaluation of a great many argumentative 
practices in a variety of communicative domains. The research pro-
gramme carried out at the University of Amsterdam concentrates in 
the first place on four communicative domains.12 Next to examining 
argumentative discourse in the legal domain, which is an established 

12 Internationally, the scope of application of pragma-dialectical insights is 
broader. A fruitful collaboration has, for instance, developed with researchers 
of the University of Lugano, who concentrate on argumentation in mediation, 
financial communication, and health communication. 
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tradition, the focus is now also on political, medical, and academic 
argumentative activity types. The general aim is in all cases to find 
out to what extent the possibilities for strategic manoeuvring are 
determined by institutional constraints.

The legal domain
Argumentation theorists generally consider the legal domain as provid-
ing the pre-eminent institutional context in which the critical ideal of 
reasonable argumentation takes shape. Characteristically, in this con-
text the communicative practices have been to a large extent conven-
tionalized. In communicative activity types in this domain, the proce-
dural and material starting points defining the legal counterpart of the 
opening stage of a critical discussion are generally to a large extent 
predetermined institutionally rather than determined in mutual delibera-
tion by the parties. To identify the specific constraints on strategic 
manoeuvring in these communicative activity types, pragma-dialecti-
cians examine first how they can be characterized argumentatively. 
Next they try to establish how in the various kinds of legal practices the 
parties involved, including the judge, operate in conducting their argu-
mentative discourse and what their room for strategic manoeuvring is.

In Fundamentals of legal argumentation, Feteris (1999) pro-
vides a general overview of the various approaches to legal argumen-
tation. In a number of other publications, she has expressed her 
pragma-dialectical views on specific theoretical issues. Initially, her 
studies focused on argumentative discourse within the legal system 
of the Netherlands. In her doctoral dissertation, for instance, she 
investigated the extent to which the regulation of Dutch legal prac-
tices in civil and criminal law is in agreement with the rules for criti-
cal discussion (Feteris, 1989). She demonstrated how deviations 
from these rules can be explained by specific requirements of the 
judicial process. Among the topics she examined after she had broad-
ened the subject matter is the use of pragmatic argumentation refer-
ring to the desirable (or undesirable) consequences of a legal decision 
(Feteris, 2002). more recently she has concentrated on the examina-
tion of strategic manoeuvring in legal discourse (Feteris, 2009). In 
this research, she shows how a judge can manoeuvre strategically in 
justifying a decision in which he departs from the literal meaning of 
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a legal rule by referring to the purpose of the rule as inferred from 
the intention of the legislator. As a case in point, she analyzes and 
evaluates on the basis of a reconstruction of the burden of proof and 
the space available to manoeuvre strategically the judge’s argumen-
tation in the famous Holy Trinity case.

Another argumentation scholar actively engaged in pragma-
dialectical research of legal discourse is Kloosterhuis. His doctoral 
dissertation focused on the analysis of analogy argumentation used 
by a judge to interpret or construct a legal rule (Kloosterhuis, 2002). 
In Reconstructing interpretative argumentation in legal decisions 
(Kloosterhuis, 2006), he provides tools for reconstructing the stand-
points at issue in a legal case, establishes a framework for the analy-
sis and evaluation of argumentation in legal decisions, and revisits the 
issue of analysing and evaluating analogy argumentation. Other 
pragma-dialectical contributions to the examination of legal argu-
mentation are made by Plug (2000), who discusses the reconstruc-
tion of the argumentation structures employed in the justification of 
judicial decisions,13 and Jansen (2003), who reconstructs a contrario 
reasoning to create a set of instruments for the evaluation of ‘classic’ 
and ‘modern’ variants of this judicial argument scheme.14 These 
studies are part of the theoretical background against which current 
pragma-dialectical research concerning the constraints on strategic 
manoeuvring in argumentative discourse is conducted.

The political domain
Pragma-dialectical research concerning the political domain was initi-
ated by van Eemeren’s (2002) discussion of the role of argumenta-
tion in democracy. Democracy will work only if adequate procedures 
can be developed for public discourse, allowing for a methodical 
critical discussion between protagonists of the various – often con-
flicting – viewpoints. According to van Eemeren, due attention also 
needs to be paid to the ‘higher order conditions’ for a critical discus-
sion: the attitudes and competences that are required of the partici-
pants and the required socio-political circumstances. 

13 See Plug (1999) for a discussion of some of the problems involved.
14 For a discussion of the use of e contrario reasoning in legal argumentation, 
see Jansen (2005).
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In 2009, van Eemeren and Garssen have started a comprehen-
sive research project to examine the institutional preconditions for 
strategic manoeuvring in argumentative exchanges in the European 
Parliament. So far, they have concentrated on the impact of a sec-
ondary precondition which they call “the European predicament”: the 
convention silently imposed upon members of the European Parlia-
ment that they are at the same time supposed to serve the Euro-
pean cause and to satisfy their electorate by protecting the national 
interests of their home countries (van Eemeren & Garssen, 2010, 
2011).15

A comprehensive project concerning the influence of institu-
tional constraints on confrontational strategic manoeuvring in the 
political domain was carried out by a team of researchers, including 
among others Tonnard, mohammed, and Andone. Tonnard’s (2011) 
aim was to give an account of presentational tactics politicians can 
use to get the priority issues of their party discussed in parliamen-
tary debate when they are not on the agenda. She makes clear that 
some of the tactical devices can be characterized as ‘topic-shifting’ 
and others as ‘polarizing.’ In the empirical part of her study, Tonnard 
focuses on efforts made in Dutch parliament by the leader of the 
Party for the Animals to initiate a discussion on animal and environ-
mental welfare and by the leader of the Party for Freedom to discuss 
the threat of Islamisation.

mohammed (2009) concentrates on the communicative activ-
ity type of Prime minister’s Question Time in the British House of 
Commons. She examines responses to critical questions by members 
of the opposition concerning the government’s policies, actions or 
plans in which the Prime minister accuses the questioner of an incon-
sistency. mohammed characterizes this accusation as confronta-
tional strategic manoeuvring in an unoffficial discussion about 
whether a party can provide good leadership that is for institutional 
reasons incorporated in the multi-layered activity type of the official 
discussion about whether the government’s performance is up to 

15 Other pragma-dialectical research projects focus, for instance, on a the pe-
culiarities of argumentative discourse in Dutch Parliament parliament (Plug, 
2010, 2011), and the use of pragmatic argumentation in the context of law-
making debates in British Parliament (Ihnen Jory, 2010, 2012).
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standard. The strategic function of the Prime minister’s accusation 
of inconsistency is to make clear that the mP should retract the 
criticism because it is inconsistent with other proclaimed views of the 
same party – and it is obvious that an inconsistent opposition cannot 
provide good leadership. mohammed also formulates soundness con-
ditions to distinguish between sound and fallacious accusations of 
inconsistency.

Andone (2010) sets out to provide an argumentative explana-
tion for the way in which politicians react in political interviews to 
the interviewer’s accusation that they have taken on a standpoint 
which is inconsistent with a standpoint they have advanced earlier. 
Politicians are answerable to the electorate for their political words 
and deeds and it is the interviewer’s task to assess these words and 
deeds critically and to demand a satisfactory explanation on behalf 
of the public. In her study, Andone shows that rephrasing one of the 
standpoints can be a compensating adjustment enabling the politi-
cian to continue the discussion even if the inconsistency seems unde-
niable. She distinguishes three patterns that this strategic manoeuvre 
can have.16 To conclude, she formulates soundness conditions for a 
response to an accusation of inconsistency consisting of a with-
drawal of the original standpoint by rephrasing it. 

Focusing on how the contextual conditions of political discus-
sion forums on the Internet affect the way in which the participants 
react critically, Lewinski (2010) recently examined how on-line tech-
nologies create new possibilities for public debate. One of the most 
crucial features of on-line discussions is the almost unlimited oppor-
tunity to react critically: they allow for an unhampered stream of 
critical reactions, advanced by discussants who can use pseudonyms 
and drop out of the discussion whenever they like. Through an 
analysis of some longer discussion fragments Lewinski identifies four 

16 These patters are: (1) reformulating the original standpoint in a way that 
makes the politician’s support dependent on the fulfillment of certain specific 
conditions; (2) reformulating it in a way that makes clear that the interview-
er’s interpretation that there is an inconsistency is based on a misunderstand-
ing; (3) reformulating it in a way that enables the politician to claim that 
the original standpoint concerned something else than the present standpoint 
(Andone, 2010, pp. 88-89).
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frequently returning patterns of strategic manoeuvring in critical 
reactions. The main rhetorical factor underlying these four patterns 
is the strategic use of the burden of proof: discussants try to mini-
mize their opponents’ chances of winning the discussion by extending 
the opponent’s burden of proof.

The medical domain
In the medical domain, too, strategic manoeuvring is needed to com-
ply with institutional conventions. In the “post informed consent era” 
doctors are under the obligation to make clear to the patients who 
come for a consult that their judgment and advice are sound (Snoeck 
Henkemans, 2011). Because in medical consultation the participants 
differ as a rule considerably in medical knowledge and experience, in 
analyzing the doctors’ strategic manoeuvring special attention needs 
to be paid to analyzing the way in which they dialectically and rhe-
toricallly exploit their authority.17 Goodnight and Pilgram (2011) 
have shown that doctors can build up the patient’s trust by enhanc-
ing ethos through stressing their expertise. Their analysis serves as a 
basis to formulate specific soundness conditions for a context-sensi-
tive evaluation of the doctors’ strategic manoeuvres. 

Strategic manoeuvring also takes place in advertisements – 
especially in America – in which medical drugs are promoted. Within 
the conceptual framework of pragma-dialectics, van Poppel and 
Rubinelli (2011) have traced potential flaws in argumentation about 
the efficacy of medicines advertised directly to consumers.18 The 
main problem is that in direct-to-consumer-advertising arguments 
support the link between the use of the drug and the improvement 
of the health condition without giving due account of unsuccessful 
uses of the drug or the possibility that other drugs can help as well. 
Such strategic manoeuvring often goes against the preconditions for 
conducting a critical discussion imposed upon this type of advertising 
by the Food and Drug Administration. Concentrating on so-called 
health brochures, aimed at getting a certain target audience to eat 

17 Both Pilgram and Nanon Labrie are engaged in doctoral dissertation re-
search concerning the use of authority in doctor-patient consultation.
18 In her doctoral dissertation research, Wierda  focuses on the use of author-
ity argumentation in medical advertising.
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less, exercise more or do other things that promote good health, van 
Poppel (2011) examines the peculiarities of strategic manoeuvring by 
means of the use of pragmatic argumentation, which is prototypical 
for this communicative activity type.19 

The academic domain
According to Kutrovátz (2009), the realm of scientific argumenta-
tion is an obvious field of application for pragma-dialectics. In his 
view, analysing scientific argumentative discourse can be of great 
help to understanding the “dynamics of knowledge production” (p. 
209, p. 244). By giving a reconstruction of some vital elements of 
analytic overviews of argumentative discourse from the Newton-
Lucas correspondence, Zemplén (2009) provides a case in point. 
Pragma-dialectical research directed at determining the institutional 
constraints an academic context imposes on the strategic manoeu-
vring taking place in argumentative discourse is still in its infancy.20 
In a first effort to adapt the theoretical instruments of pragma-dia-
lectics for implementation in this type of research, Wagemans (2011) 
proposes tools for the reconstruction and evaluation of argumenta-
tion from expert opinion by incorporating certain suggestions for 
critical questions made by Walton into the more general and system-
atic pragma-dialectical framework. 

6. Conclusion

In this paper an overview has been given of the development of the 
pragma-dialectical theory of argumentation. After the introduction of an 
abstract model for critical discussion and the rules instrumental in con-
ducting a critical discussion in the standard theroy, the theorizing has 
been brought closer to the complexities of argumentative reality in the 
extended theory with the help of the notion of strategic manoeuvring. 
This notion reconciles two vital dimensions of argumentative discourse: 
the dialectical dimension of reasonableness and the rhetorical dimension 

19 The use of pragmatic argumentation in health brochures is also the topic 
of van Poppel’s doctoral dissertation research.
20 Popa’s doctoral dissertation research concerning ‘thought experiments’ is 
aimed at contributing tot his project.
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of effectiveness. Taking account of strategic manoeuvring means relat-
ing the analysis and evaluation of argumentative discourse to the spe-
cific communicative activity types in which the discourse takes place. 
The specific constraints imposed upon the strategic manoeuvring by the 
institutional preconditions pertaining to the communicative activity 
types in which the argumentative discourse takes place are to be taken 
into account in its analysis and evaluation. In including strategic 
manoeuvring in different kinds of communicative activity types system-
atically in the theorizing, pragma-dialectics has made a decisive step 
towards dealing with situated argumentative discourse.
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Argumentation rules

A very familiar view in linguistics and the philosophy of language is that 
when speaking a language one is engaging in a complex rule-governed 
form of behavior (Searle, 1969). Because the elements of language 
and communication are governed by rules, a competent speaker of a 
particular language or a speaker who possesses communicative compe-
tence is one who knows these rules and is skilled in applying them. 
Since communication amounts to performing speech acts in accor-
dance with some norms and since argumentation, undoubtedly, is a 
particular kind of act achieved through communication, we can say 
that argumentation is also a type of rule-governed activity. 

Even if we were to leave aside Searle’s speech act theory, pay-
ing attention to the way people use arguments in their everyday life, 
in scientific discussions, in political debates and many other contexts, 
sheds light on the existence of some implicit norms that govern argu-
ments, norms based on criteria that help people distinguish between 
“good arguments” and “poor arguments.”

Scholars interested in studying these types of criteria have 
noticed that, many times during interactions, arguers make negative 
judgments which point at certain unfair or unjustified argumentative 
moves (Doury, 2003; Schreier, Groeben & Christmann, 1995). The 
natural conclusion that derives from these observations is that argu-
mentative discussions are governed by rules whose violations are 
immediately noticed and deemed unacceptable by the interlocutors. 

ArgumentAtion rules between 
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Research (van Eemeren, Garssen & Meuffels, 2009; van 
Eemeren, Garssen & Meuffels, 2012) has shown that even ordinary 
arguers, ones that do not have any systematic training in the field of 
argumentation and use arguments instinctively, notice when someone 
makes a hasty generalization, a faulty analogy, when some arguments 
are not relevant or sufficient to support a thesis and so forth. They 
also seem to have some norms that regulate the proper and improp-
er behavior during a discussion. For example, if we closely examine 
everyday situations where arguers exchange points of view and opin-
ions, we may see that most of the time some patterns are followed: 
Someone proposes a topic for discussion, the participants have the 
right to express an opinion, they must speak in turns, they must sup-
port their claims with arguments, and the reasons brought forward 
must be related to the topic. These observations have argumentative 
importance because they call attention to the fact that arguers have 
some kind of implicit rules which tell them what is allowed and what 
is not allowed in an argumentative discussion, rules that may help 
them solve their disagreements or find solutions to different problems 
using arguments. 

During the last 25 years, the interest in examining these par-
ticular aspects has gradually risen and so has the number of studies 
concerning argumentation rules (Bowker & Trapp, 1992; Doury, 
2003; van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1988; van Eemeren, Garssen & 
Meuffels, 2009; van Eemeren, Garssen & Meuffels, 2012; van 
Eemeren, Meuffels & Verbung, 2000; Schreier, Groeben & 
Christmann, 1995).  Starting from the assumption that any com-
munity needs to have established procedures that help its members 
motivate their disagreements and settle their disputes in an orderly 
way, avoiding recourse to violent means,  van Eemeren and 
Grootendorst (1988; 2004) theorized a set of rules that constitute a 
critical regulation of the generally accepted norms of communication 
and argumentation and, more recently, van Eemeren, Garssen and 
Meuffels (2009) have conducted a series of research studies in order 
to demonstrate the compatibility between these theoretical rules and 
those which already exist among ordinary arguers. Bowker and Trapp 
(1992) have tried to empirically generate a concept of soundness 
based on ordinary arguers’ assessment of argumentation and 
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Marianne Doury (2003) has tried to describe the normative compo-
nent of ordinary argumentative discourse and to demonstrate 
through corpus research that normal arguers have implicit norms that 
help them in categorizing and evaluating arguments. 

ordinary argumentative exchanges are also studied from the 
perspective of face-to-face interactions, arguers’ typical attitudes, 
their argumentative patterns, and preconceptions (hample, 2005; 
hample, Warner & Young, 2009). From a descriptive point of view, 
hample distinguishes between three frames for arguing that indicate 
how people orient to their tasks when giving reasons, how they con-
nect with others and how they reflect on what they are doing. Thus, 
on the one hand, people have frames that keep them concerned with 
practical matters such as getting what one wants, influencing an 
audience, displaying one’s identity, searching for a conclusion, or 
coordinating one’s personal goals with those of the interlocutor. on 
the other hand, people are also capable of rising beyond their per-
sonal goals, using a frame which is much more abstract and which 
implies a normative aspect as well. In this case, arguers are able to 
ponder over an argumentative discussion and to form appreciations 
and general principles about what people do or should do when they 
are using arguments. They may intellectualize their argumentative 
experiences to form rational rules and judgments concerning what is 
allowed and what is prohibited in argumentation. If they do so com-
petently, they may instinctively formulate naïve theories that 
approach (or, at least, are consistent with) theoretical rules formu-
lated by scholars (van Eemeren, Garssen & Meuffels, 2009; van 
Eemeren, Garssen & Meuffels, 2012; van Eemeren, Meuffels & 
Verbung, 2000). 

having, quickly, gone through some of the ideas and studies I 
find most significant as far as the existence of the norms that govern 
argumentation and ordinary arguers’ assessment of these norms is 
concerned, I can now proceed towards the purpose of this paper. The 
following section will be concerned with the examination of two dis-
tinct approaches which I find most representative in the study of 
argumentation rules: the pragma-dialectical theory of Frans van 
Eemeren, Rob Grootendorst and the Amsterdam School and 
Marianne Doury’s research on the accusation of “amalgam.” I will 
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review the central ideas and findings of the two approaches, try to 
point out the similarities and differences between them, and try to 
see how the rules described by each may help arguers settle their 
disagreements. having analyzed these, I will try to explain how an a 
posteriori approach such as that of Marianne Doury can be inte-
grated into the pragma-dialectical a priori model of a critical discus-
sion.

A priori and a posteriori approaches

Studying the rules that govern argumentation is a very complex task 
and, as is the case for any other such task, the object of study 
requires to be examined from different perspectives in order to under-
stand its nature and its status better. This complexity becomes evi-
dent when we look at the numerous features and characteristics of 
argumentation, at the multitude of factors that can be taken into 
account when examining the norms and procedures used by arguers, 
and at the number of angles through which we can view these con-
cepts. When focusing specifically on norms of argumentation, some 
theoreticians have developed concepts of soundness based on a logi-
cal, rhetorical or dialectical view (Wenzel, 1990), some were more 
interested in the psychological factors that influence people in judg-
ing arguments (Gilbert, 2004; hample, 2005), some focused on 
argumentative competence and the occurrence of arguments in 
natural contexts (Bowker & Trapp, 1992; Doury, 2003), while others 
simply believed that it is strictly up to the audience to decide wheth-
er or not an argument is acceptable or sound (Perelman & olbrechts-
Tyteca, 1969). What I find interesting is that argumentation can be 
studied not only by adopting different perspectives or points of view 
and by focusing on one element at a time, but also by choosing 
opposite commencement points in order to understand one particular 
aspect or element (in this case the argumentation rules). 

In contemporary studies concerning argumentation rules, two 
such commencement points are noticeable: on the one hand, some 
researchers start from theoretical considerations and then confront 
an ideal model with empirical data in order to see if and to what 
extent the theory coincides with the argumentative reality, while, on 
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the other hand, other researchers start from the empirical study of 
ordinary argumentative exchanges in order to identify the rules rec-
ognized and applied by arguers. As representative for the a priori 
approach, I will discuss the pragma-dialectical model of critical dis-
cussion, whereas in the case of the second approach, where the rules 
elaborated are part of an a posteriori specified theory, I find Marianne 
Doury’s study of the accusation of “amalgame” most noteworthy.

The pragma-dialectical theory – an a priori approach

An a priori approach is, as I suggested in the previous section, based 
on theoretical and abstract grounds. It can be both normative and 
descriptive, it can help explain and evaluate argumentative exchang-
es, but what differentiates it from other types of approaches is that 
it compares its object of study with a specific theory that comes 
before the facts. The theory’s grounds are derived from abstract, 
philosophical reasoning. Its concepts are defined through stipulations 
and its ideas usually draw on other philosophical considerations, as is 
the case of pragma-dialectics which integrates the Gricean maxims, 
the Searlean speech act theory, and Popper’s critical rationalism. 

The pragma-dialecticians’ aim is to describe and to give a 
theoretical explanation of argumentative practices and, at the same 
time, to create a framework that can help evaluate these practices. 
hence, they believe that it is important, firstly, to create a critically 
insightful theoretical model based on a philosophical ideal of reason-
able or sound argumentation (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004) 
and, secondly, to empirically investigate what happens in practice and 
to compare the results with the ideal model (van Eemeren, Garssen & 
Meuffels, 2009). Van Eemeren and Grootendorst (2004) propose an 
ideal model in which they show the way in which argumentation can 
be put into use in order to bring about the acceptance of a reasonable 
critique and formulate a set of rules that state what is permissible and 
what is not during a critical discussion. These rules are described as 
“extensions and dialectical regulations” (van Eemeren and Grootendorst, 
1988, p. 500) of the rules that already apply in ordinary discourse. 

What is more, pragma-dialecticians have tried to overcome 
the limits of the exclusively descriptive or exclusively normative 
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approaches, by integrating both aspects “without reducing normative 
principles for reasonable discussion to anthropologically relative char-
acterizations and likewise without prefiguring the categories and 
principles of descriptive inquiry in a way that makes them immune to 
empirical disconfirmation” (van Eemeren, Grootendorst, Jackson, & 
Jacobs, 1993, p. 2). As we have seen, the theory provides a compre-
hensive model for a critical discussion, comprising specific definitions, 
philosophical concepts and a group of complex procedures. however, 
as van Eemeren, Grootendorst, Jackson, and Jacobs (1993) explain:

“The model exists as an abstraction, a theoretically generated system for 
ideal resolution-oriented discussion. Actual practices are not described by 
such a model, but certain of their features can be given interesting 
explanations in terms of the model. [...] It can provide a framework for 
the evaluation of argumentative conduct and can serve as a standard for 
guiding improvement in the practice of argumentation” (p. 34).

Then, how does the pragma-dialectical theory reconcile normative and 
descriptive insights? It does this by integrating the findings based on 
experience that have been made by linguists, more specifically the 
description of speech acts and their rules, and by construing the study 
of argumentation as a branch of “normative pragmatics” and propos-
ing a comprehensive research program interested in bridging the gap 
between the descriptive and the normative aspects (van Eemeren, 
2010; van Eemeren, Grootendorst, Jackson, & Jacobs, 1993; van 
Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004). This research program, meant to 
lead to a fully-fledged argumentation theory, consists of five interre-
lated components: The philosophical estate in which a philosophical 
concept of reasonableness is proposed, the theoretical estate in which 
this concept is used in order to develop a model for acceptable argu-
mentation, the empirical estate focused on investigating the argumen-
tative reality, the analytical estate in which this reality is reconstruct-
ed in order to correspond with the ideal model and the practical estate 
focused on methods designed to tackle problems that occur in argu-
mentative practices (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004). 

What is more, the Amsterdam School has recently made 
attempts to extend the pragma-dialectical theory by reconciling the 
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dialectical perspective with rhetorical insights. For this purpose, they 
developed the concept of strategic maneuvering, which helps under-
stand the relationship between the arguers’ complying with dialectical 
obligations and their aiming to achieve rhetorical effectiveness by 
means of persuasive argumentative moves (van Eemeren, 2010; van 
Eemeren, Garssen & Meuffels, 2012). 

As part of their comprehensive research program, pragma-
dialecticians have also made efforts to study ordinary arguers’ judge-
ments on reasonable and fallacious argumentation in order to see if 
they recognize the violations of the rules formulated within the theo-
retical framework and to what extent are naïve conceptualizations 
compatible with this particular theory (van Eemeren, Garssen & 
Meuffels, 2009). When discussing the relationship between the 
norms described by the ideal model and those inherent in real argu-
mentative practices, van Eemeren, Garssen and Meuffels (2009) 
explain that the pragma-dialectical rules are “problem-valid” insofar as 
they are instrumental in the process of resolving a difference of opin-
ion on merits and that they acquire “conventional validity” if they are 
acceptable to the discussants. Concerning these aspects, an impor-
tant detail must be brought to attention: Although the empirical 
studies from the volume Fallacies and Judgments of Reasonableness 
serve as tests for the conventional validity of the pragma-dialectical 
rules, should the theoretical principles be found or not in quotidian 
practices, this would neither indict nor support the theory (hample, 
2010). Therefore, if this is the case, what could be the rationale for 
the empirical study of rule violations? As van Eemeren, Garssen and 
Meuffels (2012) point out: 

“one of the consequences of the normative character of the model is 
that, strictly speaking, it cannot be put to a critical empirical test. 
After all, the model can neither be falsified nor be confirmed by 
means of empirical data. This does not mean, however, that viewed 
from an empirical point of view the model is useless. on the contrary: 
it is easy to see that the model [...] can very well function as a source 
for the derivation of theoretically motivated hypotheses about the 
argumentative behavior and persuasion goals of arguers in ordinary 
argumentative practice.” (p. 41)
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The rationale could also be both pedagogical in nature, since con-
ventionally valid principles can be utilized in teaching, making stu-
dents more keen in discerning reasonable arguments from unreason-
able ones (hample, 2010), and also pragmatic: Because the rules 
have been proposed to serve as guidelines for arguers who wish to 
rationally solve their differences of opinion, these rules should, in 
principle, be acceptable to those who participate in a critical discus-
sion (Zenker, 2011).

nontheless, I believe that, when it comes to examining folk 
theoretizations of argumentation norms and how disputes are dealt 
with in actual practice, a posteriori specified theories could be more 
fruitful since their theorizations depart from empirical facts.

Marianne Doury and the accusation of “amalgame”

When compared to a priori approaches, a posteriori ones can be 
viewed as having their commencement point at the opposite end 
since they are based on knowledge derived from facts, from experi-
ence, from the observation of argumentative exchanges that occur in 
natural contexts. In argumentation theory, this type of approach is 
usually embraced by researchers stemming from the tradition of eth-
nography of communication interested in the underlying processes 
that the speakers use to produce and construe communicative expe-
rience, in the speaker’s communicative competence and behavior, 
and how these relate to particular cultural settings (Saville-Troike, 
2003). In ethnography, these aspects are studied by utilizing different 
field procedures for data collection such as observation, corpus 
research, interviews, or conversation analysis (Saville-Troike, 2003). 
Ethnographic research methods combined with conversational micro-
analysis of written or spoken argumentative discourses may prove to 
be very fruitful since they have the potential of bringing to light many 
new and interesting findings concerning the rules that govern argu-
mentation, such as how arguers construct and edit their arguments, 
what they pay attention to when faced with an argumentative dis-
course, what type of factors influence the perception of sound and 
fallacious arguments, and so forth. 
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An important ethnographic perspective on argumentation 
rules if offered by Marianne Doury. Doury (2003) believes that speak-
ers possess a natural argumentative competence, one that enables 
them to take a stand and to support or defend their position with 
the help of discursive strategies. however, arguers do not only elabo-
rate discourses, but also interpret the arguments they are exposed to 
and, after having made judgments and evaluations, they either 
accept or reject the arguments. This interpretive process implies at 
least two activities which are usually observable in polemical contexts 
where interlocutors critically examine each other’s argumentative 
moves (Doury, 2005).

Firstly, arguers attach a label to the arguments they hear, they 
place them in categories which help them recognize types of arguments 
such as examples, analogies, arguments of authority, generalizations etc. 
The categories are provided by the language they use and rely on their 
understanding of specific lexical terms such as “argument,” “example,” 
“to refute,” “to argue,” “to justify,” “to bring evidence” etc. (Doury, 2004). 
Secondly, arguers evaluate the arguments they have previously recog-
nized and placed into categories. These evaluations are based on spon-
taneous criteria which are often left implicit and which help them distin-
guish between a good example and a bad example, a proper generaliza-
tion and a hasty one, an acceptable or a faulty analogy (Doury, 2004). 

The question is how these categories and criteria can be iden-
tified and made explicit? Doury does not set out to create a general 
typology or a set of norms based on a systematic a priori theory of 
argumentation. her focus is on the observation of actual argumenta-
tive practices and their specific elements and her purpose is to pin-
point and describe the spontaneous conceptualizations which ordi-
nary arguers put into use. 

Doury (2005) explains that the identification of the criteria 
which guide the arguers in evaluating an argument as sound or falla-
cious, as acceptable or inacceptable can be achieved through the 
examination of two discursive phenomena: (1) the refutative moves 
and (2) the meta-argumentative comments. The means used by the 
interlocutors to refute certain arguments are significant of the condi-
tions under which those arguments can be accepted and, conse-
quently, offer information about the way in which naïve theories of 
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argumentation are structured. Meta-argumentative comments nor-
mally appear in heated polemical contexts when speakers feel the 
need to make explicit a reference to certain types of arguments that 
the other party has used or to the violation of one or more of the 
generally accepted rules of argumentation (Doury, 2005). Marianne 
Doury’s case study focuses on one of this type of comments – the 
accusation of “amalgame” – that French language speakers make 
when criticizing and rejecting various argumentative devices such as 
causal correlations, inductive reasoning, analogies, comparisons etc. 

By examining this particular discursive phenomenon, Doury 
(2003) also seeks to combine the descriptive approach with the nor-
mative one, but, unlike pragma-dialecticians, she does not try to 
formulate theoretical concepts and normative rules in advance. She 
believes that a natural normative dimension is inherent in every 
speaker’s argumentative competence and it is on the grounds of this 
dimension that ordinary arguers’ spontaneous norms are formed 
(Doury, 2003). Since normative theories stem from arguers’ naïve 
conceptualizations, there is no need for her to formulate an a priori 
theory. Although Doury does not name any rules, does not talk about 
their status in argumentative exchanges and does not outline an a 
posteriori theory based on her empirical findings, she demonstrates, 
through her analysis of the accusation of “amalgame” practices on an 
extensive corpus comprising everyday conversations, forum discus-
sions, on air debates, extracts from newspapers etc., that ordinary 
arguers do have some kind of criteria based on which they evaluate 
arguments. 

Marianne Doury is not the only theoretician which has paid 
attention to the existence of this dimension. Michael Gilbert (2007) 
similarly speaks of natural normativity, an organic and dynamic phe-
nomenon that governs and controls argumentative behavior, which is 
composed of and derives from contextual, goal-related, and ethos-
related elements and whose normative aspect arises from social pres-
sure. These ideas seem to complete Doury’s view since they offer an 
explanation as to where the spontaneous norms and criteria come 
from. 

now, bearing in mind the pragma-dialectical rules for a critical 
discussion and that the definition of unreasonable argumentative 



IoAnA-AlExAnDRA ZAhARIA

39

moves as violations of these rules, at which type of violations does 
Doury’s accusation of “amalgame” point to? In order to answer this 
question, I must look at the specific features of this discursive phenom-
enon, as they were described by Marianne Doury after a comprehensive 
examination (Doury, 2003; Doury 2005).

First, as I previously noted, the word “amalgame” works as a 
disqualifying device, as a way of rejecting arguments as inacceptable. 
According to the examples given in the study, it has a pejorative 
sense since it is an accusation designating something fallacious or 
unfair, something one must avoid, something one cannot or should 
not make (Doury, 2005): “the President of the Republic denies hav-
ing made an amalgame” (news, Europe 1 radio, 2002), “it is impera-
tive to beware of amalgames” (le nouvel observateur, March 7-13, 
2002), “this text is a relevant illustration of this amalgame practice 
which is always dangerous” (liberation, november, 17-18, 2001). 

Second, “the person accused of making an amalgame is always 
the opponent” (Doury, 2005, p. 148). So, if I were to use the prag-
ma-dialectical concepts, the person who accuses the other party of 
making an “amalgame” is the antagonist, the one who reacts criti-
cally to the standpoint and its defense. 

Third, this type of accusation can take various forms (such as 
“confusing,” “mixing,” “treating the same way” or “lumping different 
things together”), while the word “amalgame” need not necessarily be 
present. 

Finally, fourth, as Doury’s examination of various instances 
shows, the accusation of “amalgame” can be seen as a “polyvalent 
(wide spectrum) meta-argumentative refutation device” (Doury, 
2005, p. 159). In other words, the expression can point to different 
kinds of rule violations or sometimes even mean nothing more than 
“I do not accept your argument,” regardless of the argument in dis-
cussion. The main targets for this type of accusation are false analo-
gies, hasty generalizations, excessive broadening of class definitions 
and erroneous causal relationships (Doury, 2003; Doury, 2005). 
Examples (1), (2) and (3) offered by Marianne Doury (2005) illus-
trate different types of arguments which are refuted by means of an 
accusation of “amalgame”. 
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(1) Television debate between an astrologer (ET) and an astronomer 
(DB). DB denies the principle of astral influence and concludes that 
astrology has no value:
ET: You know who you remind me of?
DB: I don’t care, I don’t care.
ET: Lord Kevin who, in the beginning of the 20th Century kept saying: 
“aviation does not exist, planes will never fly because metal is heavier 
than air”; that’s who you remind me of.
SB: We are in the 20th Century, no no no no, nothing to do with that; 
that’s an amalgame, you’re making extremely learned amalgames.

(2) Television debate on parapsychology. PB is a guest who claims that 
parapsychologists fool their clients in order to take their money:
PB: Listen, they collected millions with that.
GD (a French actor pointing to a guest who claims to posses premoni-
tion gifts): No sir, not this young man, not even the person I am speak-
ing about; okay, that’s it.
PB: Others! Others, others! Others collect millions with that.
GD: You’re making an amalgame; no no, you’re making an amalgame.
PB: No, there’s no amalgame being made. Every day people suffer from 
that, people collect millions and WE want them to give us proof.

(3) Interview about music piracy on the Internet:
01net: How much money do you think was lost by music pirating?
Catherine Kerr-Vignale: We cannot estimate with any precision the 
amount of money lost by the record industry that can be directly attrib-
uted to piracy. IFPI (phonographic industry), however, provides figures 
that can be analyzed as a trend. Nevertheless, one must not make an 
amalgame between Internet and the decreasing sale of CD around the 
world. You can’t consider that simply because an Internet user illeagally 
downloads music, he will not buy the singer’s CD afterwards. In fact, one 
does not really know what explains this drop. To my mind several factors 
account for it, such as piracy, possibly the poor quality of artistic direc-
tors or the concentration of major recording companies who do not 
facilitate the arrival of new artists.
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In the first example (1), by comparing DB with lord Kevin, 
ET makes an analogy based on some implicit similarities between the 
two cases: lord Kevin was not clear-sighted when denying aviation 
and was wrong – and so is DB when making his claim about astrol-
ogy. DB rejects this analogy, or argumentation based on comparison, 
pointing out a crucial difference between the two situations that does 
not permit the transfer of acceptability: “we are in the 20th century.”

In example (2), the accusation of “amalgame” points to the 
inadequate use of another type of argument scheme, one containing 
symptomatic argumentation. here, GD accuses PB of making a 
hasty generalization (or a secundum quid) when saying that parasy-
chologists “collect millions with that” and offers counter-examples 
(“not this young man, not the person I am speaking about”) to sup-
port his accusation.  

And, finally, example (3) shows an accusation pointing to 
causal argumentation. Catherine Kerr-Vignale accuses the interviewer 
of making an “amalgame” when suggesting that piracy on the Internet 
is the cause of the drop in CD sales and supports her accusation by 
proposing other more plausible causes (“To my mind several factors 
account for it, such as piracy, possibly the poor quality of artistic 
directors or the concentration of major recording companies who do 
not facilitate the arrival of new artists”). In this example, the accusa-
tion does not point to a fallacy, but simply to a claim which Catherine 
Kerr-Vignale finds unacceptable because she rejects its premises. 

one of the main observations which one can formulate when 
examining Doury’s theory critically is that the accusation of amal-
game seems to be a particular phenomenon, specific to speakers of 
French language. As Doury (2005) herself points out, “amalgame” 
does not have a literal translation in English. This is why, she choos-
es not to translate the concept. however, French speakers also use 
other expressions, besides “amalgam,” which basically designate the 
same phenomenon and the argumentative moves which these expres-
sions incriminate, despite having different “labels,” denote the same 
realities as do the more academic terms “analogy,” “inductive reason-
ing,” “generalization,” “symptomatic relationship” or “causality”.

At this point, the categories of fallacious arguments that 
“amalgame” refer to seem quite similar to the violations of the three 
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argument schemes described by pragma-dialectics. however, while 
van Eemeren, Garssen and Meuffels (2009) specifically state that 
their research is only interested in refutative strategies based solely 
on judgments related to argumentation, Doury (2003) explains that, 
in order to understand why an accusation of “amalgame” has been 
made or to make such an accusation, one needs to know some things 
that are not necessarily related to the field of argumentation. For 
example, what makes an analogy or a causal relationship fallacious is 
not the incorrect application of an argument scheme or of another 
such discursive configuration, but the fact that a reasonable argu-
ment is distinguished from an unreasonable one on the basis of facts 
and their interpretation (Doury, 2003). In order to understand such 
accusations, the analyst must have knowledge not only of what the 
correct and incorrect argumentative moves are (from a theoretical 
point of view), but also of certain contextual information at which 
arguers point to. Doury (2005) explains that, in many cases, it is very 
difficult, if not even impossible, to identify what precisely triggers the 
accusation of “amalgam,” since the knowledge of the facts to which 
the interlocutors make reference is not accessible to the analyst. 

As we can see, Marianne Doury’s findings clearly indicate that 
there is a difference between how ordinary arguers perceive the falla-
cious or erroneous use of analogies, comparisons, causality or gener-
alizations and how scholars theorize the application of argument 
schemes. This comes to show that an increase in the number of such 
case studies, which offer a closer look at actual argumentative prac-
tices, could help refine some elements or concepts within the prag-
ma-dialectical framework.

Although the study of the particular phenomenon of “amal-
game” is rather exploratory than explanatory, Doury’s observations 
and findings point at some matters of great interest to the argumen-
tation analyst. There is certainly a considerable difference between 
academic and naïve understanding of argumentation, of rules of a 
discussion or of sound arguments and fallacie, and at the same time 
little attention has been paid to ordinary arguers’ means of rejecting, 
accepting and evaluating arguments. Such facts are also proven by 
some of Dale hample’s research concerning naïve understanding of 
argumentation (hample, 2005). This, of course, does not mean that 
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a priori theories should be regarded as less important or inconsistent 
with the argumentative reality than others. It just serves to show 
that actual argumentation practices could be better understood and 
a priori specified theories could have some things to gain in what 
concerns their applicability, their explanatory, educative, and heuristic 
value if close attention were paid to the points of convergence and 
divergence between scholarly and folk theorizations.

Following rules to settle disagreements

As the empirical research conducted by pragma-dialecticians points 
out, normal arguers are sensible to the critical discussion rules and, 
therefore, can notice when they are violated (van Eemeren, Garssen 
& Meuffels, 2009). Then, this being so, how come people still expe-
rience disagreements and most of the time not be able to solve their 
differences of opinion? Various answers are given to this question: 
different levels of argumentative competence, the arguer’s ethos, the 
relationships between the participants, arguers’ emotions, the inter-
ference of secondary goals such as face management, or psychologi-
cal factors like the need to avoid cognitive dissonance (hample, 
2003; hample, 2005). 

The discussion procedure proposed by Frans van Eemeren and 
Rob Grootendorst (2004) is meant to serve as a “code of conduct” 
for discussants who wish to resolve a difference of opinion on merits 
and in a rational way. however, the model presumes ideal conditions 
and ideal participants. Following the “code of conduct” is not the only 
condition which arguers must accomplish if they wish to settle their 
disagreements. The rules within the code count as first order condi-
tions, they are “the rules that are to be followed in order to play the 
game effectively” (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004, p. 187). The 
idealized set of attitudes, emotions, intentions and psychological 
state of the arguers are the second order conditions while the exter-
nal variables such as the social context, the relationships among the 
participants or the arguers’ status are third order conditions (van 
Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004). Although the compliance with the 
three types of conditions is necessary for a dispute to be resolved, 
the authors say nothing, at least to my knowledge, about them being 
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sufficient and, moreover, they do not work them out further. I believe 
that research concerning actual argumentative practices has the 
needed potential to offer a solution to these problems: It could shed 
light on what these conditions refer to in detail, what their charac-
teristics are and how they influence actual argumentation and, this 
way, we could understand better why some differences of opinion 
cannot be solved.

 Pragma-dialecticians admit that this model may seem utopic 
and that its purpose is not to describe how things happen in real-
world argumentation. Its purpose is prescriptive: It describes what 
should happen or ought to happen in a critical discussion so that it 
can be solved on merits and it serves as a model for analysis and 
evaluation of actual practices. 

“Proposing a model of a critical discussion, as we did, may lead to 
running the risk of being identified with striving for an unattainable 
utopia. The primary function of the pragma-dialectical model of a 
critical discussion, however, is a different one. By clearly and system-
atically indicating what the rules for conducting a critical discussion 
are, the model provides those who want to fulfill the role of reason-
able discussants with a series of well-defined guidelines, which may, 
though formulated on a higher level of abstraction and based on a 
more clearly articulated philosophical ideal, to a great extent be iden-
tical to the norms they would like to see observed anyway.” (van 
Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004, p. 188)

In my opinion, ethnographic research methods that describe what 
happens in actual practice, how ordinary arguers evaluate and clas-
sify arguments, how they use different argumentative devices and 
strategies and so forth can be very helpful in understanding why 
people argue the way they do and why they usually fail in solving their 
disputes. 

however, I think that, although these methods have a signifi-
cant explanatory potential, it is not clear how they can provide solu-
tions to resolve differences of opinion. As we have seen, Marianne 
Doury’s case study on the accusation of “amalgame” offers very 
valuable insight concerning folk theorizations of argumentation rules 
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and could add value to descriptive theories, but it does not offer a 
way to solve conflicts, nor does it propose an explanation as to why 
disputes arise and are sometimes left without solution.

The characteristics described by Doury (2003) seem to situate 
the implicit rules which ordinary arguers refer to when accusing the 
other party of having made an “amalgame” in the category of first 
order conditions which must be followed in order to solve a critical 
discussion on merits. But, at the same time, they also point to 
another important element, arguers’ knowledge and interpretation of 
the facts invoked in an argument, this way coming closer to second 
order conditions as well. 

Integrating the two approaches

I hope that, through what I have presented and examined up to this 
point, I have managed to show that the a priori and a posteriori 
approaches discussed, although studying argumentation rules from 
different perspectives and having opposite commencement points, 
are not incompatible and have some points of convergence which 
may serve as a basis in my attempt to build Marianne Doury’s con-
cepts and findings into the systematic theoretical framework of 
pragma-dialectics. 

When attempting this type of integration the first question 
that should be asked is: Are Doury’s insights compatible with the 
pragma-dialectical theory and is their integration possible?

The features and the examples discussed in this paper show 
that Doury’s conceptualizations can be interpreted through the 
pragma-dialectical theory’s apparatus. Moreover, they seem to have 
very close ties since, although reconciling descriptive and normative 
aspects in a different way, Marianne Doury’s description of the nor-
mative side of argumentative competence is not that far from the 
pragma-dialectics’ theoretical background. Van Eemeren, 
Grootendorst, Jackson and Jacobs (1993) explain that speech act 
performance, the primary device used to integrate the adequate 
description of argumentative practices with a critical position toward 
them, is a real-world phenomenon ordered and structured by natural 
principles. Thus, actual practices give concrete form to underlying 
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standards of reasonableness and rationality (van Eemeren, 
Grootendorst, Jackson & Jacobs, 1993) which ground arguers’ naïve 
conceptualizations of the norms and criteria applied when evaluating 
arguments. 

“Speech act theory articulates normative standards of reasonableness 
and rationality that are recognized and invoked by natural language 
users themselves. We believe that the felicity conditions for any given 
speech act are not simply arbitrary conditions. Speech acts occur in 
interaction against a backdrop of presumptions and strong expecta-
tions that serve as a kind of idealized, abstract model of interac-
tional competence, and felicity conditions reflect the operation of this 
sense of competence. These presumptions and expectations describe 
beliefs, wants, and intentions that the speaker ought to have as a 
rational agent acting under typical circumstances [...]. Persons are 
never perfectly rational agents, but the point is that, within the lim-
its of certain idealized assumptions, they can be seen to be treated 
as such by their fellow interractants and to be held accountable and 
critiqueable for failing to act as such.” (van Eemeren, Grootendorst, 
Jackson & Jacobs, 1993, p. 6)

So, both Doury and the pragma-dialecticians start from the consid-
eration that argumentation has an underlying and inherent normative 
side, that its practices and elements are organized by commonsense 
concepts and naïve theories that separate the acceptable from the 
unacceptable, the good arguments from the poor ones. What is 
more, discourse phenomena such as the accusation of “amalgame” 
seem to stem from these normative standards of reasonableness and 
rationality invoked by users of native language and is used in order 
to point out when the participants in a discussion have failed to act 
according to expectations. 

having established the nature of the points of convergence 
between the two approaches, there are two more questions that have 
to be asked: Where can Doury’s insights be integrated and how can 
they be of value for the pragma-dialectical theory?

As we have seen, one of the most important goals pursued by 
the Amsterdam School is to establish a comprehensive research pro-
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gram that leads to a fully-fledged theory of argumentation. To 
accomplish this task, they seek to combine insights from different 
kinds of research and, this way, to integrate normative and descrip-
tive aspects. Van Eemeren and Grootendorst (2004) explain very 
clearly the main reason behind this integration:  

“The normative approach sets out from considerations regarding the 
norms of reasonableness that good argumentation must satisfy. 
however, normative rules and procedures, devised in a reflective 
Valhalla, where the peculiarities of argumentative practice can be 
discounted, can only have practical relevance if they do justice to the 
characteristics and properties inherent in discursive reality. This 
means that the normative and descriptive approaches to argumenta-
tion should be fine-tuned to one another. Such a systematic integra-
tion calls for a research program that promotes an interdisciplinary 
cooperation uniting the two approaches” (pp. 10-11).

In spite of the pragma-dialecticians attempt to build a program in 
which the normative can be fine-tuned with the descriptive, the 
theory’s normative dimension is clearly more developed compared to 
the descriptive one. In order to achieve this “fine-tuning” and to reach 
equilibrium, the pragma-dialectical theory should also seek to inte-
grate more findings described by a posteriori approaches. 

I believe that, because of their descriptive and explanatory 
potential, the insights acquired through Marianne Doury’s ethno-
graphical research on the accusation of “amalgame” should be inte-
grated into the empirical component of the pragma-dialectical 
research program.

I believe that research based on knowledge derived from facts, 
which focuses on the observation of natural argumentative exchang-
es, can be of value to the pragma-dialectical theory because it offers 
explanation for phenomena which a priori theories find hard to com-
prehend. In support of my claim I will offer two examples related to 
the findings presented by van Eemeren, Garssen and Meuffels in 
Fallacies and Judgments of Reasonableness. Their empirical research 
project focuses on how ordinary arguers perceive different types of 
fallacies in three different contexts (domestic, scientific and politi-
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cal). As the data obtained points out, arguers make a sharp distinc-
tion between reasonable and unreasonable argumentation and the 
pragma-dialectical rules which have been studied are in agreement 
with the norms applied by ordinary arguers when judging discussion 
moves.

In spite of confirming the study’s hypotheses, some findings 
have pointed out a few disadvantages of the pragma-dialectical 
theory as well. First of all, van Eemeren, Garssen and Meuffels 
(2009) discovered that there is a significant difference between how 
arguers judge fallacies in the three different contexts. As Zenker 
(2011) has also noticed, the pragma-dialectical theory offers no 
explanation for this dependence on contextual elements. however, 
Doury’s case study seems to get closer to the resolution of these 
problems, since, as the accusation of “amalgame” practices shows, 
ordinary arguers do not evaluate arguments strictly from an argu-
mentative point of view, but have the tendency to take into consid-
eration other relevant information as well (Doury, 2003).

Second, pragma-dialecticians discovered in their experimental 
research that normal judges of arguments are unable to formulate a 
normative discussion rule not even when they were significantly 
guided and assisted. This proves that the type of ethnographic meth-
ods such as those based on observation, conversation analysis, and 
the examination of refutative moves and meta-argumentative com-
ments are likely to be of great value in the study of ordinary arguers’ 
implicit norms and evaluation criteria. 

To sum up, in my opinion, the integration of the insights pro-
vided by a posteriori specified theories into the pragma-dialectical 
framework prove to be quite useful, since research methods like those 
used by Doury, could shed light on many aspects concerning the 
descriptive dimension. If numerous case studies similar to Marianne 
Doury’s could eventually describe the normative side of ordinary argu-
mentative practices, the empirical findings could serve as a foundation 
for an improved pragma-dialectical theory with an increased explana-
tory value as far as quotidian practices and the factors that influence 
the application of the rules for a critical discussion are concerned.
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Conclusion

I have argued in this article that the study of argumentation could 
have a lot to gain from the development of a posteriori approaches 
and, more specifically, ethnomethodological research interested in the 
analysis of actual argumentative practices and the naïve conceptual-
izations that support them. This, in no way, does it mean that a 
priori specified theories should be ignored or disregarded, but it serves 
to draw attention upon the fact that argumentation theory could 
make a lot of progress if scholars were to commit themselves to tak-
ing more integrative approaches. It is a fact that this could some-
times prove to be quite difficult since theoreticians work with differ-
ent concepts and there is no consensus in what concerns certain 
definitions such as those of soundness, reasonable argumentation or 
fallacies.

however, I believe that the complexity of argumentation can 
be grasped by focusing the attention on one feature or element at a 
time, by adopting different compatible approaches and, in the end, 
by attempting to make correlations between them. This is why I 
think that the explanatory properties and heuristic value of the 
pragma-dialectical a priori model will increase if argumentation ana-
lysts were to integrate a posteriori theories into the model’s frame-
work. I find the recent research undertaken by the Amsterdam 
School, which moves closer and closer to the concrete, to be an 
important step towards the better understanding of argumentation 
rules and I feel that the work currently done in other areas, such as 
psychology, conversation analysis, or ethnography of communication 
(Doury, 2003; hample, 2003; hample, 2005) should complement the 
pragma-dialectical theory.

Furthermore, in what concerns their explanatory and peda-
gogical value, theories of argumentation could focus not only on 
making students understand what is allowed and what is not allowed 
during a critical discussion, or the difference between a sound argu-
ment and a fallacious one. In my opinion, in order to solve their dif-
ferences of opinion, ordinary arguers need to be familiar not only with 
rules for argumentation, but also with the factors that impede the 
recognition and application of such rules, of factors which play an 
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important role in argumentation such as context, previous knowledge 
of the discussion topics, and psychological and sociological factors. 
Moreover, they need to be aware of the implicit rules that govern 
actual argumentation, since, as van Eemeren and Grootendorst 
(2004) indicated, differences of opinion cannot be solved if arguers 
do not establish clearly from the beginning which procedural and 
material premises are chosen. In addition to this, these implicit rules 
can be identified by observing and examining real practices, how the 
arguers refute an argument, what they say when they do so, what 
means they use when evaluating, disqualifying or classifying argu-
ments and so forth. While a priori approaches could provide philo-
sophical ideals, theoretical definitions of soundness and guidelines for 
reasonable critical discussions, a posteriori ones could help refine 
descriptive aspects and add value to the understanding of what hap-
pens in everyday argumentative exchanges.
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I. Introduction

Our interest in this paper is to examine whether cosmology has a 
normative character or not. From ancient times kosmos has been 
viewed in close relation with nomos, that is, with a rule that deter-
mines our entire material world. Whether we talk of the ancient 
Greek cosmologies or of the medieval ones, cosmology has also pro-
vided a general mainframe in which our physical experience, in its 
entirety, should find actuation.  

In the last decades, however, our world, as a whole, has found 
a new cosmological description that separates itself from a century 
old tradition of placing our existence in a static universe. The newly 
envisioned universe, which stands apart from the old Newtonian-
dominated cosmologies, proposes a dynamic universe that expands at 
every moment. This new model of our universe has been named as 
the Big Bang Model. This model, propounded by scientists, describes 
a universe originating not only in a singularity that contains all mat-
ter of the universe, but also in a continuous expansion. This expan-
sion is the result of a primordial explosion of the aforementioned 
singularity. Our aim is to analyze the status of the new cosmology 
and, through the agency of critical philosophy, to argue that it still 
retains a normative character. In order to accomplish this, we shall 
make a brief introduction into the world of inflationary cosmology 
and accommodate ourselves with critical philosophy and its take on 
the regulative and normative role of reason. After the brief descrip-
tion of the role of reason, we shall undertake a close analysis upon 
cosmology and integrate it into a comparative study with transcen-
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dental philosophy. In doing so, we shall argue that the main concepts 
involved in the inflationary cosmology comes in accordance with 
what Kant described to be the Ideas of pure reason. This association 
between the principles of cosmology and the principles of pure reason 
shall demonstrate that the goal of cosmology makes of it an activity 
of the pure reason and not of the understanding. This way, we shall 
argue that cosmology has a normative character. After the associa-
tion with the cosmological Idea, our expose will need further argu-
mentation, and this shall be done by proving that the singularity that 
we speak of is unconditioned, and therefore, it justifies its placement 
in the faculty of reason. Our discussion shall conclude with the 
analysis concerning the universe as a whole.  

The association between critical philosophy and critical phi-
losophy shall lead to a broader framing of cosmology, via Duhem’s 
theory of saving the phenomenon. This theory states that before the 
Copernican revolution, cosmology had no empirical basis, being just 
a logical and rational construct meant to explain the existence of the 
phenomenon. On the other hand, after Copernicus, cosmology began 
to further explain the phenomenon, and sought to define it both as 
it is, and in its entirety. Our purpose is to situate ourselves in a 
mediating position regarding these Duhemian considerations, this 
being in accordance with the critical attitude. Thus, the goal of this 
work is to affirm the normative character of cosmology through the 
agency of transcendental philosophy and to show the implications of 
such an affirmation.

II. Brief description of the big bang model

The first to foresee that the universe is not static was Albert Ein-
stein. He explained that the universe cannot be static because it 
would contract under the influence of gravity. Einstein, however, 
refused to postulate a hypothetical expansion of the universe and 
preferred to introduce a cosmological constant in the description of 
the universe in order to counterbalance the gravitational force. His 
works were continued by Alexander Friedmann. He demonstrated 
that the universe is indeed not static and that Einstein’s cosmologi-
cal constant is only one possible result of his equations. Starting from 
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this, Friedmann proposed three models of an expanding universe. 
Based on the relation between gravity and the speed of expansion, 
there can be three possible universes, a closed one, an open one, and 
a critical one. The closed universe is one in which the gravitational 
force will overcome the expansion speed and will result in an implod-
ing universe, returning thus to a zero dimension. In an open universe, 
the speed of expansion exceeds the critical velocity needed to over-
come the gravitational pull between clusters of galaxies and will 
expand forever. The critical universe also describes a never-ending 
expanding universe, but one in which the speed of expansion is very 
close to the critical velocity. However, Friedmann’s studies were not 
highly regarded upon and were mostly ignored until 1924. In these, 
he proved that there are galaxies outside of our own galaxy, the Milky 
Way. He observed them and determined the distances of various stars 
in relation to Earth. Studying the specter of light emitted by each 
star, he discovered that each presented a red-shift, which meant that 
they were moving away from us. He also noticed that the degree in 
which the light received from the star red-shifted was proportional 
with the distance from our galaxy. That means that the speed with 
which a star is moving increases with the distance from our galaxy. 
Hubble’s findings confirmed Friedmann’s theories, much in the same 
way Galileo Galilei’s observations confirmed the Copernican theories. 
A group of physicists from the university of Cambridge, Thomas 
Gold, Hermann Bondi and Fred Hoyle, developed a theory in which 
the expansion of the universe was accepted, but the idea of a begin-
ning of the universe or a possible ending was excluded. In 1948, the 
three postulated the steady-state theory. This theory propounded a 
universe which found itself subject of a continuum creation. In order 
to counterbalance the dilution of matter under the action of expan-
sion, the three scientists assumed that about once every ten billion 
years an atom per cube meter should be created, this quantity of 
matter sufficing for a constant density of matter. This continuous 
creation of matter is plausible due to the small quantity of matter 
needed to be created; it is, however, unobservable due to the large 
duration needed in the creation process. The steady-state theory 
presupposed an expanding universe, but one without beginning or 
ending, and having the relative identical structure both in the infinite 
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past and infinite future. The steady-state theory would stand as 
worthy adversary to the big bang models until 1965. In this year, 
robert Dicke was conducting an experiment at the university of 
Princeton which was meant to capture the remnant radiation of the 
big bang. This radiation was already described twenty years earlier by 
George Gamow, ralph Alpher and robert Herman. They launched 
the hypothesis that if the early universe was denser and hotter than 
the present one, it must have left some fingerprints, in the form of 
radiation, which should be approximately five degrees above absolute 
zero. This was exactly what Dicke was attempting to prove. In the 
same year, however, at the Bell Laboratories, Penzias and Wilson 
discovered exactly what Dicke was searching for, only by accident. 
They recorded, as microwaves, a uniform radiation from any direc-
tion. Hearing of the findings made by Penzias and Wilson, Dicke 
immediately understood what the two had come across, i.e. the 
cosmic microwave background radiation (CMB), meaning exactly the 
remnants of the big bang. Penzias and Wilson were later awarded the 
Nobel Prize for their empirical successes. The isotropic character of 
the CMB allowed for the demonstration of the fact that the expan-
sion of the universe was also a uniform one. Starting from here, one 
deduces that the initial state of the universe must have been a 
denser and a hotter one1 than the present one, leading to the idea 
of a singularity. The universe, therefore, presented itself as a hot and 
dense ‘soup’ of particles, approaching zero dimension. In 1970 Hawk-
ing and Penrose, using the latter’s theory according to which any 
body that suffers a gravitational collapse must result in a singularity 
and the former’s theory of inverted time, concluded that the universe 
must have originated in a big-bang like singularity. They have not 
build a theory but a theorem that has as main premisses the infinite 
expansion of the universe, the validity of the general theory of relativ-
ity and that the gravitational force is always an attractive one. As 
long as these premisses are correct, the universe must have started 
out as a singularity. The exact nature of this singularity cannot be 
known or described because time and space would be infinitely curved 

1 J.N. Islam states that the density and temperature of the universe at an 
initial state is infinite.
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at this initial state, and the study of the singularity necessitates  the 
use of quantum mechanics and the study of elementary particles that 
are, for now, beyond our reach. 

III. Brief description of the regulative 
and normative role of reason

Kant speaks of reason, and its properties, in his Trancendental Dia-
lectics which he describes to be the logic of illusion, that is of the 
transcendental illusion. Kant differentiates the latter from an optical 
illusion of a logical one and defines the transcendental illusion as the 
one in which the understanding tends to go beyond the limits of 
possible experience, it searches the unconditioned for which it asserts 
a conditioned phenomenon. This happens due to the natural need of 
reason to enlarge the horizon of the understanding, and elevate our 
knowledge from the conditioned to the unconditional. The role of 
reason is to provide unity to the laws of the understanding and to 
order its judgment in accordance to a higher synthetic unity. In such, 
reason refers directly only to the understanding and never to any 
possible experience. The faculty of reason is therefore considered by 
Kant to be the highest faculty of human cognition. Being so, “the 
reason is a faculty for the production of unity of rules (of the under-
standing) under principles” (Kant, 1855, p. 214) with the purpose of 
providing systematic wholeness to the knowledge provided by the 
understanding. Without these, our cognition would remain at a level 
of random conglomerates of cognitions. Thus, reason is the faculty 
that tries to elevate itself from the conditioned knowledge to the 
unconditioned one, and tries to accomplish this by searching an abso-
lute totality of conditions, that is not conditioned. In this search for 
the unconditioned, reason makes use, in the same way that the 
understanding operates with categories, of the pure principles of 
reason, i.e. the transcendental Ideas. These Ideas are deduced by 
Kant in the same manner the pure concepts of the understanding 
are. Due to the fact that from the different species of judgments 
that bring the manifold of experience under concepts the latter can 
be established, Kant argues that by the same method of deduction 
one can assert from the act of reasoning, which brings concepts to 
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rational unity, the principles of pure reason. In this sense, Kant estab-
lishes that there are three ways of reasoning, a categorical one, a 
hypothetical one and a disjunctive one, from which he deduces the 
three Ideas of reason, the psychological Idea, the cosmological one 
and the theological Idea. These Ideas represent an unconditioned 
towards reason tends for. In the first, reason tends towards “the 
subject which cannot be employed as a predicate”; the second 
towards “a presupposition which supposes nothing higher than itself”; 
and the third tends towards “an aggregate of the members of the 
complete division of the conception” (Kant, 1855, p. 226). This is a 
brief description of the general characteristics of reason that is 
meant to ease our understanding of its regulative and normative 
function. Shortly, reason seeks to provide completeness to the under-
standing, and in doing so, tends to escape its own conditions and 
searches for the totality of all conditions. The purpose of the dialec-
tics is to identify the inevitable illusion in which reason falls in its 
pursuit of the unconditional. However, beyond this negative aspect 
of reason, Kant identifies the positive aspect too, that being its 
regulative and normative role, which is analyzed in the Appendix. 
Here, Kant argues that the illusion can be eluded through the good 
use of reason, and that, being its use upon understanding, it aids its 
concepts to actuate in experience. In doing so “we are entitled to 
suppose, therefore, that there exists a mode of employing transcen-
dental ideas which is proper and immanent” (Kant, 1855, p. 394).  
This good use of reason consists in it providing a goal for the under-
standing that has the effect of ordering it and its laws, and, in doing 
so, coordinating the interactions between its cognitions, in addition 
to indirectly ordering the manifold of phenomena. This is achieved 
through the Ideas of pure reason, which Kant names in this instance 
a focus imaginarium. This term is indeed adequate to express the role 
of the Ideas, andto provide a target towards which the judgments of 
the understanding is converge to. It remains still an Idea, hence the 
word imaginarium, that can never be accomplished or actualized. It 
provides, nevertheless, a goal that acts both as a fuel for knowledge 
and as a principle, whose purpose is to direct and order. Therefore, 
the transcendental illusion, although inevitable and misleading, can 
have a positive use when reason becomes aware of it and, in accord-
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ance to this awareness, it tries to delineate the boundaries of judg-
ment while still trying to provide to the understanding a higher syn-
thetic unity. This way, reason has a regulative role. Also, through its 
Ideas, that become representative of a systematical wholeness, one 
can only have true scientific knowledge, as it is argued in Architec-
tonics. Thus, in providing a goal for plenitude, reason’s role becomes 
normative, and somewhat teleological. 

IV. Presupposition of the unconditional

The problematization of the normative character of cosmology and, 
more precisely, its demonstration requires from us to situate it first, 
to frame it in the activity of a certain faculty. Given that the respec-
tive character is wished to be proven by the agency of critical phi-
losophy, it is necessary, or better put, opportune, a framing of cos-
mology as a science in one of the Kantian faculties of thought, i.e. 
the understanding or the reason. A hypothetical approach between 
cosmology and the rational domain would imply that the former 
assumes a normative character. The manner in which to argue the 
rationality of cosmology should question whether the aforementioned 
science operates with principles rather than with concepts. In order 
to accomplish this, it is propitious, we consider, to establish an anal-
ogy between the inflationary cosmological theory and the Kantian 
cosmological Idea. Having thus outlined our methodological demarche 
and keeping in mind the preliminary considerations on Kant’s reason 
and on inflationary cosmology, we shall undergo a detailed and com-
parative analysis, on the one hand, on the deductive sequences that 
led Kant in postulating its cosmological Idea, and on the other hand, 
on the series of events that occurred in the development of the uni-
verse (and the conceptual premisses behind them) described by the 
big bang theory. Thus, we hope to realize a gradual coalescence 
between the properties of each theory in order to arrive, in the end, 
to an approximate identity through which we can affirm the func-
tional adherence to the pure reason. 

“Each individual experience is only a part of the whole sphere of the 
domain of experience, but the absolute totality of all possible experi-
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ence is not itself an experience, and yet is still a necessary problem 
for reason, for the mere representation of which reason needs con-
cepts entirely different from the pure concepts of the understanding, 
whose use is only immanent, i.e., refers to experience insofar as such 
experience can be given, whereas the concepts of reason extend to 
the completeness, i.e., the collective unity of the whole of possible 
experience, and in that way exceed any given experience and become 
transcendent.” (Kant, 2004, p. 80)

We have reproduced this entire paragraph as it aids us in pro-
jecting and defining our entire direction of study, giving thus a vecto-
rial dimension to our line of study and delimiting our method to an 
objective proceeding, structured upon the development of a deduc-
tive argumentation. We are specifying this for it announces our entire 
exposé and the deduction of the rational Ideas, starting from the fact 
that the totality of experience eludes experience and leading to the 
reasonings that imply the postulation of principles of pure reason, 
and that are meant to frame and fuel cognition. By the distinction 
made between the particular experience and the unitary one, Kant 
also differentiates between immanence and transcendence, and 
through this another distinction sets in, the one between faculties, 
the understanding and reason. We rest upon our claim in order to 
draw attention that the respective distinction postulates not only the 
transcendence of reason but also that of its teleological objects. 
However, the early appointed difference has not got only a negative 
role but also acts as a pointer to the fact that there is a certain 
resemblance in the relationship between reason and the understand-
ing and that between the understanding and sensibility. This way, we 
can assert, grosso modo, that reason is for the understanding what 
the understanding is for the sensibility, except the fact that the prin-
ciples of pure reason have not got a constitutive purpose. In order to 
expound this, we shall state that in the same way that judgments 
bring phenomena under concepts, reasoning brings concepts under 
principles. Through this process, the necessity of a synthetic unity is 
reaffirmed, synthetic unity that alone makes possible, firstly, an 
aggregate of cognition and secondly, a scientific knowledge. 
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We shall begin our comparative study by the refutation of 
possible objection brought to our discourse. This objection can be 
found in the definitive role of the cosmic microwave background 
radiation in cosmology, i.e. the confirmation of the big bang model. 
In order to highlight the importance of the background radiation in 
our discussion, we must specify that the fact that it confirms the big 
bang theory implies that the theory finds empirical confirmation. 
How could this deter us from establishing a rational dimension of 
cosmology? Here, the distinction made between concepts and princi-
ples comes to good use, given that, unlike concepts, “the transcend-
ent cognitions of reason neither allow what relates to their ideas to 
be given in experience, nor their theses ever to be confirmed or 
refuted through experience” (Kant, 2004, p. 81). Hence, empirical 
confirmation of the theory confers to its objective validity, and this, 
from an epistemological point of view, places it to an intellectual 
level, annulling thus our premises. However, in order to conclude on 
the matter of the remnant radiation and the concept it actualizes, 
we must further analyze it. The cosmic background radiation stands 
as proof of an early, denser, hotter universe, which in turn is the 
result of a rapid expansion of all space, time and matter from a sin-
gularity. The remnant radiation is, thus, the confirmation of the 
exploding singularity, of the expansion and of the inchoate (but not 
germinal) state of the universe. This coincides with the description 
of the cosmic background radiation made by Gamow and his col-
laborators twenty years before its discovery: “They have discovered a 
crucial aspect: if the universe had been formed in a denser, hotter 
stage in a distant past, remnant radiations should have remained 
from this explosive beginning” (Barrow, 2007, p. 25). However, this 
hot and dense epoch of the universe does not represent the unitary 
and constituent singularity. The radiation is the testimony of a later 
stage in the universe’s history, when it must have been only a few 
minutes old (Barrow, 2007), but early enough in order to be hot 
enough so that nuclear reactions be possible. More precisely, the 
cosmic background radiation originates in the stage of nucleosynthe-
sis, when “nuclear physics reactions between protons, neutrons, etc., 
in the cooling expanding Universe resulted in the (nucleo)synthesis of 
the lighter elements (nuclei) such as D, 4He  7Li (…) and with pho-
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tons left over forming a residual cosmic microwave background 
(CMB)” (ratra & vogeley, 2008). This stage of the nucleosynthesis, 
as we shall see further on, takes place at approximately three to four 
minutes after the initial explosion. We are talking, hence, about a 
radiation upon which it is generally agreed that it “is indeed the rem-
nant radiation from the early universe” (Islam, 2004, p. 129). This 
time, determination is of great importance to us, because according 
to J.N. Islam, after a model developed by Weinberg, the early uni-
verse begins at a time of t=0,01s, the first hundredth of a second 
being excluded and being considered as the very early universe. In 
reference to this first hundredth of a second, there is “a considerable 
amount of uncertainty in our knowledge” (Islam, 2004, p. 129) about 
it, considering that the study of this very early stage in the universe’s 
development requires the study of the behavior of elementary parti-
cles at very high densities and temperature. That is why the discus-
sions on the very early universe remain at a speculative level. How-
ever, the discovery of the remnant radiation represented the moment 
in which the inflationary cosmology entered in the spotlight of the 
scientific community. This is of no relevance to us though, our inter-
est in the cosmic background radiation lies only in the questioning 
whether it provides objective validity to the singularity or it asserts it 
as a supposition. Considering that the radiation in question refers to 
a dense and hot early universe and that this universe is at the age of 
0,01s (the age of the universe is not important, what is important is 
that the universe already had an age), we can assert that the uni-
verse was already expanding and that we no longer situate ourselves 
at the singularity level. The expansion, the initial explosion though, 
is the mere trace of the seminal state of the universe, which is 
referred to as a particle soup, and, this way, it necessitates supposi-
tion to condition it and to ground the evolution and formation of the 
entire universe. In the same line of thought, the very idea of a uni-
verse originating from a singularity began a presupposition meant to 
attest and potentate the universe and its current properties. We 
speak, of course, of the dynamic universe, the expanding kosmos. 
This vision of the universe, even though the idea of dynamic universe 
was previously exploited by Einstein, surfaced or came to life with the 
observations of the astronomer Edwin Hubble. He discovered that 
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the light coming from the galaxies that he studied presented a sys-
tematic red-shift, this means that the light frequency decreases and 
this in turn means that the galaxies are moving away from us. These 
discoveries led to the idea of a dynamic and expanding universe. 
Starting from these reasons, as we have seen above, Hawking and 
Penrose, and Friedmann before them, concluded that the universe 
must have originated in a singularity, due to the uniform expansion. 
The expansion of the universe did not only ease the logical inference 
of a singularity but also raised questions about its nature. As we have 
already presented, the universe has three possible futures, depending 
on the speed of expansion. Nevertheless, an exact answer concerning 
the future of the universe eludes us, because the current speed of 
expansion is very near to the critical velocity. However, this near 
critical velocity is essential not only in outlining a possible future of 
the universe, but also in presenting a near transcendental property. 
This critical, or near critical, velocity represents the threshold for the 
appearance of complex physical entities. For further details we shall 
say that this kind of velocity is a necessary condition for the forma-
tion of galaxies and stars. Stars can only be formed through the 
condensation of matter, mainly helium and hydrogen, under the influ-
ence of gravity. However, the formation of stars can only occur if 
gravity is strong enough to make the condensation of matter possible 
and weak enough so as not to cause a premature contraction of the 
universe, that is, before the formation of stars. This set of conditions 
is achieved only if the speed of expansion is near that critical thresh-
old. One may ask though, of what importance are stars for the 
appearance of complex physical entities. Stars are highly concen-
trated conglomerates of matter, mainly helium and hydrogen, which 
offer ideal conditions of pressure and temperature in order to trigger 
a series of nuclear reactions that lead to the formation of new ele-
ments, from He to Fe, which make up the more complex physical 
entities. Once a star reaches that critical point in which it produces 
iron, it dies in a violent explosion that scatters all of those elements 
in the outer space. In other words, stars are necessary conditions for 
life, and these conditions are in turn conditioned by the critical veloc-
ity of expansion. This critical velocity, in turn, needs a supposition of 
an initial moment this way constituted so as to confer these exact 
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determinations of the expanding universe. We may remark that dis-
cussing the origin of the universe it is not only a question of histori-
cal evolution, but also of the conditions that enable this historical 
evolution. To highlight this and to bring us closer to transcendental 
philosophy, we shall follow a more detailed description of the early 
universe and shall emphasize on a series of conditions that make the 
current status of our universe possible. For the respective exposition 
we shall make appeal to Mister Islam’s book An Introduction to 
Mathematical Cosmology and will use his description of the early 
universe as guide. 

As we have already mentioned, the early universe is considered 
to have begun after a hundredth of second from the initial explosion. 
J.N. Islam, following Weinberg, divides the history of this early uni-
verse in six sequences as follows:

1.  At t=0,01s the first sequence begins in which the tempera-
ture of the universe was of about 10¹¹K, a very high temperature at 
which the forming of nuclei was impossible. Thus, “the main con-
stituents of the universe are photons, neutrinos and antineutrinos, 
and electron-positron pairs” (Islam, 2004, p. 129) to which a small 
quantity of neutrons, protons and electrons are added.

2. The second sequence starts at t=0,12s. No major qualitative 
change of the universe is recorded; however, the neutron-proton 
ration is believed to have changed. This ratio being of approximately 
38% neutrons and 62% protons.

3.  At this stage, t=1,1s, the temperature drops to about 
10¹ºK, but it is still too hot for the formation of nuclei to be pos-
sible. Still, the thermal contact stops and the neutron-proton ratio is 
of 24% neutrons and 76% protons.

4.  At approximately 13 seconds after the big bang, the tem-
perature drops to about 3 x 109 K. At this temperature helium nuclei 
can be formed, but the process is deterred because the lighter nuclei, 
deuterium and hydrogen, are still unstable. Helium cannot be formed 
since deuterium and hydrogen, the intermediary steps needed in the 
appearance of helium, are yet unstable.

5.  At t=3 minutes, the universe is still cooling, the tempera-
ture dropping to about 109 K. At this temperature, hydrogen 
becomes stable but deuterium remains unstable, therefore, heavier 
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nuclei cannot be formed. The neutron-proton ratio is of 14% neu-
trons and 86% protons. At this stage, the universe is made up of 
photons and neutrinos “plus a ‘contamination’ of neutrons, protons 
and electrons (...) which will eventually turn into the matter of the 
present universe” (Islam, 2004, p. 131). Shortly after this, between 
min t=3 and min t= , the temperature drops once more allowing for 
a stable deuterium. During this interval nucleosynthesis takes place, 
through which heavier nuclei are formed out of hydrogen. However, 
only He4 is formed, consuming all the protons, as the formation of 
heavier nuclei is still not possible due to certain ‘bottlenecks.’ The 
neutron-proton ratio is of 12-13% neutrons and 88-87% protons and 
shall remain frozen at this value. The mass ratio of helium and 
hydrogen is of 24-26% helium and 76-74% hydrogen. 

6.  The sixth and final sequence, at t≈35 min, gives us a uni-
verse cooled down to the temperature of about 3 x 108 K. The 
description of this last sequence is an elaborate one, with complex 
data on the energy density and particle temperature. We shall spec-
ify only that the quantity of helium is of about 20% to 30% and that 
the heavier nuclei, although a small quantity of them already exists, 
will be formed later in stars. 

We reproduced this description, in more or less detail, in order 
to emphasize that the expansion of the universe implies more than a 
dynamical universe originating in singularity; it also stands for a series 
of conditions that have made possible the formation of the nuclei and 
matter that make up the current universe, as it is known today. This 
series of conditions also include the speed of expansion, which deter-
mines the temperature of the universe, which, in turn, determines the 
interaction between particles, which, thus, establishes their quantita-
tive ratio. This quantitative ratio will later determine the formation of 
nuclei and their quantitative ratio. This series of particle synthesis 
which culminates in the nucleosynthesis, conditioned by temperature 
(which is also conditioned by the rate of expansion) can be summa-
rized as follows: “at temperatures about 10 times higher than during 
nucleosynthesis, rapid weak interactions lead to a thermal equilibrium 
abundance ratio of neutrons and protons determined by the neutron-
proton mass difference, which becomes frozen in as the expansion 
decreases the temperature, thus establishing the initial conditions for 
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nucleosynthesis” (ratra & vogeley, 2008, p. 237). We are not trying 
to support the idea of a certain initial equilibrium restricting ourselves 
only the existence of certain conditions that determined the formation 
of the current universe. To these conditions, the need of spatiality and 
temporality of the expansion (to be more exact, the inscription of 
events in space-time) is obviously added. This statement, the spatial-
ity and temporality of expansion, is perhaps a poor one, nonetheless 
especially chosen, as the expansion is nothing else than the expanding 
of space and time. This way, the expansion of the universe becomes 
itself a condition, a formal one, we might say. Even so, these condi-
tions and series of conditions can occur only in the presence of a 
supposition “which supposes nothing higher than itself,” (Kant, 1855, 
p. 226) and that is a “(mathematical) singularity at the beginning, 
with infinite density and temperature, at the initial instant of time, 
and all over space” (ratra & vogeley, 2008, p. 239). In Kantian 
terms, we shall say that in our relating to the origin of the universe 
we operate with a reasoning that tends, via prosyllogisms, towards an 
unconditioned of a hypothetical synthesis of the members of a series 
and that we speak about reasonings which are grounded on the “tran-
scendental conception of the absolute totality of the series of condi-
tions for a given phenomenon” (Kant, 1855, p. 236). In order to 
highlight the connection with cosmology, we shall say that as the 
universe is considered to be the totality of all material bodies, its 
formation and its quantitative and qualitative evolution can be con-
sidered to be a series of conditions to any phenomenon situated in it, 
hence, for any general phenomenon. Also, the fact that the formation 
and the origin of the universe is conditioned by an initial singularity 
leads us to the „idea of the absolute unconditioned in a series of given 
conditions”(Kant, 1855, p. 233).  The former can be also said about 
the encumbering character of the universe. When we speak of the 
universe and the study of it we speak of course “of the universe taken 
as a whole” (Islam, 2004, p. 1). This can also be found in a general 
definition provided to us by Milton K. Munitz, who states the follow-
ing: cosmology is “commonly characterized as that discipline which 
seeks to determine the properties of the universe as a whole (our 
emphasis) when considered as a physical system” (Munitz, 1951). 
Examining the aforementioned definition, we come across a charac-
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terization that sheds some light on the role and status of cosmology 
and justifies our intentions. We speak, of course, about the goal and 
character of cosmology to determine the universe as a whole. This, 
from a Kantian standpoint, cannot be an activity of the understand-
ing. Concepts, in Kant’s philosophy, must have objective validity 
achieved through their actuation in a possible experience. That is, a 
concept must be able to have a corresponding intuition. However, as 
we shall discover further on, the whole can never have direct corre-
spondence in intuition, experience. Therefore, when we speak of the 
universe as a whole, we situate ourselves on the plains of reason and 
think of it not as a concept but as a principle of the pure reason. In 
this sense, we say that an Idea is “a necessary conception of reason, 
to which no corresponding object can be discovered in the world of 
sense” (Kant, 1855, p. 228). We must, however, enforce the analogy 
and the consideration of the cosmological whole with the Kantian 
Idea by reasserting the definition of cosmology in Kantian terms as 
follows: “the absolute totality of all phenomena is only an idea, for as 
we can never present an adequate representation of it, it remains for 
us a problem incapable of solution” (Kant, 1855, p. 229). Hence, we 
shall assert that the cosmological inflationary theory, which proposes 
a big bang model for the universe, as originating in a singularity, can 
be associated with a Kantian cosmological Idea, and one can, there-
fore, assert the rationality of cosmology. Thus, by placing the infla-
tionary cosmology at a rational level, we can state that it has a nor-
mative character. However, in order to cast away any doubts, a dis-
cussion on the unconditionality of the initial singularity is needed, 
unconditionality that will strengthen our position. 

V. The unconditioned

The discussion upon the unconditionality of the singularity and the 
universe as a whole is necessary in order to consider them Ideas of 
the pure reason. This is due to the fact that the reason “restricts 
itself to the absolute totality in the employment of the conceptions 
of the understanding, and aims at carrying the synthetical unity 
which is cogitated in the category, even to the unconditioned” (Kant, 
1855, p. 228). Hence, reason tends to the unconditioned and is, 
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thus, searching to provide a rational unity to phenomena, the same 
way in which the understanding provides unity to them. We shall 
proceed on pure discussion based on the consideration that the uni-
verse as a whole, that encumbers al matter and all interactions 
between bodies, has to be considered as a totality of our possible 
experience. We state this as no matter what the direction of experi-
encing the universe is taken, be it a microscopical inquiry of it or a 
mere observational relationship, one must be in the universe in order 
to interact with objects and all objects must be in the universe in 
order to be possible to interact with them. Thus we may claim that 
“absolute totality of all possible experience is not itself an experience” 
(Kant, 2004, p. 8). Hence, the totality of experience is in no way 
capable of entering the experience and therefore, it is in no way 
subject to its formal conditions. This can be argued by the simple 
logical line of thought that by conditioning and determining we simul-
taneously delimit. In this way, if the whole were to be part of our 
experience, and were to be conditioned by us in order to be concep-
tualized, it would no longer be whole. Therefore, the universe as a 
whole cannot be the object of the understanding but that of reason 
as unconditional. However, when talking about the unconditioned 
that is implied in the cosmological Idea, one must consider the uni-
verse not only as a whole for phenomena but also as “the absolute 
unity of the series of the conditions of a phenomenon” (Kant, 1855, 
p. 233). It is in this sense that we talk about the big bang theory as 
being a cosmological Idea. In this context, the discussion of the uni-
verse as a whole and originating from a singularity becomes of the 
utmost importance. As we have shown above, the depiction of the 
evolution of the universe involves the description of a series of condi-
tions that lead to the current form of our universe, and the current 
status of its constitution. This is, according to Kant, a natural dis-
position of reason by which it attempts to elevate the synthetic 
categories to the unconditioned absolute synthetic unity, which is to 
provide the absolute unity of the synthesis of the conditions of a 
certain given phenomenon. Thus, “the whole past time, as the condi-
tion of the given moment, is necessarily cogitated as given” (Kant, 
1855, p. 258). In this manner, cosmology, as do the cosmological 
Ideas in Kant’s work, deals with the “totality of the regressive syn-
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thesis,” (Kant, 1855, p. 258) as it starts from any given phenomenon 
and tries to establish the entire set of conditions that make it pos-
sible. This set of conditions starts from the simple spatiality and 
temporality of the phenomenon and ends in posing an absolute and 
primordial condition, the singularity, which also implies the wholeness 
of the universe. In accordance, there will be a certain “progress to 
the unconditioned,” (Kant, 1855, p. 259). This unconditioned is, 
according to Kant, to be viewed in two different manners, either as 
“existing only in the entire series, all the members of which therefore 
would be without exception conditioned and only the totality abso-
lutely unconditioned,” or as “the absolutely unconditioned is only a 
part of the series, to which the other members are subordinated, but 
which is not itself submitted to any conditions” (Kant, 1855, p. 261).  
Although the first view applies more to a steady-state model of the 
universe, it is also in accordance with our view on the wholeness of 
the universe. However, the second view upon the unconditioned is of 
more relevance to us as it involves an origin of the world. But in what 
way can it be said of singularity that it is subject to no conditions? 
The first answer must be that due to the fact that the universe and 
the time it begins with must mean that it is the beginning of the 
world, therefore, it has no preceding time and/or events. Hence, 
being the first member in a series, it has no condition that precedes 
it.2 However, this unconditionality is based solely on logical premises 
and it is more of a speculation than an affirmation. How, then, can 
we explain, relying on the propositions of physics, that the singular-
ity is not conditioned? We shall make use of the same method as in 
the case of the whole, i.e. showing that the singularity cannot make 
its way into experience. This is arguable thanks to the fact that sin-
gularities elude time and space, and, therefore, cannot be part of any 
possible experience.3 This is being portrayed by J.N. Islam by use of 
curvature scalars or invariants, which do not change under a coordi-
nate transformation, “if one of the curvature scalars goes to infinity 
at a point, that point is a space-time singularity, and cannot be 
considered as a part of the space-time manifold” (Islam, 2004, p. 

2 We shall avoid here any talk concerning religion.
3 From a kantian standpoint as well as a scientific one.
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118). More simply put,4 at that initial moment of the singularity 
gravity becomes infinite as the density and mass of the singularity 
become infinite therefore,5 space and time become infinite curved. 

Beyond these considerations, it is useful to remember the 
aforementioned description of the fifth frame in the early universe 
that states that the contents of the universe at that stage “will even-
tually turn into the matter of the present universe” (Islam, 2004, p. 
131). This implies that the constituents of all matter in the universe 
and, therefore, of all objects in it must have been found in the ‘initial 
singularity.’ This final statement makes the singularity the totality of 
all conditions of an object and affirms in such that it is uncondi-
tioned, as it contains the whole series of conditions.

VI. The nature of the wholeness of the universe

Our exposition may, however, be vulnerable to a counterargument, 
i.e. that cosmology studies the observable universe and, therefore, 
that the big bang model is restricted to the visible universe. In order 
to fully understand the status of the wholeness of the universe, as it 
is understood in cosmology, we shall make a more detailed descrip-
tion of the phenomenon.

The knowledge about the universe is a knowledge mediated by 
light. The cosmic events and objects are rendered through light. The 
speed of light plays thus an important role in the processes of cosmo-
logical knowledge. The first demonstration of a finite speed of light took 
place in the 17th century through the measurements realized by Ole 
roemer. using the rotation of Jupiter’s natural satellite Io, he estimated 
a 213.000 km/sec speed of the light. The precise modern measurements 
proved that the speed of light is actually about 300.000 km/sec.

The speed of light acts also as a limit, as Einstein’s theory of 
relativity showed that light is the highest threshold that a physical 
object can reach. Taking Lorentz’s transformation into account, 
Einstein was able to proof that a physical object that exceeds the 
speed of light must have an imaginary size.

4 According to Stephen Hawking in A short history of time.
5 As a result of Einstein’s general theory of relativity.
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These two attributes of light have major influences in the pur-
suit of the knowledge about the universe, restricting its cognoscibility.  

Experimenting with the universe is for now inaccessible, the 
only approachable knowledge process that we have remains the 
observation of the datum. The celestial bodies can be studied from 
the outside, but the universe, as a whole, can only be approached as 
an aggregate that we are a part of, not being able to stand beside 
it.  Thus, what is given is limited by light and by its finite character. 
The light from other galaxies or stars reaches us after billiards of 
years because of the immense distances between the celestial bodies. 
So, the cosmic distances with their very significant sizes, together 
with the finite speed of light, restrict the human area of knowledge 
to a previous universe, mirrored by the light of past events that we 
were able to capture. The huge remoteness of the universe that 
determines a great delay between a cosmic event and its light signal 
on our apparatuses, allows us only a study of the past and questions 
the possibility of an actual accurate study. This quandary can but be 
resolved with the aid of the theory of relativity, that can show “how 
will any universe that contains matter and radiation, change in time, 
under the influence of gravity” (Barrow, 2007, p. 142). Still, observ-
ing an actual universe remains inaccessible. 

The limitative frame of the speed of light brings forth to our 
attention another obstacle in the knowing of the universe. The uni-
verse can be known only to the extent of the fringes of observational 
science that represent the visible horizon of the visible universe. This 
implies the fact that nothing can be asserted about the universe as a 
whole. Here come into play the simplifying theories, usually found in 
vulgarizing books, which extend the theories about the visible universe 
to those about the universe as a whole, thus contributing towards an 
uniformization of the universe.  The visible universe “is defined as that 
finite spherical area with a radius equal to the distance that the light 
can travel in the time elapsed from the beginning of the expansion” 
(Barrow, 2007, p. 144). A local knowledge about the universe is thus 
brought to light, a knowledge that is dependent on the amount of 
information provided by collected data regarding light.

The implications of the visible universe can be better explained 
through the eternal expansion theory presented by Andrei Linde. This 
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theory proposes a cosmological model in which the expansion is not 
universal but chaotic, with several initial expanding areas, which 
afterward allow at some point the expanding of sub-regions. There-
fore, both the universe and the expanding process are self-reproduc-
ible. This theory diminishes the possibility of cognition outside the 
visible universe, determined by the finite character of the speed of 
light. “Our possibility to see the universe is limited by the finite char-
acter of the speed of light and is sentenced to be just a local, paro-
chial one” (Barrow, 2007, p. 155). This concept does not exclude the 
beginning of time and space through a Big Bang, but only confines 
this theory on local plane, restraining it to some whatever loop. 
Hence, the laws of physics that are valid in our visible universe can 
be inconsistent in another area of the universe. The Big Bang theo-
ry is not infirmed, but only confined to our visible accessible universe. 
The isotropic background radiation also keeps its validity as a proof 
for the uniform expansion, but it gets a local character too. Through 
the eternal expansion theory we may be able to see a universe with 
loops that can stand Big Bang type models, but we would still not 
be able to know the universe as a whole. 

The theory of expansion is often compared with the stationary 
theory. The stationary theory gained a totally different character 
after the discovery of the cosmic background radiation. It was, thus, 
suggested that the visible universe is a Big-Bang type loop in a sta-
tionary universe, just a theory that was intended to save the old 
cosmological model. The theory of eternal expansion did not appear 
though as an attempt to rescue some old theory, but it came as an 
unavoidable logical consequence.

However, even though the big bang theory stands for a local 
vision of the universe, and in such for a local universe, we may assert 
that this local universe acts still as a whole. In order to argue this, we 
shall make use of the general theory of relativity. According to this, 
every event in the universe is described by a life line, which depicts 
the entire space-time occurrence of the universe. Each event shall 
have a light cone, that is determined by the speed of light and its 
radius since the occurrence of the event. The same can be said about 
the big bang event, which has its own light cone, but since space-time 
begins with the big bang, one must agree that the singularity light 
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cone has a universal character. By universal we understand a light 
cone which encumbers all other light cones, and therefore every event 
must occur within the mainframe of the prime event. In such, consid-
ering that “the precise nature of the physical situation at t=0, or the 
situation before t=0 – these sorts of questions are entirely unclear” 
(Islam, 2004, p. 128) and that the study of the very early universe 
depends on the study of elementary particles which have not yet been 
observed experimentally, one can state that the light cone of the 
initial event of the universe can be considered, via analogy, as the 
entirety of our experience. This analogous experience is, however, 
conditioned by a singularity, a unitary one, that encumbers it. Our 
experience of the universe is inscribed within a sphere limited by a 
radius of light equivalent with the distance traveled by light since the 
initial explosion, as expressed in Kantian terms, states that our expe-
rience is limited to space and time, and anything beyond them cannot 
enter our experience. Considered as such, the universe, even if it is a 
local one, acts as a whole for our possible experience. Furthermore, 
this universe as a whole is conditioned by an unconditioned entity, or 
primordial term in the succession of synthesis. Therefore, this coun-
terargument further strengthens our assumptions that the singularity 
and the universe originating from it are “conceptions of pure reason, 
as they regard all empirical cognition as determined by means of 
absolute totality of conditions” (Kant, 1855, p. 229).

In doing so, cosmology remains not just a simple science but 
it becomes a “transcendental cosmology”, i.e. the physiology of the 
entire nature. Hence, it becomes a meta-history of the entire uni-
verse in which all study of nature must be included, offering thus a 
systematical unity to our knowledge of nature. Being a meta-history 
of the universe, or as Kant would have it, a physiology of the entire 
nature, cosmology6 becomes a part of metaphysics, this being a 

6 We are speaking about the inflationary cosmology, which deals with the 
universe as a whole and seeks to study the actual beginning of the universe, 
therefore the singularity.  We are not speaking of the observational cosmol-
ogy, or even of the cosmology that limits itself to the study of the early 
universe, this being an activity of the understanding. The cosmology that 
belongs to the pure reason is that that goes beyond the empirical confirma-
tion of its theory, as we have already demonstrated.
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natural inclination of reason. In so, by providing a teleological system-
atical unity, cosmology regulates the activity of subordinated sciences 
and becomes normative in propounding an ideal systematical unity. 
Therefore, even though current sciences seek to define objects as they 
are7,  the process of cognition is still a phenomenal one. We state this 
in light of the above mentioned characteristics of cosmology, that it is 
based on a singularity that cannot be fully known or even observed, 
and on the fact that the true constitution of objects requires the study 
of elementary particles whose behavior cannot be known due to their 
escaping experience. Having this in mind, we shall conclude that by 
asserting the normative character of cosmology we also assert its 
mediating role between realism and constructivism. Hence, cosmology 
offers knowledge of an observable universe but also infers a set of 
conditions for this universe, therefore, approaching a transcendental 
status. By this duality we understand that cosmology, as a science of 
the observable universe, is an aggregate of subordinated sciences that 
work together in the cognizance of this universe, and transcendental 
cosmology, as the science that provides systematic and architectonic 
unity to all of the other sciences, postulates a universe that conditions 
and encumbers all experience. Thus, we shall say that current cosmol-
ogy both explains the phenomenon and saves it, by conditioning it. 
Thence, by considering cosmology as a mediation between the two 
directions aforementioned, we come closer to critical philosophy even 
more, especially, considering that Kant’s system is believed by Michel-
la Massimi (2008) to be a mediation between the “saving the phenom-
enon” direction and the “defining the phenomenon” one. 
We conclude that cosmology presents enough properties and concep-
tual premisses in order to be considered as being normative and 
necessary in the conditioning of all cognizance of nature. 

7 According to Duhem
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Parties in Rawlsian original position might choose utilitarianism or 
any sort of utilitarianism. Utilitarianism has dominated the Anglo-
Saxon social philosophy, ethics, economics and philosophy of law 
since the beginning of the 19th century. During the last two centuries 
theoretical debates and discourses between such representatives of 
utilitarianism as Jeremy Bentham, J. St. Mill, Henry Sidgwick, R. M. 
Hare and John Harsanyi, developed and improved utilitarianism. 
There are many kinds of utilitarianism, but Rawls thought we should 
speak about utilitarianism in general. Utilitarianism, in general, states 
that the aim of social cooperation is to achieve the greatest net bal-
ance of satisfaction of the rational desires of individuals. 

Rawls accepted the utilitarian concept of the good. He 
accepted that good is satisfaction of rational desire. He was consid-
erate towards the utilitarianism which regarded right as a maximiza-
tion of good because “it is natural to think that rationality is maxi-
mizing something and that in morals it must be maximizing the good” 
(Rawls, 1973, p. 25). However, he did not accept the utilitarian 
concept of right. 

Why did he not accept that the concept of right is a maximi-
zation of the good? Why did he not accept it since the meaning of 
social cooperation is to maximize the well-being of the members of 
society since Rawls also thought that the aim of society is to achieve 
better life? However, he thought that “social cooperation makes pos-
sible a better life for all” (Rawls, 1973, p. 4) and not just for the 
majority of a society.

Parties in the original position will not accept such a concep-
tion of justice which would maximize the sum of advantages but it 

John Rawls’ aRguments 
foR libeRty and equality  
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does not respect the interest of every single persons. Parties in the 
original position will not accept any utilitarian conception of justice. 

Rawls was right that utilitarian social cooperation makes pos-
sible a better life but not for all. There will be losers. Rawls could 
accept only a social cooperation which makes a better life possible 
for all. It means that he formulated a double claim for justice: a 
requirement of a universal better life. 

How is it possible to reconcile the requirements of universality 
with that of a better life? 

The history of utilitarianism shows that if better life is prior to 
universality than the latter requirement cannot be entirely fulfilled. 
Universally, better life cannot be deduced from the principle of utility. 
Since Rawls accepted the utilitarian concept of good, he cannot 
deduce – as opposed to Kant – the requirement of a better life from 
universality either. The only thing is what he could tell that universal-
ity is more important requirement than the claim of a better life. 

A conception of social justice determines the distribution of pri-
mary goods. Rawls counted liberty and opportunity, income and wealth 
and social basis of self-respect among primary goods. Their equal distribu-
tion would satisfy the requirement of universality since equality apparently 
meets the demand of universality. That is why the first part of Rawls’ 
general idea claims that “all social values – liberty and opportunity, income 
and wealth, and the bases of self-respect – are to be distributed equally…” 
(Rawls, 1973, p. 62). We might imagine a hypothetical initial situation 
where all those primary social goods are equally distributed. 

However, equality is not enough. The aim of social justice is 
not just to provide equality. It has to provide a better life as well. An 
equal distribution of primary social goods, as Rawls stated, just “pro-
vides a benchmark for judging improvement.” It means that equality 
is only a benchmark and not the best state of affairs. It is possible 
to improve equality and it is allowed. Certain inequalities are allowed 
if they are advantageous for everyone. The second part of the gen-
eral idea expressed that thought. 

It means that there are two kinds of inequality, one of them is 
allowed, the other has to be eliminated. One is above equality, the 
other one is under the benchmark of equality and has to be elimi-
nated or at least diminished. 
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If we consider the primary social goods we see that in the case 
of liberty there is no (better) liberty above equality. Unequal liberty 
is not acceptable. Equal liberty is the best liberty as well. Members 
are privileged in a cast society or in an exclusive club. In those cases 
inequality of human rights could be improved in the way that more 
and more people would get the rights of privileged people and finally 
everybody would have the same rights of liberty. The rights of privi-
leged people will not be diminished if excluded people get the same 
rights. However, the liberty of previously excluded people would be 
improved. In the case of liberty, the benchmark of equality is the 
culmination of improvement. 

In the cases of such primary social goods as income and 
wealth, there are acceptable inequalities above the equal distribution 
of those goods. In the cases of income and wealth, the benchmark 
of equality is just a level of improvement but not the top of improve-
ment. In their cases, equality is not the culmination of improvement 
because the total quantity of income and wealth is increasable.   

We might suppose for example that the total income of a 
group of ten persons is 100 (units). The actual distribution is that 
five persons get 8 and five other 12. Equal distribution would be 10 
for everyone but it would mean that the positions of five persons 
become worse than their actual position. If the total income had 
increased to 120 than equal distribution meant that everybody gets 
12. In that case, nobody’s position would become worse and the 
positions of five persons would be better than theirs in actual case. 
However, if total income increases to 140, then such an unequal 
distribution is better for everyone when five persons get 13 and the 
other five 15. That example shows that the nature of income and 
wealth is different than that of liberty. Therefore, different principles 
have to regulate the distribution of liberty and of income and wealth.1

1 Politicians and individuals sometimes disregard the particular nature of liber-
ty and they regard it as such a good as income and wealth. “It is possible that 
men forgo certain political rights when the economic returns are significant.” 
(Rawls, John, A Theory of Justice, Oxford University Press, 1973, p. 63.) In 
that case liberty is distributed on principle of income and wealth. It could be 
done and it sometimes really happens but it is unjust.
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Moreover, the principle of liberty was formulated almost in its 
final version right after the general idea: “Each person is to have an 
equal right to the most extensive basic liberty compatible with a 
similar liberty for others” (Rawls, 1973, p. 60). This is the first prin-
ciple of justice. In the latter part of the book Rawls has modified only 
the extension of basic liberties.

It is more difficult to formulate a principle of just distribution 
of income and wealth because in their cases inequalities have to be 
reconciled with the requirement of universality. Furthermore, inequal-
ities of income are closely related to the hierarchic structure of offi-
cial positions. 

The hierarchic structure of positions, that is, inequality in 
bureaucracies of power and offices, cannot be eliminated because the 
functioning of those systems requires it. Equal distribution of author-
ities and offices is impossible. It means that the nature of power 
(authority) and offices as primary social goods differs from both the 
nature of liberty and that of income and wealth. A separate principle 
has to regulate the distribution of power and offices. The Rawlsian 
double requirement of justice could put forward just in an opportu-
nity for getting official positions. Furthermore, the distributions of 
wealth and that of power are interactive, that is why their separate 
principles have to be formulated in a connected form.    

This is the second principle of justice which consists of two 
parts. At first, at the beginning of his book Rawls could formulate 
the second principle of justice just in a rough-and-ready way. “Social 
and economic inequalities are to be arranged so that they are both 
(a) reasonably expected to be everyone’s advantage, and (b) 
attached to positions and offices open to all” (Rawls, 1973, p. 60). 

After that ‘unclear and indistinct’ formulation Rawls gave a 
long-lasting interpretation of both parts of the second principle.

Each part has two natural meanings: (a) wealth could be dis-
tributed according to the principle of efficiency and according to the 
difference principle; (b) positions and offices could either attach so 
that they are open to all, or fair opportunities are provided for all to 
attach positions. 

These four meanings could be connected in four different ways 
and Rawls denominated the four different interpretations. “These four 
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interpretations are natural aristocracy, natural liberty, liberal equality 
and democratic liberty.” He detailed the last three interpretations and 
told that their temporal sequence is evident. However, why is it natu-
ral to suppose that theoretical interpretations have a temporal 
sequence?  Only real historical interpretations have a chronology.

Rawls suggested that natural liberty, liberal equality and 
democratic liberty are successive historical distributions of wealth and 
opportunities in the history of modern Western societies. They rep-
resent stages of a development in which the distribution of these 
primary social goods became more and more just. Rawls neither drew 
such a historical development explicitly nor did he state that they are 
just theoretical opportunities.2 As he formulated they are parts of the 
tradition of Western moral philosophy. Rawls used those traditional 
interpretations to formulate more and more clearly and distinctly the 
second principle of justice.

The main feature of Rawls`s point of view was that he 
regarded modern Western societies as basically different ones from 
every other society in the history of mankind. Aristocratic and cast 
societies were dominant in the history and Rawls thought they were 
unjust because they built the arbitrary and contingent historical dis-
tribution of goods into their basic social structure. Modern Western 
societies have never accepted the arbitrary and contingent historical 
distribution and they have tried to reform it from the beginning on. 

The first interpretation of modern society, the system of 
natural liberty, has already confronted to the arbitrary and contingent 
historical distribution of basic goods. Similarly to the other two inter-
pretations, natural liberty requires from basic social institution to 
satisfy the principle of equal liberty and it supposes a market econo-
my. Although all three of interpretations accept the principle of lib-

2 We can only guess why he did not reconstruct such a historical process. 
But I believe it is meaningful to think of its possible reasons. He might have 
thought that it would have been a simplification of real historical process if 
we had suppose the natural liberty was dominant until the end of 19th century 
and from that time on liberal equality has dominated Western societies and 
democratic liberty appeared in the sixties. He might have also thought that 
a society could go back to its previous distributive system because such a re-
gression is always possible. And it happened after the economic crisis in 1973. 
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erty as the first principle of justice but they differ from each other 
as in the interpretation of the second principle of justice.

The system of natural liberty asserts that attaching offices is 
just if careers are open to talents and distribution of wealth is just if 
it is efficient. Efficiency encourages utilization of resources although 
it may be accompanied by inequality. 

The principle of efficiency was formulated by Pareto. He stated 
that “a configuration is efficient whenever it is impossible to change 
it so as to make some persons (at least one) better off without at 
the same time making other persons (at least one) worse off” (Rawls, 
1973, p. 67). Pareto’s optimality satisfies the Rawlsian double 
requirement because it allows only a change which is advantageous 
for everyone – as far as to their present arrangement is concerned. 

However, many kinds of distributions could satisfy the criteria 
of efficiency. “For example, a distribution in which one person 
receives the entire stock of commodities is efficient since there is no 
rearrangement that will make some better off and none worse off” 
(Rawls, 1973, p. 69). Efficient utilization of the same sources could 
be highly unequal, relatively unequal or totally equal and we cannot 
choose one of them basing on principle of efficiency. “To select 
among the efficient distributions some other principle, a principle of 
justice, say, is necessary” (Rawls, 1973, p. 25). 

Rawls wants to select among the efficient distributions, 
although the principle of Pareto-optimality satisfies his requirement 
that a change is allowed if it is advantageous for everyone. He wants 
to select among efficient distributions, because the principle of effi-
ciency does not care for equality; it does not care about high inequal-
ity of the initial position and it also allows inequality under the 
benchmark of equality as well.  Rawls argued that everybody consid-
ers that a society is unjust where one person possesses all particular 
goods although the distribution of goods meets the Pareto-optimal-
ity. Rawls stated that the distribution of persons is also unjust if the 
basic structure of society determines very unequal life-prospects for 
the members of society. “Thus it may be that under certain condi-
tions serfdom cannot be significantly reformed without lowering the 
expectations of some representative man, say that of landowners, in 
which case serfdom is efficient” (Rawls, 1973, p. 71).
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On what grounds does Rawls pronounce unjust a highly une-
qual but efficient initial distribution of wealth and income?  He could 
hardly declare it unjust on the basis of his difference principle which 
states that “social and economic inequalities are to be arranged so 
that they are … expected to be everyone’s advantage” because the 
Pareto’s optimality satisfies the explicit requirement of his difference 
principle. His difference principle could not constrain the principle of 
efficiency. Rawls could not select among efficient positions on the 
basis of the difference principle. His difference principle does not 
require more equality than Pareto optimality does.3

However, on the ground of his general conception of justice, 
he may declare an initial distribution that it is unjust because the first 
part of his general conception has formulated that the basic social 
goods have to be equally distributed.

His other two principles of justice, that is, the principle of 
equal basic liberty and the principle of fair equal opportunity, express 
some kind of equality. From the beginning of modern societies “the 
principle of efficiency was constrained by certain background institu-
tions” (Rawls, 1973, p. 72), such as the basic rights of liberty, while, 
the conception of career is open to talents and the free market 
economy.

It means that the principle of liberty, firstly, the conception of 
career, is open to talents. later, the principle of fair equal opportu-
nity put forward the requirement of equality against the principle of 
efficiency and made selection among efficient distribution possible. It 

3 I think that Rawls implicitly supposed that equal distribution of wealth and 
income is more advantageous for everyone than some unequal, but efficient, 
distributions of these. 
The word of advantage always expresses a relationship between two posi-
tions. We could compare our future position to our contingent present posi-
tion and consider that future one is advantageous in comparison to present 
one. Pareto’s optimality fulfils such a requirement of advantage. But we 
could compare any Pareto’s efficient position to an ideal – efficient and 
equal – distribution and in those cases it will turn out that some efficient but 
unequal positions are disadvantageous in comparison to equal distribution. 
However, it will also turn out that some unequal but efficient positions are 
advantageous in comparison to equal and efficient distribution. The latter 
ones are above the benchmark of equality.
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means that the general conception of justice or more exactly, the 
claim of equality prevails against efficiency by the help of the princi-
ple of liberty and of equal opportunity. 

The principle of liberty has gradually cancelled individual 
(noble) privileges. The conception of career as open to talents has 
limited the role of social status and of wealth in attaching to social 
positions. 

However, that conception has diminished the role of wealth 
only to a very slight degree and although careers were open to talent 
but the chances of individuals have not become equal because of the 
high inequality of wealth. 

In the system of natural liberty the 2/b principle of justice did 
not limit sufficiently the sphere of the 2/a principle of justice that is 
of the principle of efficiency and it allowed a highly unequal but effi-
cient distribution of wealth. Unequal distribution of wealth reacted 
on the success of principle 2/b (that is on the realization of the 
conception of careers being open to talents). In the system of natu-
ral liberty, the principle of efficiency could allow a highly unequal 
distribution of wealth which causes that the success of principle 2/b 
be only formal. 

The system of liberal equality has reflected that problem and 
reformulated 2/b principle of justice.  

The basic idea behind the conception of career open to talents 
is that natural talents of an individual and not their social and prop-
erty status determine whether they obtain an office or a position. 
The system of liberal equality defines principle of justice 2/b as a 
principle of fair equal opportunity. The aim of this principle is to 
mitigate the influence of contingent social and property status in 
obtaining a position. In the system of liberal equality, excessive accu-
mulations of property and wealth are prevented and equal opportuni-
ties of education are provided for all. It means that the state inter-
venes in the functioning of the free market economy, hinders accu-
mulation of capitals by legal and political means, and provides 
resources for public education through taxation. Governmental 
intervention provides fair equal opportunity for persons. Such an 
intervention essentially influences distribution of wealth and incomes 
as well.
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The system of liberal equality interprets the 2/a principle of 
justice as a principle of efficiency, but efficiency is strongly restricted 
by the principle of fair equal opportunity. It accepts only such an 
efficient distribution of income and wealth which is determined by the 
natural distribution of capabilities and talents. If we connect those 
two principles to the principle of equal liberty, we attain to the 
mostly accepted conception of justice of modern Western societies. 
liberal equality is the dominant conception of justice in modern con-
stitutional democracies. Equal opportunity seems fair to most people 
in Western countries because this idea ensures that people’s fates 
should be determined by their own choices and not by contingent 
social circumstances. 

However, Rawls does not stop here. He could not accept the 
system of liberal equality because it “still permits the distribution of 
wealth and income to be determined by natural distribution of abili-
ties and talents” (Rawls, 1973, p. 74). It is unacceptable because the 
natural distribution of abilities and talents is as arbitrary and contin-
gent as the distribution of class position and social status.

The idea of fair equal opportunity recognizes differences only 
in social circumstances but disregards differences in natural talents. 
Or, it regards them as if they were subjects of our choices. Rawls 
argues that no one deserves their natural talents and assets; no one 
deserves his misfortune in genetic lottery. He argues that democratic 
liberty, which is his interpretation on the second principle, requires at 
least partial compensation for unequal talents and abilities. 

Yet, Rawls does not treat natural inequalities in the same way 
as the principle of fair equal opportunity deals with social inequalities. 
The principle of equal opportunity suggests eliminating unfair social 
inequalities. But natural inequalities must not be eliminated. Rawls 
says that we should arrange the basic structure of society so that 
contingent natural inequalities work for the good of the least fortu-
nate. 

How could we improve the 2/b principle to achieve that pur-
pose? In the framework of liberal equality the single basis of selection 
for a position is natural talent and assets of the applicant. Status, 
rank, wealth and other privileges cannot be standpoints of a selec-
tion. If we cannot employ individual capabilities to select among 
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applicants then we might decide it by lot as in the ancient Athens. 
However, it is apparently not a solution since it might add to arbi-
trariness of natural lottery the arbitrariness of an artificial lottery. 

It is obvious that the contingent influence of natural inequali-
ties could be diminished only in the sphere of wealth and income. It 
means that wealth and incomes must be redistributed. naturally it 
means that some part of wealth and income has to be taken away 
from the rich and has to be given to the least advantaged. It can be 
carried out by the arbitrary application of political power, or it might 
result from revolutionary violence. neither of them suits the princi-
ples of justice because both of them infringe the principle of equal 
basic liberty and of fair equal opportunity. A part of wealth has to be 
taken away in such a way that it should not infringe the prior princi-
ples and be in harmony with the requirement of efficiency. Rawls’ 
famous and hotly-debated difference principle does that.  

The background idea of the difference principle is that “the 
social order must not secure more attractive prospects for better off 
than for less fortunate persons” (Rawls, 1973, p. 75).4 The least 
advantaged persons should be compensated for their natural disad-
vantages. 

The difference principle obviously confines the spheres of the 
other two principles of justice. However, the principle of fair equal 
opportunity has already confined the spheres of equal basic liberty. 
To attain fair opportunity, we have to prevent the excessive accumu-
lations of property and wealth and we have to provide equal oppor-
tunities of education for all persons. These are generally accepted 
demands in Western democracies. It meant that we must confine the 
liberty of private property, that is, the state takes off some part of 
wealth and income from private owners. The result of confinement 
might be that liberty of private property does not belong to basic 
liberties. It could also mean that only the formal rules of acquisition, 
possession and transfer of private property belong to basic liberties. 
H. l. A. Hart stated that the ironic outcome of that formally equal 
liberty of private property is that “a beggar and a billionaire have the 

4 I think that Brian Barry has reformulated rightly and witty Rawls’ difference 
principle when he said that it means „the greatest benefit of the least 
advantaged”. (Barry, 1989, p. 215)
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same property rights but Rawls might answer that their inequality will 
be mitigated by the difference principle” (Hart, 1989, p. 236). In 
opposition to Hart I think that the inequality between a beggar and 
a billionaire could be diminished not only by the difference principle 
but it is mitigated by the provisions for equal opportunity which are 
accepted parts of the legal and institutional practice of Western 
democracies. Rawls only applied that ‘liberty-confining’ logic and 
practice of Western democracies in the field of natural assets as well.

let us see that these confinements of liberty make it possible 
for the equality of basic liberties to survive. Unrestricted liberties 
bring about unequal arrangement of wealth and life chances and such 
an arrangement reacts on liberties and makes them unequal. The 
reflective equilibrium is a method of expounding by which Rawls 
attained the equilibrium of principles. 

The difference principle influences not only the principle of 
liberty, but also the principle of fair opportunity. In the system of 
liberal equality the latter principle has a meritocratic character. An 
individual deserves his career because of his natural talents, capabili-
ties and efforts. “The role of fair opportunity is to insure that the 
system of cooperation will be a pure procedural justice” (Rawls, 
1973, p. 87). But in the system of democratic equality the difference 
principle regards natural talents as a common asset,5 so it cannot be 
said that an individual deserves his career. It means that the principle 
of fair opportunity (2b) and the difference principle (2a) are not only 
different but also that the difference principle is inconsistent with the 
principle of fair opportunity. 

The difference principle requires positive discrimination from 
society to compensate the least fortunate individuals. Or more exact-
ly, we should arrange the basic structure of society so that contingent 
natural inequalities work for the good of the least fortunate. 

We could and we should arrange and reform the unequal and 
contingent distribution of primary social goods. Rawls’ idea is to 
redress the bias of contingencies in the direction of equality. And we 
could do it. That a society is not a voluntary cooperation, but a 

5 “We see that the difference principle represents… an agreement to regard 
natural talents as a common asset.” (Rawls, 1973, p. 101)
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society which satisfies the Rawlsian principles of justice, comes close 
to be a voluntary scheme. “The social system is not an unchangeable 
order beyond human control but a pattern of human action” (Rawls, 
1973, p. 102). 

Unequal distribution of every single basic goods can be 
redressed in accordance with its own principle. We could mitigate an 
unequal distribution of basic liberties in accordance with the principle 
of liberty, unequal opportunities could be redressed according to the 
principle of fair opportunity, and inequality of wealth could be miti-
gated in accordance with the difference principle. It might be said that 
all single basic goods have their own spheres.6 However we must cre-
ate an equilibrium of principles if we would like to redress inequality 
of all basic goods. We cannot come to stop at the plurality of basic 
goods and principles. Principles should be connected in a hierarchy. 
Hierarchy of principles expresses more than a moral importance of the 
single principles. It expresses not only that, for example, the principle 
of liberty is more important than the principle of fair opportunity from 
a moral point of view. Hierarchy expresses a kind of logic. It express-
es the only possible way of connecting these principles.

Relying on his principles of justice Rawls requires governmen-
tal intervention to ensure just distribution of basic goods. That is 
why he is a modern liberal thinker and that is why we might interpret 
his theory as a justification of the modern welfare state.

In the third section of his work, when Rawls starts to formulate 
his own theory he claims that those principles are objects of an original 
agreement. They are the outcome of a hypothetical social contract. 
This contract is created in a so called original position behind a veil of 
ignorance. “We have to imagine some persons who choose these prin-
ciples in one joint act, in an original position” (Rawls, 1973, p. 11).

That contract and those principles are fair because persons in 
the original position do not know their places in society, their class 
position or social status, they do not know their fortune in the dis-
tribution of natural assets and abilities, and they do not know their 

6 I think that Michael Walzer’s work Spheres of Justice (1983) is not only a 
critic of Rawls’ theory but Walzer proceeded on the line of Rawlsian way of 
thinking as well when he formed his theory of justice. 
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intelligence, strength and the like. Persons in the original position do 
not know their particularities. It means that they are equal and free 
to make fair agreement. The original position is a position of equal-
ity. The circumstances of original position “ensure that no one is 
advantaged or disadvantaged in the choices of principles” (Rawls, 
1973, p. 12). The veil of ignorance ensures that the fundamental 
agreement and the principles of justice will be fair.  

And after that short description of a hypothetical original posi-
tion, Rawls states that “the persons in the initial situation would 
choose two rather different principles: the first requires equality in 
basic rights and duties and the second holds that social and economic 
inequalities, for example inequalities of wealth and authority, are just 
only if they result in compensating benefits for everyone, and in par-
ticular for the least advantaged members of society.” (Rawls, 1973, p. 
14-15). Those are the principles of justice on which Rawls bases his 
own theory. Finally, at the end of the third section, Rawls declares that 
he has formulated the most appropriate conception of an initial situa-
tion and his original position leads to his principles of justice.7

It seems that Rawls deduced his principles of justice from the 
original position. We might think of such a deduction if we follow the 
sequence of ideas in the third section which formulates ‘the main 
idea of the theory of justice.’  Here, at first, Rawls introduced the 
idea of the original position and then he formulated his two principles 
of justice. He stated that persons in the original position would not 
choose utilitarian principles of justice but they would choose his prin-
ciples of justice. Finally, he claimed that his conception of the original 
position leads to his two principles of justice.

The main question of this section discusses whether it is pos-
sible to deduce Rawlsian principles of justice from his conception of 
original position?

The basic theory of the original position is pure procedural 
justice (Rawls, 1973, p. 136).

This theory means that because of the correct or fair proce-
dure, the outcome of decision making is correct whatever it is. By 

7 “I want to maintain that the most appropriate conception of this situation 
does lead to principles of justice contrary to utilitarianism and perfectionism.” 
(Rawls, 1973, p. 15)
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the characteristics of the original position, Rawls has created the 
conditions of pure and fair procedure. 

The characteristics of the original position are the following: 
Persons (or parties) in the original position are equal, free and rational. 
They do not know their particularities but “they know the general facts 
about human society” (Rawls, 1973, p. 137), that is, they know gen-
eral laws of economics, sociology and psychology and general circum-
stances of justice. Based on their positions and knowledge, persons are 
capable deciding and formulating necessary principles of social justice.

It is obvious that persons cannot deduce any principles from 
their free and equal dispositions. liberty and equality determine only 
their positions. liberty and equality are just positional characteristics 
of persons in the original position; liberty and equality, as positions, 
cannot provide grounds for inference to principles of justice.  

Rationality of persons is also so formal that it cannot be a 
starting point of deduction of principles. Rawls interpreted rationality 
in a narrow and formal sense, “it is the standard of economic theory: 
it means to take the most effective means to given ends” (Rawls, 
1973, p. 14). It is natural, and not surprising, that from such dispo-
sitions as liberty, equality and rationality, persons in the original posi-
tion cannot deduce any principles of social justice. 

What about general circumstances of justice? Rawls took over 
an account of the circumstances of justice from David Hume. Cir-
cumstances of justice in Hume’s philosophy are moderate scarcity of 
resources and limited generosity of individuals.  Circumstances of 
justice describe conditions under which social cooperation are both 
possible and necessary. The circumstances of justice are general pre-
conditions of any normal functioning of any society. 

It is obvious that we cannot conclude any principles of justice 
from preconditions of normal society. We cannot deduce any principle 
of justice from moderate scarcity and from limited generosity. We 
may say that if circumstances of justice exist, then any conception 
of justice determines human relations on a social level.  

There might be situations in which circumstances of justice do 
not exist. Such situations come into existence frequently in private and 
family life but they are exceptional on social level. nevertheless in such 
situations justice might become superfluous, useless or impossible but 
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those situations cannot be sources of principles of social justice. 
We may also suppose that persons in the original position 

could formulate principles of justice if they rely on general laws of 
economics, sociology, and psychology 

It is true that different economists, sociologists and psycholo-
gists have worked out different conceptions of justice partly based on 
general laws of economics, sociology and psychology. They have 
argued for their conceptions, they have tried to justify them. Those 
conceptions have been discussed and debated in scientific circles but 
we cannot say that all scientists have accepted one definite concep-
tion of social justice. It shows that these sciences do not represent 
an absolute and unquestionable knowledge concerning social justice 
from which persons in the original position could derive definite and 
necessary principles of justice. 

It is also possible that Rawls himself deduced his principles of 
justice from his own general sociological, psychological and eco-
nomic knowledge. However, general knowledge in economics, sociol-
ogy and psychology consist of statements of facts, while Rawls’ 
principles are moral prescriptions. Furthermore, Rawls knows that 
“there can be no logical deduction of moral judgments from state-
ments of fact” (Hare, 1963, p. 2).8 

In the first section of his book, Rawls states that every differ-
ent conception of justice has the same role. It means that the role 
of justice is a common and general feature of every concept of jus-
tice. So it might be that the role of justice leads persons in the 
original position to principles of justice. Rawls defined the role of 
justice as it is “to specify the basic rights and duties and to determine 
the appropriate distributive shares”  (Rawls, 1973, p. 11). It is clear 
that such a conception of role is so abstract and formal that many 
different principles and conceptions of justice meet its requirements.

We have already considered all the characteristics of Rawls’ 
original position and we see that the principle of justice cannot be 
deduced from them either. 

8 Henry Sidgwick formulated similar view in his Method of Ethics (1884. p. 2). 
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It means that in opposition to his statement, his conception 
of hypothetical initial situation cannot lead to his principles of justice. 
It means that it is impossible to deduce his principles of justice from 
his original position.  

It is an essential question. If he could deduce any principle of 
justice from formal and fair conditions of his initial situation based 
on the theory of pure procedural justice, then he justifies that his 
principles are necessary and unquestionable. However, it seems that 
Rawls was mistaken when he stated that his original position would 
lead to his principles of justice. 

Having said these, I do state that Rawls’ original position 
might lead to his principles of justice. I think that Rawls has not 
mentioned a decisive feature of his original position. Persons in the 
original position are not only free and equal but they regard liberty 
and equality as values. liberty and equality are not just positions but 
they are values as well. Persons in the original position regard free-
dom and liberty as values of social life. They want to realize these 
values in the basic institutions of society as much as possible. They 
want to create such a society which satisfies the requirements of 
liberty and equality to the highest possible degree. 

Rawls claims that society has two abstract ends: People coop-
erate in society to provide inviolability and a better life for everyone. 
Persons in the original position want to create such a society where 
those abstract aims of society can be reached in such a framework 
of social cooperation which is determined by values of liberty and 
equality.

And it is possible to deduce Rawls’ principles of justice from 
liberty and equality if liberty and equality are values not just disposi-
tions of persons in the original position. 

If liberty and equality are values they represent standards of 
fair social cooperation. liberty and equality together really specify 
basic rights and duties and determine the possible distribution of 
primary goods. 

It is not an easy task to reconcile the value of liberty with that 
of equality. Rawls has attempted to do it. liberty has to be prior to 
equality if you regard them as values and you would like to realize 
both. If equality has had priority to liberty then prior realization of 
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equality would mean that (political) enforcement of equality would 
diminish or eliminate liberty of individuals. 

But if liberty is not restricted by equality, that is, if liberty is 
not confined to basic liberties it would leave no place to equality. 
Unrestricted liberty makes equality impossible. Rawls’ two principles 
of justice is equilibrium of liberty and equality. 

We see that persons in the original position can deduce prin-
ciples of justice from values of liberty and equality. These principles 
have to be applied to the basic structure of society. But how is the 
original position concerned with society? 

We might say that the original position is an abstract model 
of society because it is an abstraction from every particular feature 
of individual and social life. In his later book, Political liberalism, 
Rawls stated that the idea of society “is developed in conjunction 
with two companion ideas: the idea of citizens … and the idea of 
well-ordered society.” The citizens are defined as free and equal per-
sons and the well-ordered society means that there is an agreement 
because “everyone accepts … the very same principles of justice” 
(Rawls, 1993, p. 35). The persons in the original position are free 
and equal and they agree with the same principles of justice. It means 
that the original position expresses the idea of society. 

This analogy between original position and the idea of society 
is very useful because when the persons go back to their particular 
society they could base their social life on these principles.9

So it seems that if liberty and equality are values, Rawls’ 
original position can lead to his principles of justice. Persons can 
deduce those principles. 

But liberty and equality can be regarded as values only on the 
basis of an antecedent conception of justice. It means that the 
original position cannot be the starting point in the determination of 
principles of justice. Persons in the original position have previously 
and tacitly accepted a conception of justice in which liberty and 
equality are basic values. And they actually deduce the Rawlsian 
principles of justice from that already existing conception of justice. 

9 Michael Walzer criticized Rawls’ theory by argumentation that when persons 
go back into their real society they could not rely on principles of justce they 
had accepted in original position. (Walzer, 1983)



argumentor

94

This way, we can explain the curious structure of the first part 
of Rawls’ book.10 Although in the third section Rawls started from 
original position and stated that it leads to principles of justice, in 
the following part of his work, at first he presented his two principles 
of justice in detail, analyzed them and argued for them. Only in the 
third chapter, after that detailed presentation of principles of justice, 
did he describe and characterize his hypothetical original position in 
detail. And here he stated that his principles of justice constitute an 
antecedent alternative which can be chosen by persons in the original 
position. But what is the origin of that alternative? What is the 
source of principles of justice if not the original position?

I claim that the source of his two principles of justice is, in fact, 
his conception of justice which is based on the values of liberty and 
equality. He formulated his conception or theory of justice in the sec-
ond chapter of his work without the help of the original position.11 Yet, 
he used the values of liberty and equality as independent standards for 
deciding principles of justice and for creating equilibrium between prin-
ciples in sections from 11 to 17 of A Theory of Justice. I think Rawls 
was right when he stated in his later work Political liberalism, that “the 
idea of original position is [just] a device of representation” (Rawls, 
1993, p. 24) and it is not the origin of principles of justice. 

Michael Sandel investigated Rawls’ contractarian argumenta-
tion in his first book (1982, pp. 104-132) and he investigated it again 
in his last book (2009, pp. 140-151). He ascertained that actual 
contracts are not self-sufficient. “Actual contracts presuppose a 
background of morality in the light of which the obligations may be 
qualified and assessed.” (Sandel, 1982, p. 109) I claim that in the 
case of Rawls’ hypothetical contract we may also talk about moral 
background which is formed by values of liberty and equality. Rawls 
specified the basic rights and duties and determined the appropriate 
distributive shares in the light of liberty and equality. 

However, it means that the decision making process of princi-
ples of justice in the original position cannot be pure procedure. Its 

10 A huge secondary literature has already discussed Rawls’ theory but nobody 
has noticed and dealt with the curious structure of the first part of his book.
11 The expression ‘original position’ appears only at the end of second chapter 
in section 18, where Rawls discussed individual duties and obligations. 
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basic theory cannot be theory of pure procedural justice. It is an 
imperfect procedure. Its basic theory is imperfect procedural justice 
because the values of liberty and equality are independent standards 
for deciding the outcome of the process.  

Rawls derived his principles of justice from the values of lib-
erty and equality and, in that way, he could not formulate necessary 
and unconditional principles of justice. The original position cannot 
justify his principles of justice. 

liberty and equality are main values of modern Western con-
stitutional democracies. This is the point of view Rawls’ theory of 
justice should be perceived; not as a justification, but as an apology 
for Western societies.
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The issue of visualization in a political discourse appears most often 
in the context of marketing operations attempted mostly during 
electoral campaigns. Happenings, events, gadgets and costumes per-
form an important function of persuasion. The significance of the 
visual elements should not be confined, though, to the elections only. 
Visual signs, symbols and performances have become key elements 
of the public discourse. Traditionally those were the tools fundamen-
tally used by social movements or political opposition. Today the 
ruling elites also use the images in many different forms in order to 
present their programs or decisions. The reasons for the growing role 
of visuals are complex and multifaceted. They can be found both in 
the changes in the overall culture, political one included, as well as 
in the functionality of the images themselves. The objective of this 
article is to answer the question on the functionality of images in 
politics. The analysis of the activities of the Polish President should 
allow us to present the potential of the visuals in political life. It will 
present the variety of forms and functions in their use.

Cultural Context

One of the scenarios concerning the vision of changes which are going 
to occur in politics after the overcoming of the present economic 
crisis holds that politics will become a less and less significant spec-
tacle, a theater that does not translate into real action. In the soci-
ety of spectacle according to Guy Debord (1995, p. 18), the sense of 
vision has the priority, and reality is transformed into images, which 
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become real beings and stimuli driving concrete behaviors. Visual 
nature of the contemporary culture saturated with visual stimuli and 
multiplicity of images filling our everydayness are the reason for an 
increased interest with visual aspects of contemporary politics. Glo-
balization is a process that is inclining us to choose simple and une-
quivocal symbols, allowing us to communicate independently of the 
local cultural context. The role of the media is another one, resulting 
in the fact that political events are planned in terms of their attrac-
tiveness for the TV message. Personalization is still another one, 
forcing us to focus on specific personages – political actors and their 
appearance and behavior. Tabloidization requires a picture in order to 
legitimize a sensational story. Politicians more and more often realize 
that the language their electors use is rooted in the language of 
popular culture: a film, a comic strip or a TV commercial. Those 
phenomena create a fertile ground for the use of images. One should 
remember that images allow the construction of fundamental meta-
phors, narratives and collective socio-political judgments. Images 
shape the decisions on the choices citizens make, influence their way 
of perceiving of political phenomena and processes. Images also pro-
vide the tools for control of citizens’ emotions. It is particularly essen-
tial in the period of crisis and social tensions.

If we agree that visual elements are important in today’s pub-
lic discourse, it would be a mistake to limit their role to a tool only, 
influencing the emotions of viewers, of illustrations and means of 
persuasion. The question of the argumentative elements it carries 
with it is also plausible.

In contemporary political analysis, we may observe a certain 
polarization. On the one hand, we have a postulate of the develop-
ment of deliberation mechanisms, emphasis on various forms of citi-
zens’ participation, stressing the importance of public debate as a 
method of solving important social problems. On the other hand, 
there is talk of an increasing visualization and theatricality of the 
political life. As it was already mentioned, it reaches the citizens in 
this form; political processes, controversial issues, diplomatic prob-
lems in the media’s message are reduced to single images – bloody 
pictures of  demonstration quenching, friendly embraces of politi-
cians, pictures of slogans carried in a pageant or the images of TV 
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debate of the presidential candidates. Contradicting visualization and 
rationality is artificial, after all. If we recall the protests of the 
Occupy Wall street movement, rational argumentation is expressed 
through massive and spectacular protests. The tearing down of the 
Berlin Wall, which was recorded in hundreds of pictures, was a 
rational action of free citizens. When in 1970, FRG’s Chancellor 
Willy Brandt knelt in front of the Warsaw Ghetto Heroes’ monu-
ment, it was not a political event devoid of political content.

True, there are many spectacular events, although they lack much 
sense. In the last parliamentary elections in Poland, local leaders of one 
of a newly established parties invited journalists to view a make-shift wall 
of several bricks and they demolished it with a huge hammer – demon-
strating in this way the existence of a solidly fixed political scene.

Thus, although not every usage of the visual image in the 
political discourse should be recognized as a rational one, we should 
avoid juxtaposing a reasonable public debate and a political specta-
cle. The more so, since in the political practice, visual and verbal 
elements permeate each other. The Round Table Talks have become 
the symbol of the 1989 transformation in Poland. The visual object, 
such as a concrete piece of furniture, has become an integral part of 
the talks taking place between the power structure and the opposi-
tion. Its shape was not accidental – the idea was to present the 
equality and openness and good will of the two parties of the agree-
ment. The metaphor of the round table talks has transformed into a 
concrete object, and that one, in turn, as recorded in hundreds of 
pictures and film shots, became an image both in a documentary and 
a metaphorical sense. 

Characteristic visual elements, that often appear in the politi-
cal scene, are gadgets, specially selected objects, which are used by 
politicians in order to illustrate their utterances, give it flavor or make 
it a bit scandalous. some of the politicians are endowed with a spe-
cific performance talent. Their press conferences are sometimes 
quasi theater performances. One of the Polish ministers of finance, 
Grzegorz kołodko, showed great initiative in making his message 
spectacular. slicing a huge loaf of bread, he showed how the budget-
ary expenditures were distributed. subsequent ministers followed his 
example – zbigniew ziobro, a minister of justice, displayed a micro-
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cassette recorder, which was supposed to be a ‘nail to the coffin’ of 
one of the defendants. He also brought a block of ice, while talking 
about a collapse of the roof over the market hall due to poor snow 
removal. One of the Polish parliamentarians, Janusz Palikot, notori-
ous for his spectacular events, in one of his first conferences appeared 
with an artificial penis in one hand and a revolver in the other; he 
was talking about a case of rape in the police station. This variety of 
ideas showed by the politicians while organizing their press confer-
ences seem to confirm the thesis that the mediatization processes 
are responsible for the increase in the number of visual elements. The 
election campaign period stimulates politicians’ creativity in the vis-
ual dimension as well. Then party leaders get up at 4 a.m. in order 
to distribute apples to the first shift workers. They take their daugh-
ters to the bookstore to buy handbooks, in order to deplore the high 
cost of expenditure for average families with the start of a new 
school year. They set the deckchairs in front of the prime minister’s 
chancery and invite passers- by to sit down and find themselves in 
the role of government ministers, ‘who do nothing.’

kevin michael DeLuca and Jennifer Peeples (2002) are right 
in their statement that the public screen appears to be a metaphor, 
which perfectly completes the existing image of the public sphere.  
Politicians and activists of the new social movements, such as anti-
globalists, know well that with the media’s participation any issues 
and arguments may be introduced to the public debate.

The importance of the media as an actor in today’s public 
sphere depends, among others, on the fact that the media make a 
decision on the presence in this sphere of its participants: politicians, 
activists, social movements and individual citizens. The argumenta-
tive power of each public actor depends, undoubtedly, on their access 
to the media, and also, – what is not less important – on their abil-
ity to control the media message concerning them (Delicath, DeLu-
ca,  2003, p. 318). The use of new communication technologies, 
contrary to the expectations, did not provide full control of the mes-
sage and the image, just the opposite – now they are even less 
controllable. It is particularly evident in the election campaigns, when 
the supporters of each party use the potential of Web 2.0 media and 
propagate satirical cartoons and film clips.
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Research on the Visual

The fundamental questions of what the picture represents and what 
its hidden meanings are, what ideas and values are at its basis, and 
what cultural context determines its meaning are the main interest 
points of semiotics and iconography. Rhetoric, apart from those con-
cerns, is interested in the persuasive aspect of the message, first of all. 
Reflecting on the rhetoric of the visual images concerns many dimen-
sions of communication (Ott, Dickinson,  2009). neo-Aristotelian 
perspective inclines one to analyze public performances and messages 
in view of the way in which visual elements become a part of the life 
of citizens in a democracy. Rhetoric may be defined as communication 
by means of symbols, the objective of which is to convince the public. 
In this case, visual elements should be treated as one of the kinds of 
symbols. such approach we can find in the works of sonya Foss (1982, 
1992, 1994, 2004a, 2004b, 2009), Roland Barthes (1982, 1996), 
Robert Hariman and John Luis Lucaites (2002, 2003). The approach 
closer to the critical cultural studies or post-structural theory is busy 
with visual rhetoric as an element of everyday life, which shapes the 
culture (in this trend we find works of Anthony Blair [1996, 2004],  
kelli Fuery and Patrick Fuery [2003], marita sturken and Lisa Cart-
wright [2001]). Finally, visual rhetoric may be treated as the logic of 
action (as perceived by John Berger [1972], Rudolf Arnheim [1969], 
Donald Hoffman [1998], William J. Thomas mitchell [1994, 2005]). In 
this approach images influence our minds and the comprehension of 
reality. similarly to language, which imperceptibly and in its own way 
categorizes our experiences, our seeing is contextual and selective.

The images appearing at all stages of the rhetoric process are 
being analyzed with lesser or greater frequency and intensity. We may 
use visuals as a source of inspiration, a reservoir of images and a 
method of remembering according to our inventiveness. There is no 
doubt that images are exploited as a part of elocutio. It is worth 
noting that in the case of visuals, it is rather difficult to draw a 
demarcation line between the role of particular elements of elocutio 
and actio. 

Treating the visuals as rhetorical messages carries with it 
definite consequences. Thus, for instance, visual forms should serve 
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not only the presentation of ideas, abstractions, activities, but also 
metaphors. may they be used then in the process of invention as a 
complex argument? may the structure of visualizations serve as a 
structure of argumentation? Can we speak of a style in reference to 
the used visual elements in the same fashion as we speak of a style 
(i.e. in specific choices of means of persuasion) in reference to 
words? This is well illustrated with the graphic design of a newspa-
per. A conservative newspaper will use a different font than a liberal 
one. The page set-up for young readers will be different than in a 
commercial magazine. Layout of a tabloid will immediately identify it 
as different from the weekly newspaper.

Visual Competence

Visual choices conceal a persuasive (or rhetorical) intent. In order to 
implement that intent, the communication choice must be compre-
hensible to the receivers. And that – similarly to the verbal message 
– calls for the existence of a common visual vocabulary, universally 
understood visual conventions. Unaware that we speak prose, we use 
that code efficiently. After all, we read the pictorial weather forecast 
perfectly; we have no difficulties in moving around at the airport, 
following the pictograms, we use the pictures in the instruction 
manual to learn how to use a new piece of equipment. Generally, we 
are prepared, at the consumer level, to communicate by means of 
images. We do it automatically, unknowingly. since those images are 
produced according to social and aesthetic conventions, and those 
– as marita sturken and Lisa Cartwright write (2001, p. 25) – resem-
ble road signs, which we adopt in the process of socialization, they 
become our second nature. 

The matter gets more complicated, when we go beyond mere 
instructions or information. social campaigns may serve as a good 
example here. In one of them, the billboard presented a picture of a 
wheelchair for the disabled (the caption said: your new wheels after 
the crash) or IV-injection (your new drinks after the crash). The 
objective was to enhance the awareness of the accidents young driv-
ers cause. The pictures played a symbolic role, utilizing irony as a 
figure of thought. 
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During eURO 2012 Cup prior to the Poland-Russia game, one 
of the Polish weeklies displayed on its front page a photo of the Pol-
ish team coach in the costume and body stance of marshall Pilsud-
ski. The marshall was a commander of the polish army in 1920 
fighting a battle which was later called a ‘Warsaw miracle’, in which 
the Poles defeated the attacking Russians. During the game, Russian 
fans had unfolded a huge flag with the portrait of Dimitri Pozharskij, 
the leader of the popular uprising which had pushed Polish-Lithuani-
an forces out of Russia in the early 17th century. Reading of the two 
images requires concrete historical knowledge and the historical con-
text and, at the same time, the metaphorical meaning of the mes-
sages. The Poland-Russia game, due to complex political relations in 
the past and present, had been presented by some media and fans as 
a bout not so much in sports but of a moral, cultural or political vic-
tory – hence the references to the personages, which recalled victori-
ous moments in the history of both nations. Thus, in the visual 
communication competence, which allows the audience to read the 
message properly, we can identify two levels: the first one – closely 
connected with the visual aspects – concerns the ability to detect the 
basic meanings and recognize the means which have been used in the 
visual presentations (see Table 1). It concerns, for instance, the abil-
ity to read the outline of silhouettes, identify that pink-blue web 
pages are addressed to women or that a thick yellow line on the map 
represents a major road while a thin black line is a railroad. natu-
rally, here we can also identify a basic level of knowledge and an 
advanced one– the latter one is related to the ability to recognize the 
subtle differences in film editing, depth of field in a photo and aware-
ness of what such characteristics mean to the audience.

The other level of the communication competence is not 
related solely to the visual aspects, but is also necessary in the case of 
verbal messages. It concerns the ability to read the contexts of mes-
sages. It is the knowledge of the culture of a given group –knowledge 
which allows comprehension of the symbols, metaphors and similes. 
naturally, the visual messages are an important element of that cul-
ture, but we should remember that rarely does a photo speak for itself.

Thus, undoubtedly, reading pictures is a complex cognitive 
process. It is particularly true when the meaning of many of them is 
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not directly related to nature. Persuasive images present in the 
political discourse, similarly to the advertising messages (scott, 
1994), should not be treated as a reflection of reality, but as complex 
figurative arguments. It is a sophisticated and elaborate form of 
visual rhetoric. moreover, it is an erroneous assumption that the 
receiver accepts the message in a non-reflexive and peripheral way. 
Reading of the image requires a proper description and interpretation 
due to the fact that pictures can convey very complex messages. 

Therefore, they can be used as voices in the public debate, 
particularly as expressions of social protest, and/or a way of introduc-
ing new collective actors into the debate. John W. Delicath and 
kevin michael DeLuca (2003, pp. 334-337) indicate three functions 
the image can perform: first, images facilitate greater participation 
in the public sphere through demonstrating that the form of action 
and the form of argument can reside in something that we might 
define as a rational verbal utterance. second, images convey argu-
ments in a more spectacular and/or convincing fashion. Third, they 
help with establishing a new line of argument. The problem is, 
though, that there is no unequivocal statement on the possibility of 
the picture being an argument. 

Argument Validity of the Image

The argument in its narrow understanding is a definite structure: 
conclusion supported with premises which confirm it. Christopher 
Tindale (2004) indicates, though, that considerations of a wider 
range are possible. We may speak of arguments in a logical, dialecti-
cal or rhetorical sense. The above mentioned definition is of a logical 
kind. In a dialectical approach, the emphasis is placed on the argu-
mentation procedure. If we look at the argument, though, from the 
rhetorical point of view, our attention focuses on meanings used by 
the arguing person in order to convince the given audience.

There arise questions, then, about the ethos of the speaker, 
the nature of the audience and the general context (Tindale, 1999, 
p. 5). sometimes, there is a statement that the image performs only 
an illustrative role in the argument, which is an auxiliary one, but 
there can be instances when the picture is removed and the whole 
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message loses its argumentative nature. In this context, a deliberate 
differentiation of the artistic and non-artistic argumentation is neces-
sary. The picture presenting mass graves is not an argument on the 
thesis blaming the commander of the unit for the massacre having 
taken place. It is simply factual evidence, which can be used in the 
persuasion process. Recognition of all the contextual conditions con-
stitutes the necessary step in the consideration of the argumentative 
potential of an image (Birdsell & Groarke, 1996). 

Images, certainly, influence audiences, shape their attitudes 
and beliefs. However, recognition of all persuasive visual elements as 
arguments would be a mistake, as Anthony Blair (1996) rightly 
observes. According to him, a specific indicator of argumentativeness 
is the ability to draw clearly formulated conclusions and premises 
from the image. It is difficult to decide how universal and clear-cut 
such a criterion is. If we recall the example used by Anthony Blair, 
that the outcry ‘ugh’ is not an argument but a statement that ‘this 
steak is as tough as a shoe-sole,’ it begs the question whether a 
grimace accompanying that opinion already has an argumentative 
character or not.

Undoubtedly, the key to decipher the argumentative power of 
the picture is a question of the objective of the message and the 
sender’s intentions. Let us recall again the well known pictures in the 
Benetton’s advertising campaign revoked by Anthony Blair (2004) 
(white and black wrists cuffed together, three identical human hearts 
with inscriptions: black, white, yellow), which at the first glance might 
be read as a protest against racism, but when we realize the primary 
objective of those messages, they get situated much closer to propa-
ganda. If the point of departure is the fact that it is an ad first of all, 
which is supposed to contribute to the increased sales of the prod-
ucts, it turns out, that the conclusions resulting from watching the 
picture should not be: racism is wrong, it is a harmful social construct, 
but rather: buying our T-shirts, you imply to others that you are not 
a racist. The conclusion is not presented in a straightforward way, but 
what matters is rather the avocation of associations, an emotional 
aura of the product. The objective of it is, therefore, establishing the 
belief in the minds of the audience, that they should wear Benetton’s 
clothes both if they believe racism is wrong, and if they want to be 
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received as open-minded people. Conclusion should occur in the mind 
of the receiver in a non-reflexive fashion. The point is not in the rea-
soning, but in emotions and subconscious associations. Victor klem-
perer (2006, p. 164), recording live all the evidence of nazi rhetoric, 
warned that the point of departure of any manipulation is the desire 
to make the receiver refrain from thinking and reasoning. TV ads use 
similar techniques, and their persuasive power is not grounded in argu-
ments but in producing an unaware identification. Thus argumenta-
tiveness of the visual message may be read only if we inquire about 
the intentions of the sender. 

If we treat seriously the potential of the visual argument, one 
of its natural consequences will be the assumption that a potential 
of refuting visual arguments by means of other images should exist. 
Randall A. Lake and Barbara A. Pickering (1998), who dealt with 
this problem examining American films on abortion, suggest that the 
visual refuting can take place through a detailed analysis of the 
rejected picture, replacing the given picture with a wider framework 
and through transformation, i.e. replacing one picture with another. 

If we consider the differences between verbal and visual argu-
ments, there is an unquestionable difference in their reception – a 
verbal argument is seen as linear sequence, whereas, a visual one as 
a simultaneous phenomenon. In the visual argument, greater impor-
tance is attached its internal set-up and the relation between consti-
tutive elements. Although it is justified to ask here if in the case of 
verbal argument the relation between its elements (words, sentences, 
punctuation) is truly without significance or not. The power of 
images also results from the fact that they can convey the contex-
tual information immediately and that they can refer to assumptions 
and conclusions free of verbalization (Aspeitia, 2012). 

Leo Groarke (2002, p.140) defines three categories of images, 
which can appear in the argument. Firstly, there are pictures that 
simply accompany the verbal argument, but they do not have any 
persuasive role. The second group Leo Groarke calls flags – their 
objective is to call attention to the argument they accompany. 
naturally, the images of those two groups cannot be seen as argu-
ments. Only the third category Leo Groarke identifies concerns 
images which can be arguments similarly to the verbal utterance. Leo 
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Groarke is in favor of parallelism of both verbal and visual arguments, 
as well as, consistently, a theoretical consideration of these. That 
assumption, though, raises many doubts and objections. 

Therefore, we should neither identify each persuasive image as 
an argument, nor is it certain if we can speak of visual arguments at 
all. It should be admitted however, that visuality adds a new dimen-
sion to argumentation, which is full of dynamism and power. It is 
achieved through its immediate appeal, similarity to reality and con-
creteness, which makes the receivers more likely to submit to its 
influence and accept it. 

If we consider the use of visual elements in politics, their 
potential argumentative significance does not constitute their basic 
function. 

Visual presence in politics – tradition and change

many analyses concerning various phenomena in public life emphasize 
the need to find new ways of analyzing that what happens in the 
public sphere (szasz, klandermans, 1994; Jamieson, 1988; Postman, 
2005). The images often are treated as a completion of the verbal 
message. However, as sonya Foss contends (2004a), the growing 
role and semantic independence of the picture requires contemporary 
rhetoric studies not to treat it as a mere addition to the word. And 
so pictures today take over many persuasive functions performed by 
the printed word up to now. Thus, the research on contemporary 
communication and the use of symbols without considering images 
leaves some important communication processes unexamined or 
unnoticed.

many researchers associate the saturation of political life with 
visual elements with technological development (Blair, 1996). 
Indeed, the degree of saturation with visual messages is closely 
related to the technical potential of their dissemination, however, the 
presence of visuals in politics can be observed in all societies in which 
power appears, regardless of their level of development. Hence, it is 
not fully reasonable to call for the establishment of a new method of 
analysis of political visual images, since it is hard to talk of new 
methods of its operation. The images have been used for shaping or 



argumentor

108

changing attitudes forever, as well as to manifest power and to win 
it and confirm its legitimacy.

Trivialization, commercialization, theatricality and fragmenta-
tion of the public sphere – all those phenomena raise a lot of objec-
tions and fears, but they can also be treated as side effects of new 
social groups voicing their concerns. Therefore, the result is not the 
apathy of citizens, but rather an increased participation of citizens in 
the public sphere, although on their own terms, so to speak (mckee, 
2005). manifestations and protests of the Outraged movement tak-
ing place in many countries, and political reshaping, which will be an 
effect of the economic crisis ravaging europe, undoubtedly, change 
the public sphere. 

spectacular actions initiated by activists of various movements 
are an attempt to change the way of thinking on a given issue. eco-
logical issues, initiatives of animal rights activists constitute the wide 
array of spectacular and/or controversial happenings. According to 
Delicath and DeLuca (2003, p. 316), those actions constitute the 
basic rhetorical activities of such movements. In the political context 
the case of Femen, the Ukrainian feminist organization who stage 
topless protests, is particularly interesting. In June 2012, Femen 
activists protested against the eURO Cup, arguing that it would 
contribute to the growth of prostitute traffic in the cities where the 
games are played. One of the protests took place at the national 
stadium in Warsaw. Widely reported, it had a resounding response on 
the Internet partly due to the attractiveness of the protesters, partly 
to the decisive response of the law enforcement authorities. Let us 
have a look at the commentaries of the internauts (Femen’s Protest 
2012), which can be seen as the indicators of the impact of the mes-
sage. Thus, out of 108 commentaries, three addressed the objective 
of the protest – one of the internauts recalled the data of 2008, prov-
ing that there was no significant increase of prostitution traffic 
accompanying similar type of events. Two other posts expressed a 
supposition that escort agencies should be happy with the increased 
demand and higher profits during the games. Three posts addressed 
the form of protest – bloggers pointed out to the paradox: the femi-
nist protesters against objectification of women and commodification 
of female bodies use their bodies to get the attention upon their 
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actions. The remaining 102 entries contained opinions on the physical 
attractiveness of the activists and the opinions on the action of law 
enforcers. Those opinions can be divided into two groups: ‘I’d like to 
be one of those guys,’ and  ‘they are bothering the girls, I wonder how 
they would fare with the football fans.’ This brief analysis indicates 
the dangers related to the use of happenings in politics. The danger 
is that the external, superficial layer of the protest will thwart the 
actual message or make it incomprehensible.

Politics of Picture

In order to deliberate on the significance of visuals in political rheto-
ric, I have examined the events in which the President of the Repub-
lic of Poland Bronislaw komorowski participated or which he initi-
ated in the first two years of his term. I examined them from the 
perspective of saturation of those events with visual elements. I have 
selected the cases in which what we see is the most important, as 
well as the events that were particularly attractive for TV or photo-
reporters, i.e. those that allow interesting and extraordinary picture 
shots (see Table 2). In a sense, it is a matter of the visual potential 
of a given event, i.e. that will result in a visual documentation pro-
ducing another ‘icon-photo,’ a picture recognizable by all the mem-
bers of a given community, and which will be treated as a historic 
evidence of important events, evoking strong emotional responses 
and being often reproduced and copied. such photographs function 
as a reflection of social knowledge, they shape the reception and 
comprehension of events and processes and in such a way influence 
political behavior and identification (Hariman & Lucaites, 2003, p. 
37). The influence of such images in shaping collective identity is 
also significant. 

The function of the President is ceremonial to a large extent; 
that is the result of the prerogatives with which the Polish constitu-
tion endows him. On the one hand, the presidency is perceived as a 
mainly representative function, contrary to the government with its 
concrete action potential. On the other hand, the office of the 
president enjoys high social trust; the president is elected in a univer-
sal vote, which provides him with a mandate of the ‘Representative 
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of the nation.’ On principle, they represent a non-partisan position, 
although in the history of the Polish presidency after 1989 all presi-
dents were accused of being favorable to their political options. The 
constitutional prerogatives of the president (chapter V of the RP 
Constitution) are responsible for the activities he initiates.

The duties of the head of state abound in ceremonies mani-
festing the President’s importance and a special role, which he enjoys 
due to his empowerment and first of all due to the legitimacy univer-
sal election grants him. The President also is an initiator of a public 
debate – hence, significance is attached to the question on argumen-
tative role of visual elements. Visuals presenting the President’s 
activities have two objectives: firstly, they stress the importance of 
the event, secondly, they serve the legitimacy of power.

Very many visuals which we encounter at Presidential activi-
ties are the continuation of the old symbols of royal power. P.e. 
schramm (1969-71) used the terms representation (Staatspraesen-
tation), which is related to the symbols of power, since they were 
established precisely for the purpose of power representation. He 
identified several types of symbols, which could be connected with 
the power representation. First of all, there are gestures. next, there 
are the objects, which can represent power, such as banners, coins, 
seals and coats of arms. Thirdly, there are the objects which bear the 
image of the ruler – here one can mention not only coins and seals, 
but also images appearing in different places. each object carries 
with it a complex iconography. In this respect, the seal, for instance, 
was supposed to present the king as an institution and not be a 
portrait of the ruler. Therefore, on the seals of the fourteen-year old 
Polish king, Władysław of Varna, the king was presented as an adult 
male with a large moustache (Piech, 2003, p. 57). Fourthly, power 
is represented both by the titles as well as the positions he holds. 
Fifthly, there are such symbols as insignias i.e. a scepter, apple and 
a crown. Finally, all the rituals at which the ruler participates in order 
to become one: such as crowning, anointment or the oath.

Those were the symbols which established the power (corona-
tion) and directed its relations with the subjects (tributes or town 
visitations). sometimes they are only verbal elements, sometimes 
verbal-visual and sometimes only visual ones.
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Picture as a political action

In popular opinion visual rhetoric is something that politicians reach 
for in order to gain a larger group of electors. Visuals are associated 
with the electoral happenings described earlier. Analysis of the two 
years of President komorowski’s activities shows that such a way of 
using an attractive visual message was actually marginal. much more 
significant images (or visual messages) are found in other roles (see 
Table 3). many meetings organized in the Presidential Palace can 
serve, as a sort of an example; they provide an opportunity to present 
examples worth emulating. It is particularly visible in relation to the 
public activity of women. In november 2010 over 300 women active 
in local governments were guests in the presidential palace. The 
meeting took place several days before the elections and was a visible 
appeal to women for their greater participation in public life. On June 
4, 2010, during the anniversary of the first free elections in 1989 the 
President handed distinctions to women who have contributed to 
bringing freedom to Poland through their work and attitude. Distinc-
tions and orders are always a visible sign, additionally accompanied 
by a commentary – justification of those distinctions. 

The President, who enjoys high levels of social trust, pos-
sesses symbolic capital, which can be compared to the advertising 
value of celebrities in public life. That capital is used in, more or less 
formal, special campaigns. michelle Obama’s campaign for promot-
ing healthy eating can be an excellent example here. President 
komorowski supported a campaign promoting the mazurian region 
(one of the most interesting natural and tourist regions in Poland). 
every year the First Couple prepares Christmas gifts as a part of a 
charity action called the ‘noble Package.’

The president participating in local government elections and 
encouraging the Poles to vote is a classic example of a parenetic use 
of the picture. Parenetic literature has served to provide instruction 
in presenting and promoting proper and socially desirable models of 
behavior for ages. By now that function has been fulfilled by images 
to a large extent – be it in social advertising, in popular press or in 
reports of events at which prominent people participate. The exam-
ple of such an event is a Christmas concert in the presidential palace 
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to which children from state orphanages and foster homes had been 
invited. The concert was organized in cooperation with station 3 of 
the Polish Radio and st. nicolas Foundation in order to promote 
family foster homes, an institution which is not yet developed in 
Poland to a satisfying degree. 

Presence is probably the most important presidential preroga-
tive though not mandated in the Constitution. The President’s par-
ticipation at an event emphasizes or simply establishes the impor-
tance of the event. In the same fashion as the first foreign visits of 
newly elected heads of state and governments are treated as the 
indications of the tendencies in foreign policy mutual visits, hand-
shakes and facial expressions during official visits serve as indicators 
of a potential cooperation. Idyllic visions of the private visit of Chan-
cellor Angela merkel with her spouse in the presidential center in 
Jurata and the seaside walks provided, in reality, a clear political 
signal on mutual understanding.

similar significance was attached to the presence of the First 
Lady, Anna komorowska in smolensk, where she went to accompany 
the families of the tragically deceased. The visitors were also accom-
panied by the spouse of the Russian President. The presence of the 
two First Ladies were the expression of mutual openness of the two 
nations (the work on the report on the causes of the crash were 
underway at the time).

The President travels frequently in the country. He visits large 
and small places on various occasions, celebrations and events. The 
Polish press – remembering the ‘household visits’ of the communist 
leaders – commented on the local visits of politicians somewhat sar-
castically. naturally, these PR visits serve the purpose of getting the 
support of the electorate. In the case of the President, one should not 
forget the symbolic role he plays. He is not a representative of any 
party, but the democratically elected ‘supreme representative’ of the 
state and ‘the guarantor of the continuity of state authority’ (art. 
126 of the RP Constitution). Hence, both domestic visits and foreign 
travels are connected with the idea of the state representation. 

Authority is inseparably connected with the control of space, 
and it does not mean only the territory ruled. Greater power means 
greater space, an example of which might be the visit of the Presi-
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dent of the UsA, Barack Obama in Warsaw. each of his transfers 
through the city resulted in closing of streets, and the hotel the 
presidential delegation resided resembled a protected stronghold. 

Handing in of distinctions and titles, welcoming the official 
delegations – those are examples of the ceremonies in which organi-
zation of the space is of importance. The distance from the Presi-
dent, the size of the room which has to be crossed, and the length 
of the red carpet the guests step on are age-old instruments of 
building prestige. space is closely related to the issue of power 
legitimacy. The statement often found in press reports: ‘appropria-
tion of the public space,’ may refer to the right to organize or fill the 
space by means of images. 

The early days of Bronislaw komorowski’s presidency were 
saturated with images of a conflict on the cross in front of the 
Presidential Palace. In the time of mourning after the plane crash in 
which President Lech kaczynski was killed, citizens of Warsaw gath-
ered in front of the presidential palace, placed flowers and lit lights, 
and the scouts erected a wooden cross commemorating the ninety-six 
victims of the tragedy. The cross became the object of months-long 
controversy, a source of social divisions and conflicts and started an 
emotional debate on the place of religious symbols in the public space, 
the form of commemorating the smolensk crash and finally, the effec-
tiveness of the state. The newly elected President, Bronisław 
komorowski, answered the journalists’ questions in an interview: ‘The 
Presidential Palace is a sanctuary of the state. The cross, what was 
understandable, was erected in the state of mourning, but it has 
passed and things have to be organized. The cross is a religious sym-
bol, so it will be moved to a more appropriate place in cooperation 
with the ecclesiastical authorities’ (komorowski, 2010). Those words 
and the suggestion to move the cross from the front of the Presiden-
tial Palace has been recognized by a part of the right-wing milieus as 
an assault on the Polish tradition, Catholic religion, and civil freedom. 
A group of people, called ‘the cross defenders,’ in time, established a 
full-time prayer guard at the cross. The announced transfer of the 
cross to the nearby church was blocked by the protesting crowds. 
simultaneous mocking, anti-religious counter-manifestations were 
organized by those who opposed the presence of the cross in front of 
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the palace. eventually, after half a year, the cross had been brought 
into the chapel of the Presidential Palace first, and then moved to 
one of the churches in Warsaw. The conflict of the cross was a model 
example of the contemporary forms of idolatry and iconoclasm 
described by W.J.T. mitchell (2005, pp. 19-21). The cross itself car-
ries with it great reservoirs of symbolism. In the given situation we are 
dealing, however, with a very complex picture. A collation of the 
religious symbol (the cross) with the symbol of the state (the 
deceased president, the presidential palace) may be observed here. 
extremely strong emotions and a political conflict have resulted in 
elevating a simple, wooden cross to the quasi-catalyst of identity for 
various social groups. The smolensk crash and its causes divided the 
Poles into two groups: the followers of the view that it was an ordi-
nary, although exceptionally tragic, airplane crash, on the one hand, 
and those who believe that it was an assault on the Polish president, 
on the other hand. The conflict about the cross introduced a simpli-
fied, dichotomous division: the cross-follower is a believer convinced 
of the accuracy of the assault thesis and also the follower of the Law 
and Justice party (opposition, right wing party, led by the deceased 
president’s twin-brother). On the other side of the barricade are 
located the followers of many political options, who consider them-
selves to be modern and open-minded people. naturally, both charac-
teristics have not been entirely true, however, the demonstration 
themselves beg the question of the argumentative aspects of the 
image. Is the sight of thousands of people carrying torches, slogans 
and flags just a picture or also an argument supporting their position?

In may 2012 trade unions protested against the changes in the 
retirement bill. The most spectacular form of protest turned to be the 
gatherings in front of the parliament, the government’s chancery and the 
presidential palace. Is the arrival in the capital of thousands of people a 
demonstration of the power of the trade unions, or a form of participa-
tion of those protesters in the public debate? Is the crowd of trade-
unionists blocking the street an auto-presentation or an argument?

Considerations on the role of visuals in political discourse 
notice that it is the mobilizing role of the image, its influence on the 
construction of the collective identity that is of greatest importance, 
including also the capacity for originating the multiform debate on 
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the issue. It can take the form of polemics in the press, discussions 
in radio and TV studios as well as happenings. One has to bear in 
mind that the image of the cross acquired its significance only in a 
concrete place and time; it is the social context that provides politi-
cal thrust to the image. It is worth remembering that the space is 
visually changeable. The same area of pavement in front of the 
presidential palace has been shown in the media as: a sea of funeral 
lights and flowers (it is a new icon of the media society – a spec-
tacular way of expressing mourning and compassion, – it is worth 
recalling London in the days following Princess’ Diana’s death, or the 
Russian embassies after the assault in Beslan), unending lines of 
people wishing to honor the deceased Presidential Couple, the places 
clashes of crowds, the space limited with the metal barriers. each of 
the shots carries a different message and evokes different associa-
tions. This is a very distinct feature of visuals in politics – its evolu-
tion and situational variability. During the visit of the Russian Presi-
dent, Dmitri medvedev, in Poland the reception ceremony took place 
in the room in which – as president komorowski recalled – in 1955 
the Warsaw Pact, which divided europe, was promulgated; later on 
the room housed the talks of the Round Table in 1989, and today 
the room provides the opportunity for improving the cooperation 
between the two countries. 

since at present the public space includes also the Internet, it 
is worth mentioning that the webpage prezydent.pl contained first of 
all the photos of the crash’s victims, with the Presidential Couple in 
the lead and was kept in a black and white color code since the 
swearing in of the new president. The return to full color code and 
regular categories provided a visual mark of the commencement of a 
new period. 

Another form of the struggle over the space control is related 
to the way of celebrating important anniversaries. One of these 
events was the anniversary of the outbreak of the Warsaw Uprising 
– the event particularly celebrated by the former president – Lech 
kaczyński. His supporters protested against the current President’s 
placing the wreaths in front of the Gloria Victis monument in the 
Warsaw cemetery at Powązki. For years, also before 1989, when the 
memory of the Uprising was maintained contrary to the communist 
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authorities, that monument was a place of meeting for the Uprising 
veterans and their families. The attempt to renounce the right to be 
present in this symbolic space is equal to symbolic exclusion. 

Conclusions

The above mentioned examples concerned various forms of function-
ing and exploitation of images in politics. In conclusion, I wish to 
recall one more spectacular activity undertaken by President 
komorowski – a deed which combines all the functions of the politi-
cal image mentioned before. I mean the way of celebrating two 
important holidays in Poland:  Independence Day on november 11, 
and the day of the Constitution of may 3. Already in the first year 
of his presidency, Bronisław komorowski issued a letter to pupils in 
Polish schools, encouraging them to make white-red, national color 
badges pinned up on the breast on the national holiday. The presi-
dential couple prepares such badges every year together with the 
students or well-known personages (sports people or artists). The 
idea of wearing the badges met with the citizens’ response and, every 
year, more and more people wear such badges on november 11 and 
may 3. The President frequently stresses the value of  a joyous, col-
lective celebrations as a way of expressing one’s patriotic feelings in 
his speeches. He also encourages the local governments to become 
a part of celebrations by means of special space arrangements, for 
instance through lighting the important buildings or monuments in 
white and red. It becomes a tradition to floodlight the Presidential 
Palace on: may 2 (the anniversary of Poland’s joining the eU) – the 
palace’s façade sports the Union’s flag, on may 3 the façade is white 
and red. The President is also sponsoring many spectacular events, 
open air exhibitions, children-oriented activities – such as making of 
‘live flags,’ or painting murals illustrating the articles of the Constitu-
tion. The central point of celebrations is the ceremony held at the 
Castle square in Warsaw, with the Presidential address and the 
military parade. Finally, the President and the city’s authorities stroll 
in a pageant through Warsaw streets. 

It is evident that the ‘may Picnic with Poland,’ as the first 
three days of may are called, contains almost all the methods of the 
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political exploitation of the image. First, there are symbolic objects: 
white-red badges, the highest distinctions bestowed at the Royal 
Castle; second, we observe a special arrangement of the space (illu-
mination of the public buildings, gatherings at the Castle square, 
decorating the buildings with flags). Third, there are special activi-
ties: preparation of badges, opening of the exhibition, address deliv-
ery, the military parade, and a concert of military bands. Fourth, the 
presidential presence is a value in itself.

Let us sum up the functions that are performed by those visu-
als. First of all, they are the tool of constructing and reinforcing the 
sense of identity and group cohesion. They serve the purpose of 
expressing social emotions (and, in a sense, controlling them). They 
are the forms of political action – the president performs his function 
bestowing orders, delivering speeches, receiving military honors, par-
ticipating at celebrations, while citizens, by pinning up the badges, 
manifest their belonging to the nation and demonstrate national 
pride. They shape attitudes and beliefs, students, posing in white-red 
costumes to the picture of ‘live flag,’ participate in the socialization 
process. Finally, images serve the purpose of garnering social support, 
organization of holidays has been a perennial duty of the rulers, and 
parading in the city streets among the regular citizens is a well-
established marketing practice. 

It turns out that the first, everyday association connected with 
the use of images in politics, i.e. marketing benefits, turns out not 
to be the most important way of using visuals in politics. Images, 
while organizing the social imagery, allow politicians to perform their 
functions and strengthen civil attitudes. They also serve the purpose 
of initiating public debate – and that is, it seems, the most important 
difference, we can observe in the newest history of exploiting visuals 
in political life. Democracy means the freedom of expression. Con-
temporary cultural changes produce the need for the use of visuals 
to a greater degree.
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Table 1: Levels of Visual Competence
Level skills Competence type

Basic
Ability to read visual information or instruc-
tion messages: pictograms, road maps, 
recognizing different products

Visual competence

medium
Ability to recognize techniques of visual mes-
sages production and their influence on the 
reception of the message contents

Visual competence

Advanced Ability to read hidden senses of messages; 
their cultural conditioning.

Communication and 
cultural competence

Table 2: Visual Forms in Politics

Objects
specially prepared gadgets or objects of everyday use, serving the 
illustration of the problem, symbolic objects, e.g. the medals, pens 
with which important treaties were signed, gifts exchanged by the 
state representatives etc.

Gestures/ 
behavior

Handshakes, salutes, placing corner stone, cutting the ribbon, 
placing flowers etc.

Places significant, symbolic buildings, places, cities etc.

environment The way of arranging the space (flags, red carpets, etc.), 
accompanying persons (soldiers, co-workers).

Performances
Happenings and events organized in order to produce emotions, 
involvement of citizens, paying attentions to a given issue; 
ceremonies, rituals.

Table 3: Functions of visuals in political action

Political 
Functions of 
Visuals

- Construction of identity and sense of community
- expressing emotions and their control
- Legitimizing
- Winning support
- Performing political functions/political actions
- Initiating/ completion/ illustration of political debate
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1. Symbols in politics

Political discourses are influenced by several factors, such as the cur-
rent socio-economic challenges, interests of political parties, election 
promises and calling them to account, reactions given to natural 
disasters, etc. Besides these, political rhetoric can be thematised by 
the culture as well as the symbols of each nation and by this means, 
it might cause sympathy, or, in the case of extreme nationalism, it 
might cause antipathy in citizens. Why are these symbols so signifi-
cant and why do they evoke strong feelings in people?

Essentially and originally, politics is not a field of emotions, 
even though, functioning in the Athenian polis, in the cradle of 
democracy in a classical sense, it was able to provoke intense emo-
tions. The reason was, obviously, that some interests were harmed 
while other people’s interests triumphed. Moreover, symbols them-
selves are able to divide or unite a society. We can find examples for 
both cases. If we think of an extreme nationalist political party in 
Hungary, which uses symbols, emblemes and objects on purpose and  
provocatively – such as the red and white flag, the mythical eagle  
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(“turul”), the shaman drum, etc.1 – that refer to the ancient roots 
and legends of Hungarians, or a historical era highly esteemed by 
them, then it is easy to see why they divide the community, since not 
everybody wants to identify with that kind of past which seem nei-
ther honorable nor a model to be followed. What is more, certain 
social groups are filled with terror because of them. In contrast, 
symbols themselves might have the ability to unite a nation as well. 
A good example is the USA, where people coming from different 
nations, having different past, do sing the American anthem proudly, 
and declare themselves real Americans, who salute within their hearts 
if they see the American flag waving. In this case, there is no fear, 
intended provocation, but these symbols, such as the flag, the 
national anthem, serve the strenghtening of the national identity. 

Symbols are not able only in their material reality to refer to 
a certain phenomenon, era or nation, etc. effectively, but they are 
also able to generate the same effect as verbal symbols do. Political 
discourse uses those rhetorical panels which can practically achieve 
the same results. That is why, politicians have to use verbal tools as 
well as rhetorical panels consciously, because, as we know, political 
speech is an action at the same time, such an act which can be, both 
moraly and legally accountable. This speech might arouse hatred 
which can transform into violence as well.

Rhetorical panels are such expressions, phrases which are sym-
bolic, but can be decoded, interpreted by both the political environ-
ment and the wider society. That is the way they produce their effect 
and generate emotions and feelings. Those slogens can become 
rhetorical panels which are used by a certain political party trying to 
recruit voters. For example, if someone in Hungary uses the combina-
tion of “homeland and progress,” then every citizen associates it with 
the reform era – (which was a progressive and flourishing period of 
the Hungarian history in the first part of the eighteenth century). 

1 The red and white flag refers to the Árpád dynasty, especially the long-gone 
ancestors, and Prince Árpád. In the twentieth century, before and during the 
Second World War, use of this flag was strenghtened to illustrate the national 
roots and race, against Jews and some others. The Arrow Cross Party (Nyilas-
keresztes Párt) used that mainly. Today, this flag is used by extreme national-
ist, far-right movements and parties to verify their identity and to arouse fear. 
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Some years ago, the Socialist Party took advantage of it, wanting to 
introduce economical reforms, and they wanted to inspire confidence 
with this slogan, calling up the memory of the reform era’s accom-
plishments in people’s mind. 

Symbols are integral parts of political rhetoric since they can 
mean common basis which may define the identity of a group (nation 
or union), and the individuals as well, not only in connection with 
politics but in a cultural way too. National identity can be strenght-
ened by objective symbols (e.g. flag), mentioned before, and verbal 
symbols as well (e.g. anthem, historical references). However, cul-
tural identity cannot be defined easily even within a nation. In Hun-
gary, almost every Hungarian citizen declares him/herself Hungarian 
and feels it too, but if they are asked about their cultural identity, 
they consider themselves not only Hungarian but Gipsy, Jewish, 
Swabran, Slovakian, Székely, etc. Consequently, culture is different 
from citizenship: it is a more complex definition and field of interpre-
tation on the level of both the individuals and the community. This 
question became more difficult when Hungary joined the European 
Union in 2004. Until that date, everyone declared themselves Euro-
peans, though only in a merely geographical sense (or in theoretical-
historical sense). On the other hand, as a member country of the 
European Union, our nation joined that European culture and system 
of symbols, which can integrate our country into the union of nation-
states; however, it can also divide the society into supporting euros-
ceptic groups. In the following let us examine the role of European 
culture in forming identity. 

2. Culture and identity

The first and most essential question is to make it clear whether 
there is such a thing as European cultural identity, and if there is, 
what is its basis. If the question of cultural identity is examined 
within the nation-states, then it is easy to define it because common 
past, knowledge of the language, the traditions and customs are all 
elements of the cultural self-identity, in which the individual is born 
and socialized. Consequently, cultural identity is in the closest con-
nection with national identity, and this applies (in a lot of cases, to 
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a great degree) if, for political, financial or other reasons, someone 
has to live far from his/her native land either. Experiences prove that 
in these cases national and cultural identity become a lot stronger, 
forming a kind of base for the individual to identify his/her own iden-
tity, and this often appears along with “over-compensation,” overem-
phasizing cultural identity, in many cases even in the form of its 
public presentation. It is not the same case with the definition of 
being European, moreover that of European cultural identity, because 
there is no common language, no common traditions, customs, and 
we cannot even consider our past as common historical past, if only 
the wars between states and empires are considered to be common. 
Nevertheless, we use such expressions like “common European tradi-
tion” or “European culture,” that is, we feel these things relevant 
when defining our self-identity. It is worth to examine what these 
expressions are based on (Heller, 1997).2

As I have already mentioned, there is neither common his-
torical past nor common language, so we have to look for the basis 
somewhere else. In other cultures, European people are identified 
with the white-skinned race, Christian religion and the artistic tradi-
tion (musical, literary and fine art tradition) which has become com-
mon. If we take these criteria into consideration, then the descen-
dants of black African immigrants, who were born in France, or 
muslim Arabic immigrants cannot be considered Europeans or cannot 
have a share of European culture, which would be a rather extreme 
and discriminating attitude and would not be a “European” point of 

2 Ágnes Heller differentiates three concepts of culture: a general sense, a so-
called ‘high-culture’ sense and culture as a discussion. All of these concepts 
are European and modern inventions. The first concept of culture means 
every nation and society has its “own” culture. The cultural relativism, and 
mainly relativism of the European culture is a product of European culture it-
self. Only Europeans give up their ethnocentrism, because European identity 
is a possibility. Every citizen in the European Union can choose it for him/
herself. The “high-culture” is equal with creation and creativity. The genius 
has free imagination, he/she creates or recreates, thinks or rethinks – this dy-
namism characterizes “high-culture”. Therefore, “high-culture” is freedom and 
emancipation. The cultural discourse is the typical European phenomenon. 
Europe is the place, where there are always discussions and debates about 
culture. This is a self-target. See more: Heller (1997).
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view. Actually, that European culture, which we feel as ours, can be 
the best described as, a kind of culture that is based on freedom and 
human dignity, that is multi-coloured and multi-faced, and there are 
constant discourses about it. If something is based on freedom, it 
can be always questioned, there is a constant possibility of decon-
struction and reconstruction, as its marks can be seen in our “com-
mon culture”.

“European culture is militant, pluralistic and varied”, claims 
Ágnes Heller, who bases Europe’s militant character on the wars 
between European countries, and she considers pluralism and diver-
sity as consequences to the fact that there is no other base than 
freedom on which European identity could be built. The possibility of 
differences derives from it, too. “European identity started because 
of disparity, differentation of culturally accepted languages, and 
because of deliberate differences in the field of artistic or philosoph-
ical styles. […] European culture is a constant discourse about the 
European culture, because Europe is the wholeness of the stories 
about Europe itself.” (Heller, 1997)

What kinds of stories are told about Europe? To what extent 
is the culture in its modern sense or “high-culture” left to the future 
generations? John Gross is dealing with these questions when he 
interprets European cultural identity along with historical memory.3 
According to Gross, historical memory is able to create identity, 
therefore, it is oriented not to the past but to the future. However, 
it does not mean the relativising of the past. He thinks, it is moral 
duty of all nations to care for their national history and pass it on to 
the next generation as a tradition to be followed. Together with 
national traditions, European cultural identity is also transmitted. In 
this procedure, the greatest threat is globalization, claims Gross. As 
a result, since the European people may lose their historical memory, 
the care of national history and traditions would not be so important 
for them, therefore culture itself might also decline. The loss of his-
torical memory is the same as the loss of culture (Gross, 1996). Here 
Gross uses culture in its “anthropological” sense, i.e. he emphasizes 

3 See Gross, 1996. Gross presents two important elements of modernity in his 
study, writing about England as an example, the historical imagination and 
identity and the close relationship of them. 
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its ethnocentric nature, warns Heller Ágnes in her study mentioned 
above.4 The concept of “anthropological culture” is equal with nation-
al culture in Gross’s theory. Heller added, a European, whose cul-
tural identity is based on freedom, can decide at any time to paren-
thesize his own culture and choose another one instead. This is 
(also) his freedom. What is more, as the European culure is based 
on freedom, so anyone, regardless of their national background, geo-
graphical determination, language knowledge, etc., can choose it as 
their own. Identification with culture creates also the European iden-
tity of individuals. The essential question is whether anyone wants to 
identify with European culture, and if so, to what extent.5

As a result of globalization, today most people identify them-
selves with the American and Western-European culture (especially 
the younger generations). However, globalization has a very specific 
nature, because it can induce opposite processes (trends) simultane-
ously. If we only consider the strenghtening of national identity in the 
current European public opinion, the features of localization can be 
discovered, which can be understood as the opposite process of glo-
balization. Similarly, integration and fragmentation, centralization 
and decentralization, homogenization and heterogenization, all can 
be observed simultaneously on the European (and other) continent 
(Rostoványi, 1999a). In addition, these opposite processes are cata-
lyzed by the media, too. The mass media, especially the news, pro-
vides information on almost every important (or believed to be 
important) events immediately. The consumer is responsible for 
selecting between news and interpretations, which is becoming 
increasingly difficult, because there is no time to process the informa-
tion, as new ones arrive soon. The quantity is clearly at the expense 

4 Heller Ágnes (1997) reflects in fact John Gross’s study and takes into 
account its thesis about the European cultural identity and the historical 
imagination, furthermore she examines how could the American culture af-
fect the European one.
5 The issue of cultural identification is dealt with in the third part of this 
paper briefly, however the topicality of this theme can be seen in daily papers, 
which are full of this problem. The study of extent of identification is induced 
primarily by religious tensions, however, another problem is the lack of lan-
guage skills especially for migrants. 
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of quality, as it can be detected in today’s teenagers’ communication, 
in which the dialogues are shortened to mere stem-sentences, words, 
abbreviations, acronyms, and the complex identity-creator role of 
culture is in danger, or at least it changes dimension. 

Rostoványi Zsolt believes that the supra-national associations 
do not need to fear globalization, as although national identity will 
become continuously weaker and weaker, “the cultural identities 
which are linked to «supra-national» and «below-national» groups” 
will increase. Namely, globalization does not destroy the regional, 
national and local identities, but builds new ones instead. Therefore, 
globalization changes the local identities in their quality; however, it 
does not eliminate those. According to Rostoványi, “The multicultur-
alism is growing, but this should not be debarring, but only receptive, 
tolerating the otherness” (Rostoványi, 1999b, p. 39) 

Rostoványi wrote this more than a decade ago, and since then 
the situation has become quite complicated. European culture, owing 
to its foundation citated above, is able to tolerate and accept other 
cultures, although, as the historical and the current (political and 
sociological) experience can prove, only to the extent to which it 
does not grow beyond a certain limit. When a minority asks for more 
rights to experience their own identity, more than the government (or 
the host state) sees appropriate, the conflicts start picking up (see, 
for example, the situation of Hungarian minority in Slovakia today). 
These conflicts can be resolved only by political consensus. We can 
also find a relevant example for this in Europe. At the beginning of 
the1990s, there was a very strong aversion and exclusionary behavior 
against the Hungarian minority in Romania. There was a political 
wind to create it, of course, as the ordinary people had lived peace-
fully next to each other before, regardless of their cultures, customs 
and languages. Of course, it is important to note the historical turn-
ing point, which was the background of this conflict; the states of 
the Communist bloc were freed from the totalitarian regime at that 
time, and began to think about democracy. The turbulent atmo-
sphere was conducive also to excitation of emotions. Over the past 
twenty years, this situation has changed radically. Today, we do not 
have to fear either physical or verbal atrocity if someone wants to 
speak Hungarian in a Romanian settlement; one does not have to 
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travel to Hungary if he wants to study in a high school or at a uni-
versity in Hungarian language, etc. This example shows that political 
gestures, settlement negotiations, common cultural and scientific 
programs could bring positive changes in solving problems for all 
levels of society. 

The specific objectives of the European cultural policy are 
determined in the Article 128 of Treaty of Maastricht, which was 
drafted in 1992 (and later, in 1997, in the Article 151 of the Treaty 
of Amsterdam). This means that the EU should promote the preser-
vation of national cultures, while it does not damage the respect of 
other national and regional cultures. Later, from this objective 
inspired the motto of the EU: “Unity in Diversity,” which assumes a 
multicultural, but unified union. According to the Article 151, the 
Community should encourage cooperation between member states 
and, where it is necessary, it should complement their activities in the 
following areas: disseminate the knowledge of European culture and 
history; protect European cultural heritage; encourage cultural 
exchanges; support artistic and literary works (including the audiovi-
sual sector, too). In order to achieve the goals, the Parliament and 
the Council shall adopt incentive measures within the framework of 
the codecision procedure (Horváth, 2001, 341-344).

With the exclusion of alignment, the cultural policy applies 
only to starting programs and initiatives, so that member states 
remain independent in this area. The EU has the responsibility to 
promote cooperation. The member states will insist on their sover-
eignty in this area, which is indicated by the fact that initiatives are 
created by consensual decision-making. The community programs 
are designed to promote extensive, multiannual cultural cooperation 
agreements (cultural networks, partnerships) and their projects, as 
well as their initiatives of symbolic nature.6

6http://www.euro.hu/pages/almenugenerator.asp? submenu=34&kategoria=22#5
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3. Inclusion and/or exclusion 

As we have seen, the European Union has no common cultural poli-
cy that all member states must apply, as, since the Maastricht 
Treaty, culture is declared to be the competence of member states; 
what is more, the Union’s cultural activities have a history of only 
one and a half decades. The basis of European cultural identity is 
determined in the following articles in the declared form, which are 
emphasised to be – only a basis on which any nation-state builds up 
its own cultural policy: 

“Conscious of its spiritual and moral heritage, the Union is founded on 
the indivisible, universal values of human dignity, freedom, equality and 
solidarity; it is based on the principles of democracy and the rule of law. 
It places the individual at the heart of its activities, by establishing the 
citizenship of the Union and by creating an area of freedom, security 
and justice. 
The Union contributes to the preservation and to the development of 
these common values while respecting the diversity of the cultures and 
traditions of the peoples of Europe as well as the national identities of 
the Member States and the organisation of their public authorities at 
national, regional and local levels; it seeks to promote balanced and 
sustainable development and ensures free movement of persons, ser-
vices, goods and capital, and the freedom of establishment.” (Charter 
of Fundamental Rights of the European Union, Preamble, n. d., p. 3)

Member states may set their own cultural identity by virtue of the 
Article above, and their relationship with their own minorities and 
migrants, by levels of cultural identification. Within the Union, there 
are so-called in-different countries (eg. France), where the strategy 
is the equal in-difference in exclusion, however, there are neutral 
countries (eg. England), which are equally open to every culture. The 
grouping of countries is not so clear when we examine specific 
aspects of the question. The lack of language skills and religious 
“diversity” causes most of the tension in the member states in rela-
tion to migrants. A growing number of politicians (eg. Nicolas Sar-
kozy, Angela Merkel, David Cameron, etc.) emphasizes the failure of 



argumentor

132

the multicultural dream in the European Union. The reason for this 
is not the intolerant or discriminatory behavior of the host state in 
all respects, but the attitudes of the migrants. The politicians and 
the majority of nations which they represent, believe that cultures 
cannot be reconciled and dealt with the “same rank” as it would be 
expected in a multicultural society. Migrants (and in some cases, 
those minorities who choose isolation voluntarily) do not want any 
integration into the host country’s culture, do not want to learn the 
language (which would be practical advantage from their own point 
of view), they are not even willing to respect the host country’s 
religion.

National identity is increasingly emphasised in the nation 
states of Europe. Even though European citizenship status, both 
politically and economically, provides benefits for most citizens of the 
member states – which could also be seen in the method of handling 
of the economic crisis – cultural and civilizational independence is 
strengthening. The strengthening of the national identity in an eco-
nomic crisis, or after (during) a similar global problem is not a new 
phenomenon, as there are many historical examples which can con-
firm the drivers of this. A novelty in today’s modern democracy, 
national identity and religious identity are linked to a single ideology 
(see, for example, the headway of the far-right ideology in Hungary, 
or the Muslim fundamentalism).7 

Regions of the European Union do not form a unified plat-
form; dissensions are more frequent – mainly due to historical and 
political grievances – than the need for solidarity. The question is 
whether the role of regions in the relational system of national and 
European identity can be changed and if so, how.

To understand the background of the strenghtening of national 
identity, in my opinion, we should investigate the environmental, reli-
gious, and ethnic specificities – free from stereotypes and clichés – to 

7 In the case of the Hungarian far-right party, reference to Christianity is a 
“necessary accessory” to prove their connection to the far-right theory and 
conservative values. In their political rhetoric Christian religion is hardly re-
ferred to as a moral basis of their organization, however, in their activites, 
they almost always neglect the Christian faith and morality. Source: www.
jobbik.hu/kiskáté/33. point
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create the possibility of a real discourse, at least in theory, between the 
national cultures. (I use culture in its broadest sense here).

Seyla Benhabib argues that there are groups in every nation-state 
which are not accepted in the mainstream society. This non-acceptance 
raises interesting questions: is it just a toleration of those people who 
think and live another way, is it a conscious non-inclusion, or is it a 
conscious or instinctive cultural exclusion? One of the basic elements of 
European identity would be cosmopolitanism, which is, according to 
Benhabib, compatible with pluralism, if three conditions are met: the 
egalitarian reciprocity, the right to self-identity (religion, culture), and 
freedom to join and leave a group or community. Although neither of 
these should be questionable in the rule of law communities, which are 
organized on the basis of modern democracy, they are. Namely, what is 
the case with status, civil rights and religious tolernace of migrants? 
How far should we go when we want to accept migrants? Will the pur-
suit of security override the religious tolerance in the case of fundamen-
talist migrants? What legal and political means are there in the Euro-
pean Union to solve the problems of inclusion and exclusion? Benhabib 
argues that political boundaries define some as members, but necessar-
ily lock others out. She wrote: “I think it is possible to have an empire 
without borders; I don’t think it is possible to have a democracy without 
borders” (Benhabib, 1996, p.158). Therefore, we need to set borders to 
save our democracy, although we should take care of these borders and 
not be exclusionary if someone really wants to come in.8 

Fukuyama believes that the process of history is determined by 
struggle between people. The end point of this fight creates a gov-
ernment, which satisfies the deepest and most fundamental needs of 
humanity, and organizes an appropriate social environment for them. 
According to Fukuyama, this form of government can not be other 

8 Democratic theorists advocate discussion within cultures and support social 
change. Seyla Benhabib, as a democratic theorist, does not believe in the 
purity of cultures; she thinks of them as formed through dialogues with other 
cultures. Human cultures are, according to Benhabib, the constant change of 
imaginary boundaries. They influence each other and sometimes radicalize or 
conform as a reaction on other cultures. Benhabib argues that in democratic 
theory it is assumed that every single person should be able to determine 
their own life. See Benhabib, 1996. 
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than a liberal democracy, which can ensure the highest degree of 
freedom for its citizens rather than the other political systems which 
have existed before. So, the end of history means the closure of the 
struggle between ideologies, not the end of human history. There-
fore, Fukuyama used the term of history of humanity as a progressive 
process towards modernity. With the expression of “end of history,” 
he argues that modernity is over, because liberal democracy and 
capitalism has been established, history (the process of progress) has 
served its purpose, there will be no necessary further development.

At this point, Fukuyama thought that, liberal democracy will spread 
all over the world as the best political system, and in the future, peoples 
and nations will not fight for big ideals, but they will be engaged with other 
problems, those of the post-modernity, such as economic, technical, scien-
tific questions, in addition to solving experiments (Fukuyama, 1994).9

According to a famous saying from Fukuyama’s book, The 
End of History and the Last Man, millions of immigrants from the 
Third World vote with their foot when they look for a new home in 
one of the Western societies. Migration, in Fukuyama’s eyes, is the 
justification of his own theory, as the immigrants choose – according 
to his assumption – a new home, because liberal democracy provides 
the best opportunity for them to prosper. In addition, the progress, 
which had been made by democracy and free markets in areas such 
as East Asian, South Asian or Latin American regions, also seemed 
to justify his theory. He sees in this process that principles of democ-
racy and free market spread worldwide intensively, because there are 
neither theoretical nor practical alternatives to liberal democracy and 
capitalism. Fukuyama also argues – what I cannot agree with – that 
the immigrants, realizing that only a liberal democracy can fulfill its 
promise, will try to assimilate into the values of Western societies.10

9 Fukuyama (1994) writes about his theory, emphasizing that liberal democ-
racy is the end of history, which was refuted in his later writings (eg. Fuku-
yama, 2003). Now, agreeing with his critics, he maintains that history should 
not end until the field of science and technology continues to progress, 
because it offers new challenges for politics and the political systems as well.
10 Fukuyama has revised this theory since then, seeing the fail of multicultur-
alism in European societies and the influence of fundamentalist Islam. See, 
for example Fukuyama, 2007.
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In Fukuyama’s theory, what can the immigrants’ vote for, 
when they look for a new home in the western societies? Is it really 
the adoption of liberal democracy, or are they motivated to ensure 
livelihood and a freer lifestyle? If they adopt the externalities, should 
it mean that they want to adopt the host country’s civilisation, 
maybe to change their own identity? How long can an immigrant be 
loyal to the political system, the constitution and customs of the 
host country, and when will it be rewritten because of their internal 
civilizational identity (using the term in Huntington’s sense)?11 

Huntington, criticizing his student’s theory, the “end of histo-
ry,” came to the finding that a new world order is emerging. The 
turning point was the end of the Cold War, after which the various 
religions and cultures were arranged into civilizations. Civilization, is 
defined the following way: 

“A civilization is thus the highest cultural grouping of people and the 
broadest level of cultural identity people have short of that which 
distinguishes humans from other species. […] It is defined by both the 
common objective elements such as language, history, religion, cus-
toms, institutions, and by the subjective self-identification of people.” 
(Huntington, 1998, p. 53)

The rules of new world order are determined no longer by the nation-
state politics, but by cultural identities. What is more, people subor-
dinate politics to determine their own identity.

Huntington distinguishes eight civilizations: Chinese, Japa-
nese, Hindu, Islam, Orthodox Christianity, Western Christianity, Latin 
American and African. The civilizations involve more countries, 
nations, ethnic groups and their boundaries are not identical with the 
country’s borders. This way, a civilizational fault line may go through 
a country, such as in Ukraine, which is Orthodox Christianity in the 

11 Huntington’s best-known work, The Clash of Civilizations and the Trans-
formation of World Order, published in 1996, originally appeared with the 
same title in the Foreign Affairs (Huntington, 1993). Both the book and the 
article analyse the post-Cold War political and ideological situation dividing 
civilized nations of the earth into eight blocks. He believed that the future of 
these civilizations will be continually robbed, thus creating a new world order.
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eastern half, and Western Christianity in the western part.12 Conflicts 
will be mostly along the fault lines, but clashes between civilizations 
can be expected even within countries.

Huntington, contrary to Fukuyama, claims that western lib-
eral democracy will not spread in the world; instead, we should 
expect that different values and conflicting cultures and civilizations 
will be in a constant rivalry and conflict with each other. The most 
basic reason of these conflicts is that different cultures and civiliza-
tions think about the most basic things in different ways, such as the 
individuum’s place in the world, the relationship between God and the 
human being, individuals and groups, men and women; they are filling 
the concepts, such as freedom, justice, duty, responsibility, power, 
etc. with different content. These differences are unsolvable, so in 
some cases, armed conflicts and clashes will be inevitable in the 
future (too), as there have been many examples for these in human 
history. According to Huntington, the future will be characterized by 
this and not by the great ideological struggles.

“It is my hypothesis that the fundamental source of conflict in this new 
world will not be primarily ideological or primarily economic. The great 
divisions among humankind and the dominating source of conflict will 
be cultural. Nation states will remain the most powerful actors in world 
affairs, but the principal conflicts of global politics will occur between 
nations and groups of different civilizations. The clash of civilizations 
will dominate global politics. The fault lines between civilizations will 
be the battle lines of the future.” (Huntington, 1993, p. 34)

12 Huntington has divided the civilizations into more groups, such as member 
states, nuclear states (the dominant state, which is not in all civilizations), 
bursting states (in which a civilizational boundary passes through, for exam-
ple, Ukraine), solitary states (eg. Japan, Haiti), and seceding states (states 
of alternating civilization, for example, Turkey – from Islam to Westerners, 
and perhaps vice versa). The conflicts of core states and the fault line con-
flicts will play the most significant role in the civilizations’ global politics. By 
the end of the 20th century an increasing number of power centers will be 
created (eg, Saudi Arabia, Iran, Algeria), which compete with each other, 
although not for economic or political interests, but because of the growing 
religious antagonism.
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Although there is no doubt that civilizations throughout history have 
changed, influenced each other, Huntington claims that we will never 
be able to build a global civilization. This is impossible because of the 
different views of the world and mentalities, of the various civiliza-
tions, which is why conflicts will not ever be resolved. 

Then the question arises whether it is possible to create an 
“artificial” European identity, above the nation-states, and connect 
them, without having to make the inner, latent problems excavated 
and managed by the community? What are the chances of strength-
ening European identity while merging national identity in a way that 
it is somehow still kept; and does all this process include political or 
legal concerns? By examining these questions we are able to get 
closer to understanding and practical management of European cul-
tural identity and also control of both inclusion and exclusion.

4. Conclusion

Nowadays political discourses are determined mostly by economic 
crisis and migration problems which were mentioned above. Toolbars 
of symbols and rhetorical panels may help to treat these circum-
stances, but unfortunately in many cases, the rhetoric of exclusion is 
rather dominant. If politics really serves the public interest – as it 
would be its declared task – then the current political elite should pay 
attention with special emphasis on to how and for what purpose they 
use the rhetoric panels which often become everyday clichés. These 
panels can be exclusionary and hateful in their tonality, and their 
contents generate social tensions raher than solve the problems 
which arise in a nation-state or in an alliance of nation-states. 

We should claim, because of the references mentioned above, 
that multiculturalism can not work in Europe (such as peer-cultural 
coexistence), because the host country always imposes conditions on the 
immigrants, and practice has already shown, it can only work if we let 
it. All kinds of manifestations and symbology of xenophobia and racism 
provocatively and deliberately destroy the efforts made for peace.

I began my essay with the question, what kind of relationship 
can be found between symbols and identity creation with regard to 
political and cultural aspects. Well, we can conclude that symbols 
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present in political discourses and the rhetoric panels greatly affect 
each nation’s cultural identity, both on the level of the individual and 
that of the community. Today, it is more typical that the policy 
defines the nation’s cultural image, identity, symbols and way of 
thinking, rather than allow the public’s will to grow out from the 
culture. To continue this thread logically, the next question would be 
whether public interest exists at all; or whether it can exist at all. 
The answer to these questions, however, is beyond the scope of this 
study.
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Introduction

Wandering of peoples has always played an essential role in the his-
tory of the humanity and reached a massive scale after 1945, while 
its intensity has not diminished since then. According to a most 
recent survey conducted by the United Nations, the number of the 
world population taking the risks and dangers of looking for better 
opportunities or shelter from persecution abroad reached an over-
whelming figure of 200 million by 2010 (World Migration Report, 
2010, n. d.), and based on the global tendencies, it is predictable 
that the influx of international migrants would not be expected to 
decrease in the current decade either (Papademetriou, 2010).

This diverse flood of people living away for shorter or longer 
period of time from their homeland these days, which apparently 
imposes cumulative challenges on sender, transit as well as host 
societies, cannot be disregarded at international level anymore. It has 
also become evident that migration induces social tensions since the 
speed of the process and the pertaining cultural differences make the 
development of peaceful co-habitation of new-comers and the recip-
ient society less and less possible.

In my essay, I would define the categories of migrants with 
regards to the “we” and the “other” dichotomy and scrutinize the 
discretion of the immigrant as the stranger in receiving societies. I 
will also present the prevailing images of the “guest” and the “enemy,” 
as well as examine the factors which may influence their rather 
negative judgment both at European and national level through a 
case study of Hungary. Finally, I will make an attempt to offer solu-

EnEmy or GuEst? 
– thE ContEntious imaGEs of thE miGrant 

as thE stranGEr in thE PolitiCal rhEtoriC*

Borbála Darabos
university of Debrecen, Debrecen, hungary



argumentor

142

tions for the possible elimination of the alien status of migrants and 
consolidate their image as the stranger by representing the possibili-
ties for political membership within the frames of the nation state. 

Who Is the “Stranger”?

Owing to the fact that the multitude of people who choose to leave 
behind their native land and move abroad is in a constant growth, 
the figure of the immigrant, often regarded marginal, must be re-
evaluated on global scale. Based on the almost daily experiences of 
confrontation, such as discrimination, ethnic conflicts, or even sui-
cide bombing in most extreme cases, apparently it can be admitted 
that the cohabitation of immigrants and receiving societies creates 
social tensions. As Gábor Biczó explains, the source of this conten-
tion is mainly rooted “in the opposition of the two actors which 
comes from that the recipient claims for the sustainability of sover-
eignty, while the stranger demands to preserve their autonomy” 
(Biczó, 2009, p. 129). In order that these sorts of dissent and dis-
putes in host societies fortified by the presence of migrants could be 
eliminated or moderated at least, the mechanism of their perception 
in their new home must be understood in a deeper sense, and it may 
be implemented with the deconstruction of the concept of the “new-
comer” to its core elements, but firstly, we can raise the reasonable 
question of how the notion of the immigrant can be defined. 

Although the theory of migration has been subject to philo-
sophical debates recently, owing to the immense heterogeneity of the 
flux of people, the various approaches tend to reflect on some spe-
cific aspects of the aliens but do not give an overall definition of the 
individual agent of the process. Regarding the distinctiveness of the 
legal categories, a fundamental division could be whether the trans-
gression of the border is authorized or unauthorized. Nonetheless, 
this distinction is already dubious because each state has the author-
ity to control its borders and for this reason entry regulations vary 
from country to country. Apparently, the purpose of their exile may 
be also diverse, but not restricted only to employment, education, 
family reunification, research, since they may even seek humanitarian 
help or asylum. Moreover, as Jürgen Habermas remarks it, migrants 
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may simply look for better opportunities and economic growth, thus 
they may “come to foreign continents seeking their well-being, that 
is, an existence worthy of human beings, rather than protection from 
political persecution” (1996, p. 142). In the meantime, these incen-
tive factors can multiply in individual cases and certainly mingle with 
each other. Another decisive element can be the length of their stay 
which would serve as the basis for the division of the mass of 
migrants to procedural categories starting from visitors to denizens, 
margizens, and naturalized citizens. However, as seyla Benhabib 
emphasized, all these rather administrative categories are unable to 
grasp the substance of the concept (2006).

Nevertheless, in the course of the search for a general defini-
tion of the migrant, Georg simmel’s description of the “stranger” can 
be cited as the most adequate and condense definition, with which 
simmel managed to predict one of the most decisive phenomena of 
our days already in 1908. According to this,

“The stranger will thus not be considered here in the usual sense of 
the term, as the wanderer who comes today and goes tomorrow, but 
rather as the man who comes today and stays tomorrow – the poten-
tial wanderer, so to speak, who, although he has gone further, has 
not quite got over the freedom of coming and going” (simmel, n.d.).

Apparently, the compact but expressive interpretation given by 
simmel signifies the process of international mobility because besides 
the acceleration of flow of goods, capital and information, the glo-
balization and the economic interdependence today enable migrants 
to earn their living or search for asylum in remote territories.

Amid the various prevailing expressions such as foreigner, out-
lander or alien, denoting the individual migrant in English, simmel’s 
phrasing for the “stranger” can be a most sufficient one since on the 
one hand, it avoids value-laden terms, it does not involve immediate 
discriminatory features but it rather expresses the neutrality of this 
special status. 

On the other hand, the individual exists as an intersubjective 
person, and the person always defines themselves with relation to an 
external context, the “other” (Hegel, 1971). In this sense, simmel’s 
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description is also closely related to the dichotomy of the “we” and the 
“other,” as the stranger is a distinguished person who does not belong 
to “us,” to the specific community by default. In spite of the debates 
about the deterioration of the nation state, it is still the main entity that 
renders the inclusion of individuals. In the era of increased global interac-
tions and accelerated migratory movements, when “the remote is near,” 
the “other,” namely the stranger, brings new qualities to the host socie-
ties which “are not, cannot be, indigenous to it” (simmel, n.d.). 

Regarding the position of the stranger these days, nation 
states allow the new-comers to enter the country with immigration 
policies, but due to the strict regulations of nationalization, the 
immigrants are impeded to join these communities as full members. 
since they can have only limited access to citizenship, the national 
borders follow them even inside the country (Bosniak, 2008), which 
means that their alien status is constantly re-enforced without the 
possibility of just admission to membership.

The Migrant as the Stranger – Guest or Enemy?
If we have a closer look at the theories of migration from previous 
decades, it can be ascertained that the wandering of people had not 
been judged as a negative process. Considering the history of the 
international mobility, it can be observed that most of the countries 
did not hinder the entry of migrants, and the right of asylum was 
sacred before the 19th century (Arendt, 1985), despite the fact that 
the international human rights regime had not been introduced in 
those times. Therefore, it can be assumed that immigrants used to 
be treated more as guests in host societies, in principle. 

Firstly, Kant envisioned the possible formation of the world 
state with the condition of permeable boundaries in his work of 
Perpetual Peace (n. d.), as “[t]he human race can gradually be 
brought closer and closer to a constitution establishing world citizen-
ship, […] as citizens of a universal state of men, in their external 
mutual relationships,” where the right of hospitality would have been 
entitled to all citizens and it would have prevented the stranger to 
be treated as an enemy in their new home. 

Moreover, Biczó presents that most of the researchers like 
Marcel Mauss and Alfred schütz proved with ethnologic and histori-
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cal data that the communities showed confirming and affirmative 
attitude towards the immigrants (2009). Nonetheless, simmel also 
acknowledges that the presence of the stranger could have been 
beneficial to the recipients, since “[t]he state of being a stranger is 
of course a completely positive relation, it is a specific form of inter-
action” (simmel, n.d.). 

We can inquire, in contempt of the early liberal admittance, 
how the migrants could have been left by today “in that murky 
domain between legality and illegality” (Benhabib, 2006, p. 137) as a 
consequence of which the strangers are predominantly degraded to 
be enemies. According to Hannah Arendt, this kind of attitude of 
exclusion does not derive directly from the nature of the nation state, 
but it can be a result of the dissolution of empires after the World 
War I, when the newly emerged entity of nation was unable to absorb 
the mass of refugees (1985).

“The first great damage done to the nation-states as a result of the 
arrival of hundreds of thousands of stateless people was that the right 
of asylum, the only right that had ever figured as a symbol of the 
Rights of Man in the sphere of international relationships, was being 
abolished. […] The second great shock that the European world suf-
fered through the arrival of the refugees was the realization that it 
was impossible to get rid of them or transform them into nationals 
of the country of refuge” (Arendt, 1985, p. 280-281).

Further on, it was a common practice that totalitarian countries 
denaturalized their members of minority origins, concurrently as 
stateless people were deprived of their basic human rights, they were 
forced into the position of lawlessness in non-totalitarian states as 
well, where their status of “second-class citizens without political 
rights” (Arendt, 1985, p. 288) became permanent. 

Nowadays, this kind of disenfranchisement is valid not only in 
case of refugees and asylum seekers, but it can be extended to other 
categories, for example to economic migrants. With reference to 
Giorgio Agamben’s concept, the migrants get into the “state of 
exception” (2005) via the single act of emigration. In this state, host 
societies do not have constitutional obligation by definition to pro-
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vide adequate protection of their rights. since they do not belong 
under the custody of the political community essentially, their politi-
cal or social rights are not guaranteed in most cases, which means 
that they have become stateless figuratively and do not represent the 
image of the alien but rather the enemy. 

Stranger as the Wanted and Unwanted Migrant
This division of the two contentious images of the guest and the 
enemy in case of the concept of the stranger can be realized on the 
level of politics in Demetrios G. Papademetriou’s binary categories of 
wanted and unwanted migrants (2010). On the one hand, as 
Papademetriou describes, the immigrants as strangers can acquire 
the position of “wanted” guest if their contribution is considered to 
be beneficial for host societies. In this matter, the purpose of states 
is to attract them and as a result of this, their entry and settlement 
is facilitated by such advantageous migration policies like tiers or 
pointing system. This category can include well-trained and highly-
skilled employees, researchers, students as well as investors who, 
contrary to the classic immigrants, would not settle down perma-
nently but plan to visit and work for a temporary period. It is also 
widely believed that “wanted” migrants are capable of integration 
mostly (Castles, & Davidson, 2000).

On the other hand, those foreigners who do not belong to any 
of these welcomed groups mentioned above can be classified as 
“unwanted” migrants (Papademetriou, 2011). states are less or not 
willing to accept these individuals who are remote both in their cul-
tural and religious traditions. By introducing stricter regulations of 
residency or asylum, the countries strive to keep them away. 
However, severe immigration legislation can have reverse effects 
because, in case of successful entry, these aliens are under pressure 
to stay in their new home land as long as attainable even if it evolves 
fraudulences. In public, unwanted immigrants are mainly depicted as 
enemies who cause insecurity, increase unemployment and threaten 
homogeneity. 

These ambiguous images of migrants are strengthened by 
political rhetoric to a great extent, and they are already internalized 
in the public opinion, which has been proven by opinion polls both at 
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European and national level. However, this social contention between 
the stranger and the recipient must be reconciled and the hostile 
attitude towards immigrants should be eliminated with the help of 
political integration.

Political Rhetoric and Migration – The Projection of the Figure of 
the Migrant as Stranger in the Public Opinion

The Stereotypes of the European Public Opinion
After the theoretical investigation of the figure of the migrant as the 
stranger, it was ascertained that the concept of enemy is a more 
prevailing category today than that of the guest. subsequently, we 
can have a closer look at which counterpart is projected to the pub-
lic opinion through political rhetoric first in the European Union, then 
on national scale. 

Although the European Union was founded on the principle to 
facilitate the free movement of labor force within its borders, based 
on the Eurobarometer 53 survey of 2000, it was detected that the 
anti-immigrant sentiment is quite high in European countries. In 
2000, the majority of EU citizens tended to agree rather than disa-
gree with statements such as in schools where there are too many 
children from these minority groups, the quality of education suffers; 
people from minority groups abuse the system of social welfare; the 
presence of people from minority groups increases unemployment; 
they are more often involved in criminality than the average. 
Moreover, the tendency to agree with the view that the presence of 
people from these minority groups is a cause of insecurity reached a 
major sum of 44% EU-wide while in Greece, Denmark, Belgium and 
France more than 50% of the interviewees massively declared their 
agreement with this statement (Attitude Towards Migrants, 2001). 
Based on these empirical findings, the European Commission con-
cluded that on the one hand, many Europeans would encourage and 
promote understanding of different cultures, on the other hand, a 
major proportion of EU citizens are still concerned with the precon-
ception about the social threat to the employment and welfare sys-
tem that immigrants would supposedly generate (Thalhammer, 
Zucha, Enzenhofer, salfinger, & Ogris, 2001). 
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On the contrary, recent social and economic analyses have 
managed to refute these kinds of negative and hostile presupposi-
tions towards immigrants. For instance, the myth of the so-called 
“welfare magnet” for migrants was negated and it was proved that 
“flows within the EU are not related to unemployment benefit gener-
osity” (Giulietti, Guzi, Kahanec, & Zimmermann, 2011, p. 2). 
Referring to the case of Mexican workers in the United states, it is 
also argued that they do no tend to deprive local labor force from 
job opportunities but instead, they supplement them (Yúnez-Naude, 
2011, p. 47).

Although it was not the objective of the 2000 Eurobarometer 
survey to scrutinize the reasons and motivations for the attitude 
towards migrants, it did monitor socio-demographic factors. The poll 
showed that party identification did influence preconceptions about 
migrants. It also proved that right-wing or nationalist voters are apt 
to demonstrate more restrictive disposition, while compared to this, 
for instance, Green-voters, apparently, have less negative attitudes 
towards migrants (Thalhammer et al., 2001).

Furthermore, as Marc Morjé Howard (2010) points out, this 
latent restrictiveness and “the strong hostility to immigrants” mani-
fested in the European public opinion does have a direct implication 
on policy-making and puts latent pressure on policy implementations 
as well. The migratory regulations of the European Union at supra-
national level live up to the tendency that migration is classified as 
a security issue. Indeed, stricter control of the external borders of the 
EU is prioritized in the course of the development of common 
European position in the coordination of migration (European 
Commission, 2011). The capacity of the FRONTEX Agency respon-
sible for the control of the external boundaries of the European 
Union has been increased, while the Dublin Agreement in 1997 lim-
ited the possibilities to grant asylum. These measurements also prove 
that migrants are often treated as quasi-criminals, which also under-
pins the enemy image of the strangers even at European level.
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Judgment of Migration 
without the Actual Presence of Migrants – The Case of Hungary
After having seen the effect of restrictive attitude towards strangers 
on policy-making, we shall seek an applicable explanation for which 
source this harsh rejection of migrants derives from. The case of 
Hungary can be an adequate subject for further investigation since 
the proportion of foreigners is still very low in Hungary, thus it does 
not exceed 2% of the Hungarian population (Bevándorlási és 
Állampolgársági Hivatal – Statisztikák, n. d.), therefore, it can be an 
interesting basis for scrutiny how such an unaffected society would 
react to immigrants and what kind of impacts would influence their 
perception.  

Regarding the anti-immigrant sentiments in Hungary, the 
result of an opinion poll conducted in 2011 does not contradict but 
reaffirms the outcome of the Eurobarometer 53 survey of 2000. 
Accordingly, six out of ten Hungarian responders agreed that the 
number of crimes would increase also because of the immigrants. 
64% of the interviewees were afraid that they might be divested of 
their job opportunities by the new-comers (Juhász, 2011). 
Furthermore, 35% agreed with the apparently xenophobic view that 
no asylum seekers should be let enter the country at all, while 54% 
of the responders would re-consider the acceptance or rather the 
rejection of refugees (sik, & simonovits, 2012). Eventually, the poll 
concluded with the result representing that 80% of the Hungarian 
population tended to agree or clearly agreed on the necessity of more 
severe migratory regulations and 60% of the responders would agree 
with the monitoring of foreigners (sik et al., 2012).

This obvious hostile attitude towards migrants cannot be 
explained with a cursory argument that Hungarians are in lack of 
experience about strangers even if this approach may be presumably 
confirmed either by the historical context rooted in the era of the 
Iron Curtain, or by the current migratory data. This so-called “con-
tact hypothesis” is supposed to anticipate that agents who have been 
subjects of relations to foreigners would be more tolerant. However, 
the recent Hungarian survey undoubtedly refuted this standpoint and 
it proved that people who are personally familiar with migrants 
backed the argument that foreigners generate tension in the recipient 
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society in the same proportion as the group without any contacts 
with strangers (sik et al., 2012).

Consequently, the opinion poll in the case of Hungary was able 
to demonstrate that the impact of immediate or personal experi-
ences cannot be as decisive as in Western European states dealing 
with massive influx of foreigners, but despite the small number of 
immigrants in Hungary, the hostility towards the stranger is exposed 
publicly indeed. This affects the judgment of immigrants in negative 
ways and they are still considered as enemies. 

This anti-immigrant mindset clearly influences the public pol-
icy making in a restrictive way in Hungary as well. Although this 
country is not a preferred destination for immigrants, the require-
ments for entry, settlement and citizenship acquisition have always 
been very strictly defined. For instance, naturalization in Hungary is 
dependent on such condition as uninterrupted settlement for eight 
years which is one of the longest necessary periods in Europe. The 
successful completion of Hungarian citizenship exam is also disputed 
to be obsolete as an adequate standard for citizenship acquisition on 
a more globalized international stage. Even a more austere immigra-
tion act was launched in 2011.

Eventually, the opinion poll conducted about attitudes towards 
migrants in Hungary had the same conclusion as the Eurobarometer 
with relevance to the most determining socio-demographic data. 
Namely, through the measurement of party identification, it was 
ascertained that the responders who overtly supported the implemen-
tation of authoritarian migratory regulations were predominantly 
affiliated with the Hungarian far-right radical party called “Jobbik.”

If we track the root causes of this intense anti-migratory atti-
tude in Hungary, the rationale behind the over-representation of the 
actual voters of the radical party in such extent can be excluded since 
their overall proportion projected to the Hungarian population did not 
exceed the rate of 12%, as the outcome of the last parliamentary 
elections showed it in 2010, and it has not risen since then signifi-
cantly. Nevertheless, Habermas pinpoints out that 
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“[t]roughout Europe, right-wing xenophobic reactions against the 
‘corrupting influence of foreigners’ has increased. The relatively 
deprived classes, whether they feel endangered by social decline or 
have already slipped into segmented marginal groups, identify quite 
openly with the ideologized supremacy of their own collectivity and 
reject everything foreign. This is the underside of a chauvinism of 
affluence that is on the rise everywhere” (Habermas, 1996, p. 508). 

We can have a closer look at the radical right-wing rhetoric about 
authoritarian measures to be applied against immigrants and what 
influences it has on the mainstream political discourse, strengthening 
the immigrants’ detrimental status.

The political discourse of the far-right.
It is almost unnecessary to evoke radical party slogans in which they 
threaten host societies with migrants undermining the social unity, 
altering the appearance of cities and transforming the mainstream 
society. The statements of the Hungarian far-right can perfectly fit 
into this line of rhetoric too, even if the samples are taken from the 
most legitimate manifestations of their political communication, 
thus, from their speeches given at the Parliament.

Although Hungary is mostly a transitory country for immi-
grants, migratory movements have not been given such an emphasis 
in parliamentary debates as in Western Europe, but those few 
remarks on the theme are quite telling as follows: 

“A significant number of foreigners react in an unauthorized way to 
the existing legal environment” (40. ülésnap (2010.10.27.), 4. 
felszólalás, n.d.). 

“You can ask at some university campus in Budapest how a group of 
foreigners try to escape the law. One thing is certain: no one ever 
saw them in the university college, with ticket, textbooks or anything 
else, but everyone knows in what way they earn their living” (40. 
ülésnap (2010.10.27.), 14. felszólalás, n.d.).
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“A completely wrong picture was depicted about Hungary being a 
transit country. This statement is partly true because many immi-
grants of the world’s refugees arrive to Europe, and they set off to 
the more developed West, however, this tendency seems to arrive to 
a reverse phase and shows that Hungary is increasingly exposed to 
the phenomenon that the Carpathian Basin has certainly become a 
destination too, […] it is a very important task to prepare for the 
flood of refugees, which is coming to Europe” (148. ülésnap 
(2011.12.06.), 178. felszólalás, n.d.).
 
“A bill about migration or migratory processes does not even have to 
expose any another character than law enforcement in the first place. 
[…] It is unsure if the feature of law enforcement should be over-
taken either by economics or labor market at all” (40. ülésnap 
(2010.10.27.), 14. felszólalás, (n.d.). 

The translated citations listed above can prove that the far-right 
members of the Hungarian Parliament foster the negative image of 
enemy. Immigrants are depicted as a menace to the society, living in 
illegality and violating the law in general. They threaten with the 
flood of refugees unless more severe immigration regulations were 
initiated. Moreover, they also emphasized that migration related 
issues should be handled by law enforcement.

The presence of anti-migration 
views in mainstream political communication
This dismissive manner can be a twofold problem. On the one hand, 
it can internalize and facilitate the imprinting of negative images 
about the stranger at the level of the general political communica-
tion, and on the other hand, it makes the peaceful integration of the 
residing foreigners more difficult. 

Regarding the policy-making, it must be admitted that 
Hungary is in lack of official migration policies or strategy, as well as 
the appropriate legal and institutional frameworks aiming for integra-
tion. Although the foreign policy strategy already touches upon the 
field of international mobility according to which “illegal migration, 
terrorism, religious fanaticism and strengthening networks of illegal 
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trade imposes challenges on the national security social and eco-
nomic development of our country both indirectly and directly” 
(Magyar külpolitika az uniós elnökség után, n.d.), meeting the 
demand of the Hungarian far-right, it apparently reinforces the secu-
ritization of migration (Bigo, 2002) at the level of law enforcement 
and ignores the integrative aspect.

Besides of the anti-immigrant attitude of the public opinion 
and the lack of strategies, even the current discourse about migra-
tory questions in Hungary is not able to go beyond the inspection of 
a possible influx and its unforeseen effects on the future socio-
demographic process like decline of the population, the aging of the 
society and the unsustainability of the social welfare system (Wetzel, 
2011). In the course of planning of the probable actions, the author-
itarian rhetoric of the far-right is tangible in the restrictiveness of the 
recommendations. In order to impede an excessive flow, migratory 
and refugee quotas as well as point systems are advised to be intro-
duced. The desired “non-Hungarian” immigration must be monitored 
and remain on a relatively low scale. “The quality immigration must 
be supported, we must by all means strive for attracting the ‘best 
part’ of the migrants namely the class whose members would be will-
ing to partake in developing of the economy and taking the common 
burdens” (Wetzel, 2011, p. 142).  

Finally, as Pál Nyíri (as cited in Karácsony, n. d.) raised the 
attention, even formal political communiqué tend to have negative 
understatements. For instance, the official rate of the specific immi-
grant community is “this much” from which the audience would draw 
the false conclusion that the given population can be expected to 
exceed this ratio illegally. As a result, the host society may incor-
rectly presume that their work, social or economic welfare could be 
threatened.

The analogies described above are apparently harmful for the 
process of peaceful cohabitation of strangers and recipients because 
these do not facilitate the integration but may generalize the quasi-
criminal stereotype of migrants on the scale of the common political 
communication too. 
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Consequences – The Re-Ethnicization of Citizenship

Despite the increasingly blurring boundaries between the “us” and the 
“them” (schmidtke, 2001), citizenship has remained the central ele-
ment of community-belonging which entitles their members to uni-
versal and equal rights within the political community. Detaching 
from the Hungarian case study, we can further scrutinize the disad-
vantageous effect of the far-right on the possibility of legitimization 
of the status of migrants in their new home by analyzing their influ-
ence on de-, or rather re-ethnicization of citizenship (Joppke, 2003). 

Christian Joppke (2003) examined the contemporary transfor-
mation of citizenship and ascertained that extension of citizenship 
rights may depend on the left-right division of the government. 
leftist administration tends to liberalize citizenship and incorporate 
immigrants, which he calls “de-ethnicization,” while right-wing gov-
ernments expands ties with their emigrants, thus right-of-center 
legislation strives for “re-ethnicization” of citizenship. Howard carries 
this argument on and focuses on the public pressure for restrictive 
citizenship regulations. His findings proved that “the presence of a 
strong anti-immigrant movement seems to be a necessary and suf-
ficient factor that prevents citizenship liberalization,” however, “the 
absence of the far right is a necessary but not sufficient condition for 
liberalization” (2010, p. 747).

Notwithstanding being a universal and crucial notion, the con-
cept of citizenship represents an exclusionary quality with insides and 
outsides (Bosniak, 2008). As Benhabib shows, “there has never been 
a perfect overlap between the circle of those who stand under the 
law’s authority and those recognized as full members of the demos. 
Every democratic demos has disenfranchised some, while recognizing 
only certain individuals as full citizens” (2004, p. 135). Essentially, 
migrants are those residents of a state who are excluded from the 
political community consequently, from full citizenship rights because 
they can only gain community membership usually by fulfilling strict 
requirements of naturalization. 

Their exclusionary status projects more detrimental discrimi-
nation because only the political community can provide and protect 
the fundamental human rights and this disenfranchised position can-
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not be eliminated only through the means of political rhetoric. 
Habermas also claims that “legally protected individual rights can 
only be derived from the pre-existing, indeed intersubjectively recog-
nized norms of a legal community” (Habermas, 2001, p. 146). 
Despite debates about the declination of citizenship, “distinctions 
between citizens and foreigners remain an essential and enduring 
feature of modern life whether in terms of politics and elections, 
welfare-state benefits, public-sector employment, social integration, 
or demographics and pension systems even in the ‘supra-national’ 
European Union” (Howard, 2010, p. 735-736).

It is a complex and controversial view, but the migrants’ bias 
status as enemies could be ceased by the liberalization of citizenship 
rights. Their position as outsiders could be eliminated by their better 
incorporation into the political body. To clarify the issue, none of the 
theorists would favor the automatic acquisition of citizenship, but 
they emphasize the necessity of re-thinking their membership within 
the frames of the nation state. The nullification of their quasi-crim-
inal status could be facilitated by extended political integration which 
could also cease the migrants’ disenfranchisement and this new 
approach should become dominant in the political communication.

For the alleviation of social tension, numerous different solu-
tions have been proposed for the political integration of immigrants. 
Habermas, Benhabib and Rainer Bauböck’s ideas are various but 
these can provide the most efficient explanations as well. To sum 
these up, Habermas (1996) believes that integrity and diversity can 
properly function simultaneously in a society. In the system of con-
stitutional patriotism, the cultural and national identity can be sepa-
rated, while the individuals can become members of the democratic 
community by the means of socializing in the same political culture. 
Benhabib (2006) argues that instead of the unitary model of citizen-
ship its disaggregation will launch which enables the acquisition of 
either social rights or political membership without the possession of 
the same cultural history. Furthermore, Bauböck (2007) expects the 
formation of transnational citizenship at a supranational level based 
on the model of economic cooperation with which overlapping but 
politically embedded entities could develop. 
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Conclusion

To sum it up, international mobility is an inherent phenomenon of glo-
balization which cannot be reversed anymore and it imposes immeasur-
able challenges on the global society. The investigation of the group of 
migrants is also troublesome due the diversity demonstrated by the 
international flood of people, however, Georg simmel’s description of the 
stranger discussed earlier gives an excellent definition of the immigrant.

Despite simmel’s condense concept of the stranger, the 
movement of migration cannot be regarded neutral. Before the 20th 
century, migrants were considered guest rather than enemies in their 
new homeland, but the phrase of immigrant has become a value-
laden term in a rather negative way in the current public discourse. 
When the phenomenon reached a massive scale, the enemy image of 
the stranger was internalized in host societies. This dichotomy is still 
dominant in the course of implementation of policies since different 
targeted regulations should foster the influx of the very few “wanted 
migrant,” while mainly security measures are applied to impede the 
entry of the “unwanted,” mostly unauthorized immigrant.

After the monitoring of the European as well as the special 
case of Hungary, it was ascertained that the public opinion appar-
ently displayed hostility towards migrants. This latent restrictiveness 
also influenced policy making in the European Union, which resulted 
in the fortification of the external borders and reducing of asylum 
rights. In case of Hungary, although the number of migrants does not 
exceed the 2% of the overall population, the public opinion would 
support more severe migration regulations. 

According to Habermas, these xenophobic reactions against for-
eigners have spread all over Europe which might be a result of the far-
right political communication gaining ground in the political rhetoric. 
The extreme right transmits a harmful image of the migrant who is 
supposed to be a criminal, imposing threat to the host society. However, 
these anti-immigrant attitudes channeled the mainstream political dis-
course as well, declining the issue to the level of law enforcement.

Moreover, it was also proved that the pressure of far-right 
mobilization would influence the re-ethnicization of citizenship, which 
may further enhance the disadvantageous position of migrant. To 
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avoid the disenfranchised status of the strangers and help eliminate 
the social contention, the host societies must incorporate them into 
the political body. The various theories can help to disperse the 
exclusionary misconceptions about the new-comers because of the 
recipients’ political morality. As Benhabib phrases it, “those living in 
our midst who do not belong to the ethnos are not strangers either; 
they are rather ‘cohabitants,’ or, as later political expressions would 
have it, ‘our co-citizens of foreign origin’ ” (2004, p. 156).
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Für freundschaftlich Gesinnte und für Hasserfüllte

Aspekte der Analyse

Start zum Erwerben des Diploms – Offene Konsultations- und Infor-
mationstage für künftige Studenten – unter diesem Titel wurde im 
Frühjahr 2012 vom Staatssekretariat für Unterrichtswesen des Min-
isteriums für Landesressourcen,1 dem Amt für Unterrichtswesen, dem 
Educatio Nonprofit-GmbH für soziale Dienstleistungen, sowie dem 
Zentrum für Studentenkredit AG landesweit eine Reihe von Veran-
staltungen über aktuelle Veränderungen im Hochschulbetrieb organ-
isiert. Aus diesem Anlass bekamen die Interessenten ein skurriles 
Zettel, eine Art Propagandamaterial, das für die Ausbildung von 
Philologen werben sollte. Dort heisst es unter anderem: „Philologen-
tugenden und ein umfangreiches Wissen, nicht nur für Sandalen 
tragende Philosophen.” Der eigenen Bestimmung nach gehe es um 
eine Art Orientierungshilfe für künftige Studenten, damit sie sich in 
dieser wirklich verantwortungsvollen und komplizierten Lebenssitua-
tion besser zurechtfinden können. Obwohl in diesem Falle Ausdrücke 
wie „popularisieren” und „Orientierungshilfe” ziemlich euphemistisch 
klingen, insofern Phrasen wie „undefinierbare Ausbildung”, „schwer zu 
bestimmen, ob”, oder die lakonische Feststellung, wonach ein Philolo-
gendiplom „keineswegs eine schnelle, geebnete Karriere garantiere”, 
sowie ziemlich eingeengte Alternativen (traditionelle Lehrer-, oder 

1 Neuerdings heisst es Ministerium für Humanressourcen

Sandalen tragende PhiloSoPhen
Beiträge zur rhetorik deS auSSchließenS*

Tamás Valastyán
university of debrecen, debrecen, hungary
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Forschungslaufbahn, bzw. Anstellungen im öffentlichen Dienst oder 
in der Geschäftssphäre) zum Anhaltspunkt, bzw. als „Signaturen” 
dienen. Folglich vergeht einem vielmehr die Lust, sich auf einem 
derart kaum begehbaren Felde überhaupt zurechtfinden zu wollen, 
anstatt neue Impulsen zum Erkunden des Ungewissen zu bekommen. 

Wohl könnte man versuchen – vorausgesetzt, aber nicht 
angenommen –, den obigen Attributen des Infomierens einen gewis-
sen Wahrheitsgehalt einzuräumen. Dann sieht man sich allerdings mit 
der unleugbaren Tatsache konfrontiert, im Falle der betreffenden 
Orientierungshilfe für künftige Studenten mit einem Musterbeispiel 
des präzisen, anspruchsvollen und aufrichtigen Informierens zu tun zu 
haben. Der interessierte Laie wird nämlich auf Probleme vorbereitet, 
mit denen er zu rechnen hat, sollte er sich trotzdem wagen, seinen 
Platz in den „bunten und umfangreichen Bildungsbereichen”, ad 
absurdum: in den Klippen dieser obskuren, schwer definierbaren, 
kaum, oder zumindest recht wenig Erfolg versprechenden Philologen-
welt finden, sich dort einrichten möchte, die – zu allem noch –, vol-
ler unbegangener und einem ungeahnt auflauernder Pfade sei Doch 
strandet man mit einer derart naiv-gutmütigen Interpretation sofort 
auf Klippe, hätte es dem Leser des Zettels immer noch kein Licht 
aufgegangen, dass man hier vielmehr mit dem Inbegriff des manipuli-
erten Informierens, ja mit einem mit der tückischen Absicht der 
Gleichschaltung verfassten, bloβen Propagandamaterial zu tun, oder 
vielmehr abzufinden hat, nachdem man in einem halbfett gedruckten 
Textteil auf die vorhin schon zitierte Phrase stöβt: Sandalen tra-
gende Philosophen. Diese Wendung steht in der den Gegenstand des 
ganzen Orientierungsheftes näher bestimmenden, paratextualen Ein-
heit. Da heisst es also: „Philologentugenden und ein umfangreiches 
Wissen, nicht nur für Sandalen tragende Philosophen.” 

Im folgenden möchte ich versuchen, die Phrase „Sandalen 
tragende Philosophen” auszulegen, unter besonderer Berücksichti-
gung dessen, dass die obige Redewendung in der aus Anlass einer 
vom ungarischen Ministerium für Unterrichtswesen, bzw. den unter 
dessen Aufsicht stehenden Instituten veranstalteten Roadshow 
gedruckten, und zur Popularisierung der einheimischen Philosophen-
ausbildung dienenden Broschüre vorkommt, und zwar in markierend-
einschränkendem, genauer: in brandmarkend-ausschlieβendem Sinne. 



TAMáS VALASTyáN

163

Ich möchte meine Untersuchung unter dreierlei Aspekten vornehmen. 
Zuerst wird der Sandalen tragende Philosoph als das Subjekt, bzw. 
Objekt einer Modefrage, dann als Träger des dispositionalen Prob-
lems zum Leben, zur Welt, und schlieβlich als die „Zielscheibe” einer 
stereotypen Redewendung betrachtet. 

Die semantische Struktur des Ausschlieβens

Zunächst einmal möchte ich aber den die Wendung „Sandalen tra-
gender Philosoph” überhaupt ermöglichenden, ja erst recht hervor-
bringenden, und gewissermaβen in unserer Politikgeschichte wur-
zelnden Hintergrund etwas näher ins Auge fassen. Diesen Kontext 
werde ich – der Einfachheit halber, bzw. um Klarsicht zu verschaffen 
–, mit dem Ausschlieβen identifizieren, oder, mit Reinhard Kosellecks 
Worten: mit dem Vorgang der Bildung, bzw. Fabrizierung eines Fein-
dbegriffs beschreiben. Was mich eigentlich interessiert, ist also die 
semantische Struktur der Bezeichnung des Feindes. 

Der Vorgang, im Laufe dessen der Feind benannt, und damit 
eigentlich geschaffen wird, im Ergebnis dessen dann der ausschlieβende 
Diskurs entsteht, kann durch zwei, im Idealfall voneinender klar 
abgrenzbare, obwohl in Wirklichkeit sich aneinander klammernde 
Phasen bezeichnet. Zuerst werden das auszuschlieβende Individuum 
oder die auszuschlieβende Gemeinschaft aufs Korn genommen, 
anschlieβend benannt und stigmatisiert, und schlieβlich – im Ergebnis 
der ersten beiden –, abgesondert, bzw. aus bestimmten räumlichen, 
denotativen, bzw. existentiellen Dimensionen ausgeschlossen. Der 
Vorgang verlief mutatis mutandis auf ähnliche Weise im Verhalten 
der Griechen zu den Barbaren, in dem der Christen zu den Ketzern, 
aber auch in dem des Menschen der Neuzeit zum Unmenschen, oder 
in dem des Übermenschen zu denen als niedriger verschmähten; ja 
selbst die feindliche Gesinnung Juden gegenüber läβt sich im Grunde 
genommen auf diese Dramaturgie zurückführen.

Mutatis mutandis: Unterschiede in den Motivationen, bzw. 
Techniken können natürlich übrigens – je nach historischem Zeitalter, 
bzw. den Absichten der Legitimierung – zu jeweils durchaus ver-
schiedenen Vorfällen führen. Nichtsdestoweniger weisen die semantis-
che Ordnung der einzelnen Fälle des Ausschlieβens in vieler Hinsicht 
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Ähnlichkeiten auf. Wie es auch von Koselleck hervorgehoben wird, 
hat der Feind zahlreiche Bezeichnungen, und die mit den Feindbeg-
riffenen verbundenen Namen können zwar recht vielerlei sein, aber die 
semantischen Strukturen, die Art und Weise wie der andere als Feind 
vorausgessetzt wird, werden nachhaltig bestehen, die Strukturen sind 
übertragbar und in jeder Sprache ausdrückbar (Koselleck, 1994, p. 
87). Diese hartnäckigen Strukturen werden geschaffen, indem der 
Mensch in aktiven Gemeinschaften durch Negierung oder Ablehnung 
des anderen sich selbst eine Sonderstellung gönnt: im Grunde genom-
men geht es um eine – ideologisch auf verschiedene Weise erfüllbare 
– leere Form, in welche der andere, nachdem einmal hineingelegt, 
zugleich diet letzten Chance beraubt wird, so dass er von nun an nur 
noch als Feind betrachtet wird (Koselleck, 1994, pp. 86-87). In der 
Triade des Verpönens, Benennens, Ausschlieβens ist es der sprachli-
che Moment, der hervorzuheben ist, um auch den vorliegenden Fall 
verstehen zu können. Zwar wird es auch von Koselleck betont, dass 
es nicht die Sprache an sich ist, die diese feindliche Gesinnung enste-
hen lässt, sondern vielmehr und insbesondere die Instrumentalisierung 
und Enteignung der Sprache. Zu diesem Enteignungsprozess gesellen 
sich nämlich auch Stereotypien, die diesen Prozess weiter verstärken, 
so dass einem durch das bloβe Heraufbeschwören oder Hervorrufen 
dieser Stereotypien schon der jeweils als Feind gebrandmarkte Name 
einfällt.

In unserem Falle ist es also der Sandalen tragende Philosoph. 
Im folgenden werde ich jene atavistischen Stereotypien aufzeigen, die 
hinter dieser Bezeichnung als der Realisierung der Feindbildung 
stecken können. Natürlich handelt es sich vor allem darum, dass die 
Akteure des ausschlieβenden Diskurses nicht willens sind, die Sprache 
des anderen zu gebrauchen – um zB. ihre eigene, grenzenlose Hybris 
zu beschränken. Statt dessen verschanzen sie sich hinter ihre eigene 
Sprache. Nun also warum ausgerechnet der Sandalen tragende 
Philosoph? Wohl hat es auch etwas mit der Sprache zu tun. Von den 
nach Vollmacht strebenden politischen Akteuren (sagen wir mal: den 
Tyrannen und deren kulturbeauftragten Mamelucken) wird gerade 
der Philosoph mit Vorliebe angeprangert – benannt und ausgeschlos-
sen –, weil dieser die gemeinen Mach(t)enschaften jener durchschaut 
und entlarvt. Und gerade deswegen, weil ja der Sprachgebrauch für 
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beide Parteien relevant ist. Wie es bei Paul Ricoeur heisst: „Die 
Tyrannei wird gerade durch die Philosophie bloβgestellt, weil jene die 
ureigenste Domäne von dieser besudelt.” (Ricoeur, 1967, p. 89)

Aphrodités Fussstapfen

Es ist nicht zu verwundern, dass in dieser attributiven Konstruktion, 
in der sich der Philosoph vorfindet, die Rolle des Attributes von 
einem niedriger, ja eigentlich ganz unten befindlichen Stück des men-
schlichen Werkzeuggebrauchs: einer Fussbekleidung gespielt wird. 
Die Welt der Fussbekleidungen, bzw. deren Anwendungspotential 
sind besonders ergiebig. Ein Beweis hierfür sind die zahlreichen, 
voneinander durchaus abweichenden Kontexte, in denen diese 
vorkommen. Diesmal sollte man sich lediglich mit drei von diesen 
begnügen. Deren erster ist – um gleich auf eine entfernte Verwandte 
der betreffenden Fussbekleidung hinzuweisen –, ein Motiv biblischen 
Ursprungs, die Sandalen der Antike. Johannes der Täufer sagt – in 
Anspielung auf Jesu schier unbegreifliche und übernatürliche Taten, 
bzw. Mentalität, er selber wäre nicht einmal wert, ihm die Schuhrie-
men zu lösen. In dieser von Johannes erwähnten Geste stehen die 
Sandalen gerade für das Motiv der Parusie einer auf Nähe und Offen-
sichtlichkeit komprimierten Unbegreiflichkeit, wobei auch die Gültig-
keit der ethischen Dimension der betreffenden Situation zugleich zum 
Ausdruck gebracht wird. In unserem zweiten Kontext geht es um ein 
paar Stiefeln, die einen geschichtsphilosophischen Zustand wider-
spiegeln, und die sich durch einen Lehrsatz von Alain Finkielkraut aus 
seinem 1987 erschienenen Buch Die Niederlage des Denkens berüh-
mt-berüchtigt wurden, welcher seinerzeit groβen Staub aufwirbelte. 
Im XIX. Jahrhundert sollen sich die russischen volkhaften Poeten 
dahingehend geäu βert haben: „Ein Paar Sriefeln sind mehr Wert als 
Shakespeare.” (Finkielkraut, 1987) Ihr Hauptargument bestand darin, 
dass die Stiefeln sich nicht anmaβen, mehr als das Symbol der besc-
heidenen Ausdrucksform einer spezifischen Kultur zu sein, während 
der geniale englische Dramatiker sein Publikum nicht nur betrüge und 
irreführe, sondern zu allem noch Respekt erheische. Bei Finkielkraut 
stellt all dies eigentlich einen Befund der Wendung der multikulturel-
len Individualität, und zwar einer von geschichtsphilosophischer Per-
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spektive, bzw. Thematik dar. Schlieβlich kann man, in den Kontext 
Philosoph und Fussbekleidung einmal verwickelt, nicht umhin, Martin 
Heideggers Van Gogh-Analyse zu erwähnen. So möchte ich mich als 
drittes Beispiel auf den Teil seines Der Ursprung des Kunstwerkes 
beziehen, wo der deutsche Philosoph Van Goghs Darstellung von ein 
Paar Bauernschuhen als ein Phänomen der Weltartigkeit des 
Seienden untersucht, wobei er dadurch (würde er sich selber auch 
noch so sehr dagegen sträuben) unwillkürlich auch ästhetische 
Dimensionen für die Auslegbarkeit der Schuhen als Fussbekleidung 
eröffnet. (Heidegger, 2003, pp. 18-22.)

Dabei hat man die Welt der eichelverzierten Schuhe, der Fuss-
baltreter oder der Opanken noch gar nicht erst angeschnitten, 
obwohl diese auch einzeln für sich zu betrachten aufschlussreich 
wäre. Auch unsere Fussbekleidung schmiegt plastisch an die vielfältige 
Ordnung des Geschmacks an – dadurch die gesellschaftlich general-
isierbare, änderungsfähige Art und Weise zugleich verratend, die 
Mode genannt wird; lässt sich doch die Bedeutungs- und Bezugssphäre 
von Fussbekleidungen grundsätzlich dennoch im Begriffskreis, bzw. in 
der Verhaltensweise der Mode oder der Bekleidung bestimmen. Fol-
glich den Philosophen mit dem Attribut Sandalen tragend zu verse-
hen, und dadurch einen seiner Determinanten gleichsam mit einem 
scheinbar belanglosen, doch im Grunde allerdings durchaus wesenhaf-
ten Stück seiner Bekleidung zu identifizieren, heiβt zugleich ihm eine 
bestimmte Attitüde zumuten. Dies letztere hängt nun vermutlich eng 
mit dem Wunsch nach Freiheit und Leichtigkeit zusammen, indem er 
kein Gebundensein duldet, sich hingegen elementar von Luftigkeit 
und Ungebundenheit angezogen fühlend, ist nicht willig, zB. Schnür-
schuhe anzuziehen. An diesem Punkt deckt sich uns das Rivalisieren, 
ja die Agonalität der Fussbekleidungen auf, welche am deutlichsten 
ersichtlich werden, nachdem man klar erkennt, wer es eigentlich sind, 
die die Philosophen mit dem Attribut Sandalen tragend versehen. 
Würde man diese Frage billig, bzw. pauschal damit beantworten, dass 
es die Schnürschuh tragenden sind, so wäre es nicht angebracht, teils 
weil dadurch ich mich selber zu den Verpönenden degradieren würde 
(was ich um jeden Preis vermeiden wollte), teils weil man schlieβlich 
doch aus Anlass eines Flugblattes reflektiert, das die einheimische 
Philosophenausbildung popularisieren sollte, und auf indirekte Weise 
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an Absichten des Ministeriums für Unterrichtswesen anknüpft, sind 
doch auf dem Orientierungsheft die Educatio Nonprofit GmbH für 
soziale Dienstleistungen, das Portal felvi.hu sowie der Széchenyi Pro-
jekt für ein Neues Ungarn angegeben, die wir keineswegs mit der 
Gefühls- und Sprachwelt kompromittieren möchten, die das Attribut 
Schnürschuh tragend heraufbeschwört. Übrigens gibt es auf der Seite 
des Ministeriums für Unterrichtswesen nur lauter Spuren von Fuss-
baltretern, sportlichen Fechterschuhen, Reitstiefeln und prachtvollen 
Priesterschuhen auf dem Spielfeld. Weder kann (noch will) man 
übersehen, dass die Phrase Sandalen tragender Philosoph am ehesten 
in der Rhetorik der ungarischen Rechtsextreme wuchert und ihre 
faulen, giftigen Früchte hervorbringt. Die Wendung Sandalen tragen-
der Philosoph googlend, findet man nach ein paar Mausclicken die 
Homepage von Nationalen Vereinen.

Im Problem der Fussbekleidung liegen natürlich besondere 
Gefahren verborgen. So beispielsweise wird Aphrodité nachgesagt, 
dass sie, nachdem sie den Meereswogen entstiegen hatte, sofort 
Sandalen anzog, welche aber mit ihrem Klappern einen derart unhe-
imlichen Lärm verursachten, dass selbst Hephaistos aufhorchte, 
wodurch der Meeresgott dann den Aufenthalt der Göttin erfuhr (The 
Letters of Alciphron, Aelien and Philostratus, 1990, 37. Letter). 
Hätte nun die schöne Göttin Aphrodité keine Sandalen angezogen, 
so könnte sie die Erde mit der liebevollen Berührung ihrer Füβe heute 
noch entzücken, ohne von den bösen Mächten des Meeres je bemerkt 
zu werden. Sollte es aber demnach doch nicht etwas nicht stimmen 
mit den Sandalen? Sollen etwa die Philosophen vielzu lautstark sein?

Der barfüβige Sokrates

Der als Prototyp der philosophischen Attitüde des Abendlandes gel-
tende Sokrates trug – gleich seinen meisten griechischen Landsleuten 
– in der Regel keine Sandalen. Nur zu festlichen Gelegenheiten zog 
er die inkriminierte Fussbekleidung an. Gerade in einem dieser 
Momente findet man ihn in Platons Das Gastmahl, als er sich 
anschickt, den preisgekrönten Dramatiker Agathon zu besuchen, um 
dessen Triumph zu feiern. Apollodoros beruft sich auf einen seiner 
Freunde mit den folgenden Worten: „Er erzählte nämlich, daß ihm 
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Sokrates begegnet sei, gebadet und mit untergebundenen Sohlen, 
was er selten zu tun pflegte.” (174a) Kann man dem Gedächtnis des 
Alkibiades Glauben schenken, so zog er selbst im Winter keinerlei 
Fussbekleidung an, obwohl er selbst von Hesiod in dessen Werke und 
Tage auf deren Notwendigkeit aufmerksam gemacht wurde. „Binde 
die Sohlen sodann vom kräftig getroffenen Stiere / Dir an die Füße, 
bequem.” (Hesiod, n. d.) Dem Bericht des Alkibiades zufolge trug 
Sokrates selbst im Feldzug von Poteidaia keine Stiefeln: „Wiederum 
die Beschwerden des Winters, und es war damals ein sehr rauher 
Winter, ertrug er nicht bloß im übrigen mit der wunderbarsten 
Leichtigkeit, sondern eines Tages, als die Kälte gerade am stärksten 
war, wo sich alle entweder gar nicht hinauswagten oder, wenn dies ja 
einer tat, so doch in wunder wie dichter Bekleidung und so, daß die 
Füße nicht bloß mit untergebundenen Sohlen versehen, sondern auch 
in Filz und Schafpelz eingewickelt waren, da ging er dagegen mit 
derselben Bekleidung hinaus, wie er sie auch sonst zu tragen pflegte, 
und schritt barfuß leichter über den gefrorenen Erdboden hin als die 
andern mit ihren Sohlen, und die Krieger sahen ihn scheel an, als 
wollte er sich über sie erheben.” (220a-b-c)

Man möchte also dahinterkommen, warum und wieso die San-
dalen zum charakteristischen Attribut des verpönten und zu brand-
markenden Philosophen wurden, trotz der Tatsache, dass er proto-
typisch doch barfuss herumlief und reflektierte. Interessentarweise ist 
die Frage leichter zu beantworten, (ohne natürlich eine legitimierende 
Erklärung hierfür zu finden), warum der Philosoph verpönt wird. Am 
Ende der vorhin zitierten Szene gibt es einen Satz von Platon, der 
einen Anhaltspunkt hierfür geben kann: „die Krieger sahen ihn scheel 
an, als wollte er sich über sie erheben.” Die Krieger nehmen es als 
auf sich gemünzt, ja gegen sich gerichtet, dass Sokrates – den Ele-
menten zum Trotz –, barfuβ auf dem Eis herumlief, während sie 
selber sich kaum auf die frostigen Winterfelder hinauswagen. Dabei 
geht es hier – um die sich aus dieser Situation ergebenden Besonder-
heiten nunmehr zu verallgemeinern –, um nichts weiteres als dass 
Sokrates sich zu seinen freien, genauer gesagt: durch sein inneres 
Daimon diktierten Prinzipien bekennt, und diese in seinen Handlun-
gen auch durchsetzt, d.h. er lässt sich nicht durch äussere Umstände 
einengen. Und gerade dadurch fühlt seine Umgebung sich irritiert. 
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Das freie Einstehen für unsere Taten und Prinzipien ist natürlich 
keine ad hoc Entscheidung, sondern es unterliegt der spezifischen 
Bezihung von Natur und Gesetz, d.h. von Physis und Nomos. Nun 
besteht die Aufgabe des Philosophen gerade darin, über diese Bezie-
hung zu reflektieren, und sein Leben demgemäβ einzurichten. Im 
Falle des Sokrates nimmt diese Reflexion als Ironie Gestalt an, was 
erstens darauf hindeutet, dass das Reflektieren eine genauso schwi-
erige wie auch endlose Tätigkeit ist, zweitens auch darauf, dass es 
hierfür einer freien Gesinnung bedarf, und drittens auch, dass man 
durch dieses sein Verhalten Gefahr laufen kann, Missgunst bei 
anderen (ja, gerade bei denen, auf die sein Ironisieren gemünzt war) 
zu provozieren.

Nun aber wozu doch die Sandalen? Es bedürfte wohl vorerst 
einmal einiger topografischer Überlegungen, um überhaupt versuchen 
zu können, diese Frage zu beantworten. Vereinfachend kann man 
sagen, dass es natürlich nicht immer und auch nicht überall möglich 
ist, barfuss herumzulaufen, weil ja die Verhaltensmuster der Unge-
zwungenheit und Natürlichkeit von Attika, anders ausgedrückt: die 
einer innigen und reflektierten Beziehung mit den Elementen des 
Kosmos u.U. bestimmten, zeitlich und räumlich relevanten Sitten, 
bzw. Gewohnheiten weichen müssen. „Ach, frei gelassene Füβe, du 
fesselnfreie Schönheit!” – schreit der oben bereits zitierte Philostrat 
auf. Die lockeren Querbindungen der Sandalen, ihre die Wölbungen 
der Füβe, ja die Füβe selbst zur Geltung bringende Beschaffenheit 
sowie deren die Berührung mit den Urelementen noch in Erinnerung 
habende Leichtigkeit und Luftigkeit einerseits, und deren Natürli-
chkeit andererseits, mit der sie das arrogante Vordringen anderer 
Schuhe, Schnürschuhe, Stiefeln, Fussbaltretern, und deren bloβ einen 
flüchtigen streifenden Blick für sich erheischende Hybris verhöhnen, 
erhebt diese Fussbekleidung in philosophische Höhen (selbst wenn sie 
sonst in der Hierarchie der Seienden notwendigerweise unten rangi-
ert). Alles in allem erübrigt sich wohl zu sagen, dass durch all dies 
dialektische Bewegungen in der Seinsordnung in Gang gesetzt 
werden.
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Wozu sind die Sandalen?

Sollte aber das oben erwähnte Maβ an Gekränktheit und Frustri-
ertheit für so ein belangloses Stück der menschlichen Bekleidung 
wirklich genügen, um – auch gewisse topografische, bzw. geopolitisch 
bedingte Veränderungen mit berücksichtigend –, sich plötzlich zu 
einer derart charakteristischen, stehenden Redensart zu etablieren, 
und zwar mit der Absicht und Kraft des Verpönens? Friedrich 
Nietzsche beginnt seine Die Philosophie im tragischen Zeitalter der 
Griechen folgendermaβen: „Bei fernstehenden Menschen genügt es 
uns, ihre Ziele zu wissen, um sie im ganzen zu billigen oder zu verw-
erfen.” (Nietzsche, 1997, p. 351) Wie ist es nun möglich, dass die 
Sandalen des Philosophen auf eine derart eindeutige und symbolische 
Weise die Ziele ihres Trägers ausdrücken? Genauer: Was wird von 
den Brandmarkenden und Stigmatisierenden in die Person, bzw. 
Attitüde des diese Fussbekleidung tragenden Philosophen hineinpro-
jiziert? Um dahinter zu kommen, braucht man hier einen weiteren 
Gedanken von Nietzsche zu zitieren: „Man hasst nicht, so lange man 
noch gering schätzt, sondern erst, wenn man gleich oder höher 
schätzt.” (Nietzsche, 1988, p. 102)

Doch kehren wir zu unserem bereits analysierten Propaganda-
heft zurück. Dort hiess es u.a. wie folgt: „Philologentugenden und ein 
umfangreiches Wissen, nicht nur für Sandalen tragende Philosophen.” 
Im Grunde genommen kann man diesen Teil des Textes als den 
wichtigsten im ganzen Propagandamaterial betrachten, insofern als 
dies der einzige fett gedruckte Textteil ist. Nun möchte man heraus-
finden, was das alles sein mag, das ausser den Sandalen tragenden 
Philosophen nunmehr auch für andere zugänglich ist, und das der 
Druckschrift zufolge bisher von diesen „Schlappenmenschen” usurpi-
ert wurde. Philologentugenden und umfangreiches Wissen. Dass der 
Philologe Tugenden haben und sich ein umfangreiches Wissen erwer-
ben kann, ferner dass es selbst vom Ministerium für Unterrichts-
wesen – wenn auch nur hintenherum –, zugegeben wird, sollte uns 
eigentlich Zuversicht einflöβen. Ausserdem vermittelt unser Heft 
auch ikonografisch eine ähnliche Botschaft, nämlich, dass es Hoff-
nung, dass es sogar ein erreichbares Endziel in Form der Erwerbung 
eines Diploms gebe, zumindest darauf lassen sich die Silhouetten von 
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ihr Diplom bereits absolvierten Jugendlichen mit hochgestreckten 
Armen wie auch Schattenbilder von einander zugewandten Gesi-
chtern schlieβen, mit denen das Blatt unten verziert ist. Doch kann 
man andererseits nicht übersehen, dass diese Figuren weder Beine 
noch Füβe haben, was als ein genauso stilvolles wie auch ikonisches 
Echo auf die bereitrs zitierte und oben auf dem Blatt stehende, 
einengende, bzw. ausschlieβende sprachliche Aufforderung „nicht nur 
für Sandalen tragende Philosophen” angesehen werden kann. 

Um dieses „nicht nur” geht es also. In dieser Phrase konzentri-
eren sich, bzw. pulsierten jener Hass und Frustriertheit, die selbst in 
die Rhetorik des heutigen Ministeriums für Unterrichtswesen diese 
Wendung „Sandalen tragende Philosophen” – die ja an der Seite der 
Rechtsextremisten bereits gang und gäbe ist –, vordringen lässt. 
Dieses Propagandaheft, das eigentlich für die Philologenausbildung 
werben sollte, dient vielmehr dazu, die Interessenten abzuschrecken 
anstatt ihnen Lust zu machen. Man hat hier mit einem skurrilen 
Verworrenheit, ja mit einem scheinheiligen Wohlwollen zu tun. Wie 
stellen sich wohl die Mitarbeiter, die ein derartiges Propagandaheft 
zusammenstellen, die Philosophen vor? Dieselbe Verworrenheit 
begegnet der Philosoph bei denen, in deren Horizont man „mit seinen 
Sandalen” gelangt. Jene können die Philosophen einfach nicht unbe-
fangen betrachten. Jedesmal wenn der Blick und die Seele dieser 
Verpönenden und Stigmatisierenden sich nach oben richten, werden 
diese mit Spannung und Gespreiztheit erfüllt. Und wenn dann ihr 
Blick und ihre Seelen sich zugleich auch nach unten richten, steigen 
sie gleichsam herab, auch sich selbst dadurch erniedrigend. Sie haben 
weder eine Ahnung von der Leichtigkeit der Götter von Attika noch 
von der Wonne des Fliegens, der Freude am Hinaufsteigen oder gar 
dem beschwingten Reflektieren des autonomen – und nicht von 
auβen determinierten –, beliebig und bedingungslos abstrahierenden 
Geistes. Die Angst vor der Freiheit des Denkens steckt hinter diesem 
„nicht nur”, desgleichen eine verzweifelte Flucht vor der Konfronta-
tion mit den gravitierenden Lästen, die Abscheu vor dem unbeschw-
erten, sich dennoch in einer Art – Warum nicht? – Sandale-Attitüde 
erscheinenden Spiel des Philosophierens. Eine feindliche Gesinnung 
gegenüber den Intellektuellen wie auch eine abgeschmackte und 
bornierte Einschränkung der allgemeinen Zugänglichkeit von Bildung 
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sind es, die einem im Propagandamaterial ins Auge fallen. Ein gebil-
deter Mensch gilt europaweit bereits seit langem als einer, der seinen 
Mann stehen kann. Mit den Worten von Hans-Georg Gadamer 
könnte man sagen, dass ein solcher Mensch „zu allen Dingen des 
Lebens und der Gesellschaft die rechte Freiheit des Abstandes 
gewinnt, so daß er bewußt und überlegen zu unterscheiden und zu 
wählen weiß” (Gadamer, 1990, p. 41). Der Grund, weswegen die die 
Philosophen brandmarkend Benennenden jene hassen, besteht darin, 
dass sie ja letzten Endes durch die Philosophen bedingt sind, was sie 
ihnen einfach nicht verzeihen können. Die Philosophen sind es, die 
ihre vielerlei Daseinsmöglichkeiten auf dialektische Oppositionen 
festlegen, Sie sind ohne die Philosophen weder fähig, ihre eigene 
Welt zu sehen noch diese zu betrachten. Doch sehen und betrachten 
sie die Welt, ohne die Sprache des anderen zu sprechen oder zu 
gebrauchen. Sie verkapseln sich in die eigene Sprachwelt. Man hat 
hierbei mit einer eigentümlich monströsen Verworrenheit zu tun. 

Ja, und dieser Hass kann auch noch daraus entspringen, dass den 
Sandalen des Hermes Flügeln entwachsen konnten, während die Schnür-
schuhe der Krieger nur von lauter Kot und Dreck beschmiert sind.
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1. The grand narrative of art

The museum is a temple, consecrated to the holy aims of art – this 
was the conclusion reached by young Goethe when he had the oppor-
tunity to visit the Dresden collection. These years were especially 
beneficial to the institutionalisation of the fine arts. The royal, aris-
tocratic collections were opened to the public, and then transformed 
into museums. The royal collection in Vienna was transformed into 
a public museum in 1776. Winckelmann’s art history was published 
just a couple of years before, a book which testifies his respect for 
the Greeks, as well as his informed enthusiasm for the fine arts. 
Winckelmann’s book was translated within the next few years into 
most major European languages, thus its impact was to be felt in all 
European cultural circles. The language used to talk about works of 
art became respectful, almost reverential.  

Soon, attention was diverted from the works of art to the art-
ist: Immanuel Kant linked the autonomy of art to the “lawfulness” 
that the working of the artistic genius gives. The artist creates as 
nature does, moreover, as nature would create if it could – instinc-
tively, but lawfully. Obviously, the genius creating this way cannot be 
judged objectively, he can at most be admired and tentatively under-
stood. Romantic authors further reinforced the divine form of the 
artist, as well as the religious reverence of art. 

Thus, by the beginning of the 19th century the triad of the 
genius artist- wonderful artwork- reverent reception was formed. The 
most important attribute of the genius artist, as Kant also empha-
sises, is originality. Their task is the creation of something new – 
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thus, on the one hand, the importance of technical knowledge and 
skills in the creation of artworks is being diminished, on the other 
hand, the reception and evaluation of artworks is becoming more and 
more difficult. The criterion for evaluation is not the taste of the 
public, and not even that of the connoisseur – the genius themselves 
modulate art. 

Since the genius creates like nature does, the same “purpose” 
and completeness was expected of their works as of nature’s crea-
tions. Thus, the theory of the genius was accompanied by the organ-
ic perception of the work: the work of art is organic, the creative 
process of the genius is characterised by inner necessity. The work is 
a complete whole; nothing can be changed on it without breaking its 
perfect unity, and destroying the work. It would be a sin to remove 
even a thin strip of any painting, because that would “kill” the artwork.

Hereafter, the only thing befitting the work of art is enthusi-
astic contemplation, and its matching space is the museum. Our 
relationship to the work of art must exclude all kinds of interest, be 
it moral, political, economic or, God forbid, personal inclination. Art 
is the area of interest-free enjoyment, the correct reception of the 
artwork presupposes a certain “aesthetic distance.”

This trinity of the artist- artwork- museum was undermined in 
the twentieth century from many directions – more specifically, from 
all directions – and not only by the ever restless philosophers, but by 
the artists themselves as well. It seems that the most universal strat-
egy of contemporary art is the strategy of absence: “less is more” is 
not only the catchphrase of minimalism, but – it seems, one of the 
large-scale experiments of the past century.

2. The absence of the artist

The theory of the genius has been laden with contradiction from the 
beginning: the genius creates unconsciously, they cannot explain how, 
no clear purpose is driving the creative process, but the work of art 
still looks as if every minute detail had been planned. They are simi-
lar to nature in this as well, which does not work based on a previ-
ously worked-out plan, but creates such organisms that are complex 
and complete wholes, to which we cannot add or remove anything. 



GIzElA HORVáTH

177

The genius is an extraordinary natural talent, but in Kant’s view, this 
talent is still grown out of the general abilities of the cognitive sub-
ject. Kant states that “the mental powers, then, whose union (in a 
certain relation) constitutes genius, are imagination and understand-
ing” (Kant, 2000, p. 194). The excellence of the genius in Kant’s 
view is related to the communicability of the concepts:

“thus genius really consists in the happy relation, which no science 
can teach and no diligence learn, of finding ideas for a given concept 
on the one hand and on the other hitting upon the expression for 
these, through which the subjective disposition of the mind that is 
thereby produced, as an accompaniment of a concept, can be com-
municated to others”. (Kant, 2000, pp. 194-195).

Although in Kant the genius, just like the average subject, still builds 
on the intellect and the imagination, according to the Romantics, the 
excellence of the genius does not draw from the intellect. The theo-
ry of the genius perfectly complemented expressivism: from the 
Romantic point of view, the genius is a particularly sensitive person 
who is able to express their feelings in art and to transmit them to 
the recipients. Intellect and imagination as cognitive skills are univer-
sal skills of humanity. Sensitivity, on the other hand, is varied and 
particular, thus, genius is linked to feeling rather than the intellect. 
Similarly, later surrealism looks for the deep source of art in the 
unconscious, and builds on the unconscious of the artist. We could 
also say, the genius only let through themselves what is not them, 
and what they cannot control: feelings and the unconscious.  

Although the primary and most important characteristic of the 
genius is originality, Kant himself talks about the importance of train-
ing and the development of skills. Kant notes that

“there is no beautiful art in which something mechanical, which can 
be grasped and followed according to rules, and thus something aca-
demically correct, does not constitute the essential condition of the 
art” and “genius can only provide rich material for products of art; its 
elaboration and form require a talent that has been academically 
trained” (Kant, 2000, pp. 188-189). 
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Actually, this is what gives the particularity of the artists, this is their 
signature: their style of painting. The genius’s uniqueness follows 
their originality: since what they create is original, meaning new, 
without antecedent, the artist has a signature style that cannot be 
confused with anybody else’s.

In the twentieth century we experience the multi-level rebuttal 
of the theory of the genius, both on the theoretical and on the prac-
tical level. We meet the absence of the artist in several different 
senses in the art world.

Since art is created in the aesthetic, i.e. sensory medium, the 
peculiarity of the artist was seen as the ability of the visualisation of 
the aesthetic idea (Kant, 2000), which happens directly through the 
shaping of the material: not only the choice of the subject matter 
was important, but the choice of the tools and materials as well 
(base, paint, technique, as well as the stone, marble, wood, metal, 
etc. to be processed), and the particular use of these. This natural 
expectation was suddenly dismissed by Duchamp when he started 
exhibiting his ready-mades. Even the usual vocabulary can hardly be 
used when talking about the ready-made phenomenon: we have to 
stop our inclination to talk about the “making” or “creation” of the 
Fountain. Obviously, the Fountain was not “made” by Duchamp; he 
signed an arbitrary item of a series of mass-produced ones, and 
exhibited that. It is not so easy to answer the question that in case 
the Fountain is a work of art, who is its creator? If we consider the 
Fountain in terms of the traditional standards of sculptures, its crea-
tor would be the designer who made up this form of the urinal, or 
the workers who took part in its production. We cannot seriously 
think that there is an aesthetic difference between the Fountain and 
a common urinal, thus the aesthetic quality of the R. Mutt signature 
would transform the common object into a work of art. Duchamp 
here problematises the question of the work of art and the status of 
the artist before the critics and philosophers would. Duchamp’s con-
viction is that the artist is primarily not working with their hand (“la 
patte” – the paw), but with their brain. The work of the artist is to 
come up with the idea of the work, not its production. The same 
idea is followed by Jeff Koons, who brags about not having touched 
a brush or any other tool since finishing college, and orders his ideas 
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to be produced by workmen. Moreover, some of his works are being 
produced in a series of numbered pieces, thus eradicating the signa-
ture of the artist and the uniqueness of the work of art.

The absence of the artist is being shown in those instances as 
well in which the artist builds chance into his or her work, usually 
counting on the interactive cooperation of the audience. Maybe the 
first and most simple form of such works are Alexander Calder’s 
mobiles, which are kinetic sculptures made of very fine parts, moved 
by air. Umberto Eco sees these sculptures the minimal examples of 
“works in movement”: “elementary structures which can move in the 
air and assume different spatial dispositions”, which “characteristi-
cally consist of unplanned or physically incomplete structural units” 
(Eco, 1989, p.12).

In a museum, the air moved by the visitors is what finally 
determines the actual form of Calder’s sculptures. Similarly, George 
legrady in his work of 2001 called Pockets Full of Memories, pro-
vided only a frame for the visitors of the exhibition: the visitors were 
called upon to scan objects that could be found on them (a ticket, 
a student ID, car keys, the palm of their hands, etc.), and render 
data to these objects – the pictures of these objects were put in a 
table that was projected on the wall, and which made an organised 
whole of the varied and random elements.

Works like the ones mentioned above build on the reaction of 
the spectator, make them part of the creative process, bring close 
what seems so distant: the way of being of the genius artist. At the 
same time, such works do not require deep contemplation but a play-
ful attitude, which renders the recipient and the creator on the same 
level in the game.

We can also express the absence of the artist by abolishing the 
exceptional status of the artist. This is the strategy of the Fluxus, 
also expressed by their famous slogan: everything is art, everybody is 
an artist. The Fluxus was characterised by manifestations that did 
not necessarily require training or dexterity. Ben Vautier’s text-based 
paintings are solely made up of a sentence or a half-sentence, and it 
seems anybody could create similar “artworks,” if they have a charac-
teristic handwriting. In many of his works, Ben Vautier thematises 
the person of the artist, either by identifying art with the act of sign-
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ing (art is only a question of signature and date), or by calling for 
the elimination of the ego (to change art destroy ego).

Until the art forms coexisted with clearly defined boundaries, 
it was quite easy to decide the minimum requirements necessary for 
someone to be a musician or a sculptor: an ability to work with cer-
tain tools, an ability to think in a certain medium, the ability to cre-
ate works of a certain nature. This expectation was also terminated 
by Duchamp’s practice of the ready-mades, proving that someone 
can be an artist just like that, without being a painter or a sculptor 
or a poet or a musician. Allan Kaprow, by the middle of the century, 
can ascertain that the young artist of our days does not have to say 
anymore “I am a painter”, “poet” or “dancer” – they are simply an 
artist. They do not have to state: I am a painter; they can simply be 
an artist (Dempsey, 2003, p. 222). In the case in which the use of a 
typical medium is missing from the definition of the artist, it is much 
harder to define the artist; it is harder to determine what makes them 
different from, for example, the philosopher. If it is not necessary for 
them to be able to use the paint, the pencil, the material to be mod-
elled, what makes them artists? Is it enough for somebody to call 
themselves an artist to become one? This is the question Keith 
Arnatt poses, who has a photograph taken of himself as a sandwich 
man with the text: “Keith Arnatt is a real artist”; the same person 
who paints this text on the wall of Tate Gallery. Keith Arnatt’s other 
conceptual works is entitled: Is it Possible for Me to Do Nothing as 
My Contribution to this Exhibition? (1970). The work is a fine text 
examining the modalities of “doing nothing,” pointing out its para-
doxical nature.

Another contemporary form of the absence of the artist is the 
questioning of the requirement of originality. The most important 
attribute of the genius artist, as Kant also concluded, is originality. 
This is what gives the specificity of the work of art: the work cannot 
be deduced from rules; it is not simply the practice of a skill, a com-
petence, but the visualisation of a completely new “aesthetic idea.” 
We expect the work of art to be original, i.e. to be in a causal rela-
tionship with the artist, to bear the traces of the artist’s hand. How-
ever, twentieth-century art embraced Barthes’s statement, according 
to which “the text is a tissue of quotations drawn from the innumer-
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able centers of culture” (Barthes, 1977, p. 147), and tried to make 
a virtue out of this professed situation. The most “gentle” attitude is 
parody or paraphrase: in these cases the authors start out from a 
famous work of art, and reinterpret it, often in a humorous or ironic 
way. Duchamp’s disrespectful Mona lisa parody is one of the most 
well-known cases: on a postcard reproducing leonardo’s painting, 
Duchamp drew a moustache and a goatee on the lady with the enig-
matic smile. René Magritte modified several earlier works: instead of 
the represented persons, lying, sitting or standing coffins can be seen, 
be it Jacques louis David’s portrait of Madame Recamier, or 
Manet’s The Balcony. Picasso painted several dozens pictures based 
on Velasquez’s Las Meninas, and also one of Velasquez’s pictures 
which inspired Francis Bacon in the reinterpretation of the portrait 
of Pope Innocent X. These are not copies, but original interpreta-
tions – however, they will hardly stand their ground without recalling 
the original works. To be able to interpret Bacon’s Pope Innocent X 
as a person horrified by power, we have to know Velasquez’s Pope 
Innocent X: proud, almost cynically aware of power, and practicing it 
without pangs of conscience. In these cases, originality does not 
stand in finding a new subject, but in the originality of interpretation. 
Maybe the most marked example of appropriative art is Sherrie lev-
ine’s After Walker Evans series: the artist re-photographed Walker 
Evans’s famous photos from the catalogue of an exhibition without 
manipulating the pictures. The artist with this gesture raised most 
pointedly the question of the original and the copy, as well as the 
question of authorship. Will the pictures gain or lose from their value 
if they bear another author’s name? Is the meaning of perceptually 
identical pictures the same or not? Walker Evans’s pictures docu-
mented the American rural environment during the depression; they 
were about the society struggling with the depression. The same 
cannot be said about Sherrie levine’s series: this is about art itself, 
about photography, its functions, and the requirement of originality 
of art. Sherrie levine’s case is a good example of Arthur Danto’s 
theory according to which the perceptually identical objects can have 
different meanings (Danto, 1981). We can find a similar gesture at 
“copy artist” Elaine Sturtevant who recreated the works of contem-
porary artists, copied them, seeking to make a copy that is the most 
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similar possible to the original: thus she did not paraphrase them, did 
not put them in a different context, did not change their title, only 
copied them. In her case, copying is self-serving: she does not copy 
aiming to learn, as was done for centuries by talented and less tal-
ented artists, and also not to deceive possible buyers. When Stur-
tevant copies the black Frank Stella pictures – otherwise created 
with minimal tools – she does not make counterfeits, but real, 
authentic Sturtevants. Otherwise the artist does not use the phrases 
appropriation or copying about her works, but “repetition.” She 
already “repeated” Andy Warhol, Roy lichtenstein or Jasper Johns’ 
works in the sixties, some of them almost at the same time as their 
creation.         

The ready-made, art building on the response of the recipient 
or on chance, and appropriation art reinvented the ideas about the 
artist, or more exactly, the genius. In these cases those aspects of 
art are missing from art, which a century ago were thought to be 
inevitable: the creative activity of the artist, who “comes up with the 
idea,“ and cultivates the object; the ability of the artist to see the 
object as a whole that cannot be complemented or broken; and the 
most important characteristic of the artist: originality, the creation 
of the new. With the rhetoric of absence, the artists emphasise the 
problematic points of art: the unclear ontological status of the work 
of art, the questionability of the requirement of originality, the unsus-
tainability of the individual interpretation of the creative process. 
Since they do not formulate these thoughts in a discursive way, but 
with the rhetorical tool of absence, they ask the recipient to fill in 
the missing part on their own, to fill in the space intentionally left 
empty by the missing artist.

The absence of the artist is equally spectacular in mid-century 
interpretation strategies. In Europe and overseas, the constellation of 
thoughts gained ground that, based on the title of Roland Barthes’ 
inspiring essay, we can call “the death of the author.” American New 
Criticism emphasised that to interpret the text we do not need to 
know the intention of the author, on the other hand, in most cases 
it is not available anyway. All we need for interpretation is included 
in the text. Roland Barthes also resents the practice that builds the 
text around the author. He argues that the text needs to be liber-
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ated from the tyranny of the author: if the intention of the author 
defines the meaning of the text, then the text can only have one 
meaning, which the critic and the reader are obliged to figure out. 
But the text is a source of joy, and the text that bears more inter-
pretations is the source of more joy. Barthes dismisses the idea that 
the unity of the work of art has to be found in the author:      

 
“Thus is revealed the total existence of writing: a text is made of 
multiple writings, drawn from many cultures and entering into mutu-
al relations of dialogue, parody, contestation, but there is one place 
where this multiplicity is focused and that place is the reader, not, as 
was hitherto said, the author. The reader is the space on which all 
the quotations that make up a writing are inscribed without any of 
them being lost; a text’s unity lies not in its origin but in its destina-
tion. Yet this destination cannot any longer be personal: the reader 
is without history, biography, psychology; he is simply that someone 
who holds together in a single field all the traces by which the written 
text is constituted”. (Barthes, 1977, p. 148)

The author/artist dies twice by this: on the one hand, they are miss-
ing from the work of art (as the creator fully determining the original 
creation); on the other hand, they are missing from the field of 
interpretation as well.

3. The absence of the work of art

It seems we expect rightfully of the sculptor or the painter to have his 
creative process end in an object being created, in general, we right-
fully expect the artist to create a work of art. The work of art is an 
object that inherently holds the completeness of a living organism, 
meaning that it is not possible to add to it or take away from it with-
out terminating the work of art. Besides this, for several centuries we 
also rightfully expected the work of art to represent something, to be 
similar to some object, event or person of the outside world.

The mimetic expectation was given up by the Romantics at 
the beginning of the 19th century, substituting the imitation of the 
outside world with the need for expressing the inside world. The 
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twentieth century is characterised to a greater extent by the “liber-
ated image” (own translation, Bunge, 2003). Bunge sees the begin-
ning of this kind of imaging in Cezanne’s work, who liberated himself 
from the constraint of perspective, the constraint of the mimetic 
reproduction of the outside world. This direction led to the appear-
ance of the abstract painting, which lacks image (insofar as we 
interpret the image as imitation). The emptying of the painting is 
interpreted by Jean-François lyotard as the inevitable expansion of 
the sublime in art. lyotard synthetises the emptying of painting: 
what is necessary for it to be a painting? Do we need a frame to 
spread the canvas on? No. Colours? Malevich’s black square on a 
white background already answered that question in 1915. Is an 
object necessary at all? Body art and happenings seem to be proving 
it is not. Do we need a space where we can exhibit, as Duchamp’s 
Fountain suggests? Daniel Buren’s work proves that this is also ques-
tionable (lyotard, 1984).

These events lead to the sublime, for example, in Barnett 
Newman’s paintings. In the analysis of the sublime, lyotard does not 
follow Kant, but Edmund Burke. The feeling of the sublime is linked 
to the terror of nothing: we are afraid to be deprived of something 
(of light, of others, of bread, of life). We are afraid there will be 
nothing. This momentary blocking of this fear causes joy, thus, the 
ambivalent feeling of the sublime is created. This is what happens in 
Barnett Newman’s pictures elaborated with very few tools: they are 
not about something, they do not send any messages, they only 
testify to something existing, something happening, which is the 
painting. According to lyotard, “now, and here, there is this painting 
where there might have been and nothing at all, and that’s what is 
sublime” (lyotard, 1984, p. 37). 

Thus the picture gets emptied of the unequivocal references 
to reality; it loses its relation to the world. Yet, it still remains a 
picture: a definite object created by the artist which can be exhibited, 
hung on the wall.

The readymade actually exemplifies the absence of the work 
of art, insofar as we expect for it to be a creation. We can only call 
the re-contextualisation of a found object – objet trouvé – creation, 
if we widen its usual meaning. Duchamp bought an object manufac-
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tured in mass production, signed it and exhibited it: we can call this 
creation if we do not mean by it that the artist worked on a mate-
rial with his own hands (la patte, as Duchamp scornfully calls it), and 
thus creates a unique, new object. Duchamp did not create the 
Fountain as an object, but he did create it as a work of art. He 
inaugurated the object as a work of art without actually creating it. 
The readymade lives on the absence are proven possible of the tiring 
aspect of creation.  

But the readymade is still an object – even if a found one. 
However, in the field of fine- or visual art there have appeared “works 
of art” that are missing exactly the constant, tangible object. This 
category contains, on the one hand, the works that incorporate 
decay, on the other hand, the happenings, actions, performances.

 Among the works incorporating evanescence, a particularly 
shocking one is the action of Transylvanian artist Anikó Gerendi 
called Tangage: the artist had drawn and written paper circles of 
approximately one meter diameter, then close to Oradea in the fields, 
she pinned them together, made a pyramid of them and set it on fire. 
The action happened in 1989, all that was left of the artist’s creative 
work of one year, the drawings and texts made with pencils and pens, 
was some photos and a short film, documenting the action, including 
the visible pain of the artist (Ujvárossy, 2009, p. 131). Since the 
action happened in Romania in 1989, it is easy to be interpreted as 
a painful self-censure, a self-restriction, which heroically opposes the 
political restraints. In a wider context, it could mean the objectifying 
of the fear felt possibly by any author – the fear that the created 
work will vanish, that the laboriously created fingerprint disappears.

The passionate voice of the above action appears in a muted 
manner in the group of statues exhibited by Urs Fischer in 2011 at 
the Venice Biennale: the replica of the 16th century artist Giambolo-
gna’s The Rape of the Sabine Women, casually watched by the art-
ist’s friend, with glasses pushed on his forehead, hands in his pockets, 
with the artist’s office chair standing alone on the opposite side. The 
life-size representation fills a whole room. The group of statues was 
made by Urs Fischer from wax, with a candle wick on the inside – 
and the huge candles were lit on the day of the opening, burning all 
the time before the visitors. The shape of the statues changed 
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gradually, sooner or later the heads, hands ended up on the ground 
in an undistinguishable clutter. The monument made to the passing 
of time itself vanishes, and maybe it is not just about that the works 
of art fall apart in time, and the same fate awaits the person watch-
ing the work. Perhaps the self-destructive creation is also about the 
idea that the formula of art built on stable works and the passive 
onlookers, has inevitably melted down.   

The evanescent works still preserve materiality as a negated 
origin. However, in the sixties the happening appears, and at the 
beginning of the seventies, the performance, which lack objects, and 
are made up of a series of actions. The happening consciously incor-
porates the accidental, the context, the dialogue with the viewers, 
and the performance uses the artist’s body and/or personality itself 
as a medium. 

The absence of the work of art interestingly brings back the 
author/creator’s personality: not as artist but as the complement or 
replacement of the missing work of art.

  
4. The absence of reverence

In the great narrative of art, where the hero is the artist, the work 
of art is surrounded by holy adoration. The work of art, similarly to 
the representation of saints, has an aura: it is unattainable; we must 
approach it with awe, in silent contemplation. To all this, a separate 
space is added: the museum.

 The antecedent of the museum is the “cabinet de curiosités”, 
thriving since the Renaissance – the varied collections belonging to 
princes, clerical dignitaries, rich merchants, the collection of true 
“curiosities”, where rocks, stuffed animals, exotic objects, statues and 
paintings were equally exhibited. The aim of such a collection is the 
celebration of the collector’s wealth and taste. The paintings and 
sculptures were not held in such reverence as they are today. It was 
not rare that a strip of the painting was cut off to be better placed 
in the collection. Mostly by the 18th century, the bigger private col-
lections could not be financed from private capital, thus the states 
took these over and transformed them into museums. When in 1776 
the Royal Collection in Vienna was declared a public museum, the 
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pictures were displayed in simple frames, with labels, according to 
national schools and periods of art history. Chrétien de Mechel, who 
was entrusted with the task, professed that he wanted to create a 
collection that would show the history of art.

In the 18th century, the appearance of museums belonged to 
the process marking the aesthetic as a separate field, which created 
the system of arts. The museum showed “works of art,” “artefacts,” 
classifying them according to nationality and period, and embodied 
the difference between the high and decorative arts. The museum 
also affirmed the conception that the works of art are the products 
of the creative activity of the individual, and not works ordered by 
someone. Deciding what to collect and exhibit, the museums played 
a central role, and do to this day, in the forming of the artistic canon. 
Thus, the museums were the ones that made the aesthetic experi-
ence as a universal, transhistoric and transcultural form possible 
(Mattick, 2009).

The museums, which exhibited objects and artefacts system-
atically, along a narrative thread, had an undeniable role in the form-
ing of national identity. This was Napoleon’s goal when he trans-
formed the louvre into a museum. The museums, in principle, were 
open to everybody, as opposed to the private collections, thus, the 
knowledge accumulated in the museum, and what is even more 
important, the conception promoted by the museum, could reach 
everybody.

The fine art museum is organised around the work of art and 
the artist. The works now have a value that can be expressed in 
money; there are professionals who take care of the preservation or 
restoration of the works, professionals who analyse the originality of 
the works, who ensure them to high sums. The way the pictures are 
displayed – on huge white walls, to a distance from each other, 
separately lit, complete with explanatory text, (audio) guides – 
favours the reverential approach.  

Among twentieth century thinkers, many criticised what we 
can call, based on John Dewey, “the museum concept of art.” The 
most important aspects of the criticism came from the point of view 
of pragmatism. In the centre of John Dewey’s philosophy we can find 
the concept of the aesthetic experience: to strengthen this, Dewey 
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would like to deconstruct the museum concept of art, which elevates 
the objects of “high art” out of everyday life, severing them from 
everyday experience. Richard Shusterman, who follows Dewey’s prag-
matist aesthetic, concludes Dewey’s intentions in the following way: 
Dewey wants to break up the smothering rule of the separation of 
the fine arts, which differentiates between art and real life, and ban-
ishes art to a separate territory: the museum, the theatre, the con-
cert hall (Shusterman, 1992). 

The value of art for Dewey because of this is given not by 
these artefacts in themselves, but the aesthetic experience coming 
from the creation and reception of the objects, and having an impact 
on the whole life of a person. He sees Kant’s biggest mistake in the 
idea of lack of interest, which makes the instrumental conception of 
art impossible, while the benefit of art which cannot be exaggerated 
is the amplifying of life’s energies. Dewey honestly hoped that the 
world of art could be democratised and integrated better into life. 

Continuing Dewey’s train of thought, Shusterman specifies 
the general objective to cease the isolation of art, and formulates two 
important goals: 

“First of all, the concept of art has to be widened with the concept of 
popular art, whose popularity and enjoyment spans well beyond the 
socio-cultural elite. Furthermore, we need to be more open to the meth-
ods of high art that can contribute to progressive ethical and socio-
political change.” (My own translation, Shusterman, 2003, p. 269).

When Shusterman talks about the elevation of popular art into the 
concept of art, he does not mean the transferring of themes and 
motifs of pop-art. In his analyses he does not look at Andy Warhol or 
Roy lichtenstein’s work, but rap art, which, according to him, “fulfils 
the most important criteria of aesthetic legitimacy, usually denied in/
by popular art” (My own translation, Shusterman, 2003, p. 371). 

For both Dewey and Shusterman, a musical aesthetic experi-
ence is complete if it allows singing along, or dancing along, rather 
than if it required devout, attentive but passive on-looking.

Many of the twentieth-century genres defy exhibition in a 
museum. The aforementioned happening and performance belong to 
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these, as well as land art. land art appeared at the end of the sixties 
in America, as a protest against artistic artificiality, and against the 
commercialisation of art. Its representatives felt that the dominant, 
almost official trend, abstract expressionism, moved fatally away 
from society’s needs. land art artists refused the museum or the 
gallery as the special space of art, and created monumental land-
scape projects, in nature, of natural materials. One of the most well-
known works is Robert Smithson’s Spiral Jetty from 1970: the artist 
built a 450 meter long pier out of many tons of rocks, earth and 
algae in a lake in a spiral form, which can or cannot be seen depend-
ing on the depth of the water. Similarly, we neither can exhibit in a 
museum nor preserve Christo’s “wrappings”: the wrapping of the 
Reichstag in Berlin or the Pont Neuf in Paris, or his 39 km long Run-
ning Fence. Christo’s monumental projects play with the idea of 
absence, of hiding: he gives emphasis to the properties of well-known 
natural sites or architectural works by hiding them behind wrapping.

There are more and more artists who give up on exhibiting 
works for sheer contemplation. There is a trend the aim of which is 
the elimination of the dividing line between art and life: the artists of 
the Fluxus raised the events of everyday life to artistic momentum, 
hoping for no less than the aesthetic experiencing of everyday life. 
Mail-art, the written, drawn postcards, the Fluxus-boxes, the events, 
George Brecht’s scores (“turn the light on, turn the light off”) did 
not require much artistic training or skills. The artists of the Fluxus 
really meant that everybody is an artist and everything is art. Robert 
Filliou said: 

   
“I started out from the instinctual feeling that every human being is 
a genius, and if we work too much on the development of their tal-
ent, we may easily lose this talent – which is perhaps common to 
every living thing. Theoretically, I think that everybody’s perfect – 
but will people recognise that they are perfect?” (My own translation, 
Filliou, 1995)

The performances, happenings that occurred within the framework 
of the Fluxus, also required a different approach than the reverential 
contemplation of the paintings hung on the wall of a museum. The 
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literally bloody performances of the Vienna actionists did not evoke 
contemplation in the viewers, but fear, terror, and – according to 
Hermann Nitsch’s hopes – catharsis, eliminating the aesthetic dis-
tance expected in traditional aesthetics.

Other happenings actually required the active participation of 
the audience: for example Yoko Ono’s happening entitled Cut Piece, 
she first directed in Tokyo. The artist sat on stage in a black dress, 
and the audience, following instructions, cut pieces of her dress. 
Yoko Ono’s happening was not just about human interactions (with 
the possibilities of grief and sympathy coded into them), but it also 
made directly possible the experience of such an interaction, without 
the artistic event becoming materialised.

In recent years more and more frequently have artists exhibited 
works that can only be made complete by the active participation of 
the spectator. At the 2011 Venice Biennale, one of the most memo-
rable experiences was the work of the group of artists exhibiting under 
the name Norma Jeane: Who’s afraid of free expression? In a small 
room, a quite big, black, white and red cube of modeling clay was 
exhibited, the colours of the Egyptian flag. The visitors were invited 
to use the plasticine as they liked. The visitors modelled the plasticine 
with unexpected creativity, covering the walls. In a few months the 
visitors decorated the whole room, with drawings, words, little hearts, 
Einstein’s mass-energy equivalence, imaginative figurines, and very 
rarely, political appeals or sexual references. Thus, the authors only 
created a space for playing – although laden with symbols – and 
entrusted the visitors with the temporary and final structure of the 
work. The “forming,” the “work” on the material was not taken on by 
the artist, but given over to the recipient. The reception of the work 
was actually “playing together,” perhaps in a sense Gadamer has never 
foreseen, and perhaps would never have been happy about.

In 2011 Cyprian Gaillard exhibited a beer-pyramid in Berlin: he 
had 72 000 bottles of Efes beer brought over from Turkey, symboli-
cally recreating the case of the Pergamon altar, which, after being 
discovered, was taken to pieces and reassembled in Berlin. The visi-
tors were called to drink the beer freely, what’s more, smoking was 
also allowed at the opening, which made the venue similar to a col-
lege party rather than an opening. The parable is quite easy to read: 
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it makes us think of the dangers, the disruptive effects, of consuming 
culture. At the same time, the message is not unequivocal, if the 
artist declares that he wanted to erect a monument to drinking, also, 
that we have to “get ourselves together” from a hangover too. What 
is unambiguous is that here the place of reverent contemplation is 
taken over by a literal “consumer” behaviour, where the work really 
culminates in the recipient’s interiorisation.

Conclusion: the significance of absence

The artistic events of the twentieth century intensified the search for 
a definition of art. As the cases above show, the artistic cases do not 
fit into the grand narrative of art, which was built on the unity of the 
genius author, the work of art and the museum. Of the art-philo-
sophical constructions of the twentieth century, I would like to 
emphasise Arthur Danto’s suggestion about art as metaphorical 
substantiation. According to Danto, every work of art is a metaphor, 
which persuades the onlooker to see a as b.: “as if the painting 
resolved into a kind of imperative to see a under the attributes of b” 
(Danto, 1987, p. 167). The structure of metaphor, however, is ellip-
tic, and it stands close to the enthymeme.

The enthymeme is a deficient syllogism, a form of conclusion 
which does not make all its premises explicit, but expects the partner 
in the dialogue to complement the missing premise. The extraordinary 
rhetorical force of the enthymeme stands in including the partner in 
the argumentative process, making them co-authors. The partner in 
conversation will accept a conclusion better if they are partly its 
author. A kind of intellectual community is formed between the author 
and the listener of the enthymeme: “the audience for the enthymeme 
acts as all readers ideally should: participating in a process, rather than 
just being encoded with information as a tabula rasa” (Danto, 1987, 
p. 170). It seems that Mies van der Rohe’s motto is really valid here: 
less is more. And that is because the lack is intended to be filled by 
the partner in the dialogue (the recipient of art).

It seems that artists have taken advantage of the force of the 
enthymeme-structure from the second half of the twentieth century, 
boldly leaving out stages that before seemed essential: the author 
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does not finish their work, does not define the genre, does not create 
a work of art, they create an object meant to decay, or one the place 
of which is not in a museum. The artist is missing, the work of art 
is missing, and the museum is missing. Will there be art left? 

Art forms like this require and make a more active and con-
scious reception of art possible. The artwork can only culminate in 
its reception – this is becoming more and more obvious. The visitor 
of the exhibition, the person meeting art on the street, the audience 
of the happening has to step out of the safe hiding-place of contem-
plation, and has to take over some of the dangers and pleasures of 
creation. The author is more and more complying with what Aristo-
tle thought of as the mission of poetry, the outlining of the possible, 
and the recipient becomes part of a more intensive aesthetic experi-
ence. Absence proves to be abundance.   
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Filmic adaptations of written texts have represented a major part of 
the output of film industry from the beginning of filmmaking. In 1897 
already, the Lumière brothers created a thirteen-scene production of 
La Vie et passion de Jésus Christ (Hayward, 2001). Considering the 
film technology available at that time, one would be unlikely to 
expect to have adaptations of written texts at such an early stage. 
One of the reasons to turn to literature might be that “early film 
industry sought [legitimacy] through adaptation, […], by turning to 
[…] the older and more ‘respectable’ art of (canonical) literature” 
(Aragay, 2005). Film in general, since it is a new art is less valuable 
than literature which appeared earlier.

Though the idea of adapting novels to film has never been 
entirely rejected, it was a generally held idea that ‘good’ literature 
cannot, and should not, be adapted to film since the new product 
would destroy the original one. Béla Balázs claimed that “the adapta-
tion of a content to a different art form can only be detrimental to 
a work of art, if that work of art was good” (Balázs, 1970). Though 
the film critic did not dismiss adaptations per se, he maintained that 
good novels cannot generate good adaptations, a point sustained by 
filmmaker François Truffaut as well, who declares that “’a master-
piece is something that has already found its perfection of form’ ” (as 
cited in Elliott, 2003). Neither of them rejects the practice of adapt-
ing literature to screen, but both believe that good novels should not 
be meddled with. Good literary works are artifacts that reached their 
final form, the understatement being that literary works are monu-
ments, texts carved into stone. This way, novels are seen from the 
point of view of the writing process, and the published form of the 
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novel is the end result of a long process. From this point of view, the 
adaptation, then, is another written version of the novel. If the novel 
is good, it reached its maturation and the adaptation would only ruin 
it; nothing can surpass a novel that has reached its form of perfec-
tion. Having this in mind, adaptations of canonized literary pieces are 
considered inferior to their novelistic counterpart.

Adaptations had been cast an active role as well, when seen 
as rapaciously devouring their source novel. The vocabulary used to 
describe these films borrowed expressions from the natural world to 
describe the intrinsically bad nature of adaptations and describe the 
detrimental relationship between them and the source novels. 
Virginia Woolf, for instance, considered them “parasites,” that would 
“prey” the source novel she calls “victim” (as cited in Hutcheon, 
2006). In the same way, Walter Benjamin, though he refers to film 
technology in general and uses milder words, also argues that 
“mechanical reproduction, most pre-eminently film technology, oblit-
erates the ‘aura’ ” (as cited in Aragay, 2005) of the written text. 
According to Aragay, Benjamin’s view dominated fidelity discourse 
until the late 1970s. In his 1936 seminal essay “The Work of Art in 
the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” Benjamin explains that 
mechanical reproduction produces copies and destroys the authentic-
ity of the work of art (1968). In his view therefore, adaptations were 
not artefacts that required rhetoric of their own to be produced. 

George Bluestone’s view represents a departure from the view 
that the adaptation is detrimental to the literary piece. According to 
him, “changes are inevitable the moment one abandons the linguistic 
for the visual medium” (Bluestone, 1957). Films are not forms of 
mechanical reproduction, but the result of a creative process. Not 
only does he allow for changes in the adaptation compared to the 
novel, but he also mentions the media-specificity of film. One cannot 
expect the adaptation to be faithful to the novel since the two arte-
facts are two different entities that work based on different criteria. 
In his wording, “novel and film represent different aesthetic genera, 
as different from each other as ballet is from architecture” (Bluestone, 
1957). He further develops the idea and argues that comparing the 
two works of art is also unproductive, since it would be like compar-
ing Wright Johnson’s Wax Building with Tchaikovsky’s Swan Lake 
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(1957). Similarly to these works of art, the novel and the film adap-
tation are produced using different conventions and code systems.

The inferior status of adaptations started to change with the 
new developments in literary studies in the second half of the twen-
tieth century. In Robert Stam’s reading, along cultural studies, nar-
ratology, reception theory and innovation in film technology, it was 
Bakhtin’s dialogism, structuralism, and Derrida’s deconstruction that 
have been most effective in turning adaptations into first-rate citi-
zens of cultural production. Structuralist semiotics, as Stam puts it, 
contributed the process by treating “all signifying practices as shared 
sign systems productive of ‘texts’ worthy of the same careful scru-
tiny as literary texts” (2005). Films have been raised to the same 
level as literary works.

Linda Hutcheon approaches the question from the point of 
view of the receiver, the viewer, and argues that we are simply piqued 
by the fact that adaptations do not meet our expectations, that is, 
the filmmakers interpreted the text differently from us (2006). Brian 
McFarlane’s argument that “every reading of a literary text is a 
highly individual act of cognition and interpretation” and that when 
we read we adapt the text on the screen of our own “imaginative 
faculty” (1996) resonates with Hutcheon’s explanation. Filmmakers 
have a similar approach – Andrew Davies, the scriptwriter of the 1995 
version of Pride and Prejudice, argues that “the novel is still there for 
anybody to read – and everybody has their own ‘adaptation’ in a sense 
when they’re reading it” (as cited  in Birtwistle & Conklin, 1995). 

The media specificity of adaptations Hutcheon refers to 
reemerges in the concept of intermediality, “a generic term for all 
those phenomena that […] in some way take place between media. 
[that is, it] designates those configurations which have to do with a 
crossing of borders between media” (Rajewsky, 2005). Intermediality 
tries to deal with adaptations in light of what it perceives as ‘media 
convergence.’ Film in general, not only adaptations, is seen as a 
meeting point at the junctures between various media. The mixture 
of text, film, music and photography produce the final result, the 
artefact. The presence of these distinct media is not even perceivable 
in traditional film; spectators have become so accustomed to them. 
However, films such as, Sin City (2005) or 300 (2006) both based 
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on Frank Miller’s graphic novels draw spectators’ attention to the 
fact that film, adaptation in particular, nowadays stands at the junc-
tion of various media. In this respect, adaptations are artefacts that 
stand between literature and film. Ágnes Pethő approaches adapta-
tions and fidelity from an intermedial point of view and argues that 
faithfulness to the book is a utopia because in a film adaptation it is 
not the text of the novel being adapted, but its interpretation. 
Adaptation creates a different medial discourse based on the same 
structure as in the source medium, but in her opinion the original 
text is deconstructed and built up again in another medium (2003). 
The other medium, film in our case, has its own conventions, a sys-
tem of code to create an artefact. In order to transpose a novel to 
screen, the system of codes of a novel is translated into another 
system of codes, that is, transcoding takes place.

Similarly to translation, transcoding depends on the interpre-
tation of filmmakers and the choices they make to transpose their 
reading of the novel onto screen. The decisions producers make 
range from the choice of actors playing the roles to the soft furnish-
ing provided in a suitable location they have to find. When the per-
fect location is found, sets have to be built, or several modernizing 
additions need to be added, especially in period drama, films shot on 
historical locations. In this case, redesigning the set depends on the 
research done on the historical era the producers choose to depict 
and on the message they want to send. In addition to choice if actors 
and setting, narration and description have to be turned into action 
and dialogue, that is, transcoded into aural and visual elements. 
Filmic equivalents for the written word in the novel have to be found. 
Scenes described in the written text are dramatized in the adapta-
tion, while, characters’ attitudes, emotional states, and their mental 
processes also need to be perceived by the viewer. While in the novel 
only words describe a character, in the film a range of devices are 
considered, from the cast and the colour of their costume to their 
smallest motion. Characters’ mental and emotional processes are 
more difficult to portray than their appearance, since thoughts and 
feelings are inner procedures described or alluded to in the written 
text by the narrator, but far more difficult to grasp on screen. In this 
case, flashback, camerawork, point of view, mise-en-scène, and more 
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recently, techniques borrowed from video games transcode mental 
and emotional process onto screen.

The tendency to be noticed in recent productions is the 
approach of ‘show rather than tell,’ which means the use of cinemat-
ic rhetoric other than discourse convey state of mind or thoughts. 
These inner processes are not spelled out, but viewers may infer them 
from either visual or aural elements or the combination of these in 
the films. These elements may also be enhanced by camerawork, 
which either encourages scopophilic gaze by lingering on various 
objects, or allows the viewer a sense of being part of the film like the 
so-called avatar-technique borrowed from video-game production 
does. The presentation of characters’ thoughts, traits and states of 
mind, therefore, does not depend so heavily on discourse anymore 
but rather on drawing the spectator into the artefact, making them 
part of the film. 

The viewer-involvement approach does not apply only to the 
adaptations of pieces of non-canonized literature, but filmic rendi-
tions of literary classics as well. As far as writings that do not yet 
belong to the literary canon are concerned, it seems that greater 
liberties may be taken when adapting them since they are not part 
of a “generally circulated cultural memory” (Ellis, 1982), and expec-
tations of fidelity are not as high as in the case of classics. The lat-
ter, however, are often compared to the source novel and their 
unfaithfulness either to the text or to the ‘spirit of the novel’ is 
deplored. In Andrew’s definition, the term denotes an attempt to 
transpose “the original’s tone, values, imagery, and rhythm” (Andrew, 
1984). One of the most prominent examples in this case is Jane 
Austen, whose novels have frequently been adapted – her most 
widely-read novel Pride and Prejudice for instance, has more than ten 
film adaptations. Similarly to that of other classics, the story of her 
novels is usually not altered to a great extent and fidelity to the 
‘spirit of the novel’ is sought. What is more, adaptations of her nov-
els are usually based on careful and detailed historical research into 
the period the novel is set in, hence the name period drama or cos-
tume drama since they attempt to depict the mood of a particular 
period. usually considered film versions of the novels on the basis of 
which they are made, these films are not associated with employing 
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innovative filmic techniques, or cinematic rhetoric other than dis-
course. Lately however, adaptations of classics have also displayed a 
tendency to show, to allow spectators to gaze, and even more than 
that, to allow them participate in the story, thus, giving them access 
to the characters’ mood, state of mind, and thoughts.

The cinematic rhetoric used to depict inner processes of char-
acters is illustrated by the presentation of adaptations of two distinct 
novels, a work belonging to the literary canon, Jane Austen’s Pride 
and Prejudice (1813) a novel of manners, and a non-canonized novel, 
Christopher Isherwood’s gay novel A Single Man (1964). Austen’s 
novel is one of the classic examples of unalterable novels, while 
Isherwood’s novel is on the other side of the spectrum; it is neither 
canonized, nor part of mainstream literature. From the point of view 
of narrative, both novels are third-person narratives in which, due to 
the omniscient narrator, the reader has total access to the charac-
ters’ state of mind, emotions, and thoughts.

As far as the adaptations are concerned, in the case of Pride 
and Prejudice, the two latest mainstream adaptations will be consid-
ered: the 1995 British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) miniseries 
version and the 2005 feature film produced by Focus Features. The 
two adaptations present two different approaches to viewer-involve-
ment, the miniseries a more toned down one, while the feature film 
displays a more aggressive line in drawing the spectator in. The 
adaptation of A Single Man (2009), unlike those of the literary clas-
sic, displays a greater degree of freedom in both handling the plot 
and story of the film and the presentation of the character’s state of 
mind. Irrespective of the fidelity of the adaptation to its novelistic 
counterpart, however, adaptations show a tendency to use discourse 
to a decreasing extent, and rely more on visual and aural elements 
to convey their message and lure the spectator into the artefact to 
connect with the characters, to understand their mental and emo-
tional processes by way of involvement.
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The invitation to gaze: an attempt to access state of mind

Jane Austen wrote her second-published novel in 1797 already; ini-
tially entitled First Impressions, the novel was revised and published 
anonymously having become since then one of the most well-known 
novels in English literary history. Austen’s most famous novel, which, 
according to its author, has turned out “too light and bright and 
sparkling” in need of dry passages to form a contrast with the story 
and increase the delight of the reader when they turn back to “the 
playfulness and general epigrammatism of the general style” (Austen 
as cited in Hughes-Hallett, 1990), has given popular culture one of 
the most commonly employed romantic narrative patterns. Austen’s 
novel revolves around Elizabeth Bennet, a young eligible lady and her 
emotional and intellectual development rewarded in the end by her 
marriage to the male character, Mr Darcy, who triggers the changes 
in her. Similarly to the heroine, Darcy also changes through the novel 
– both characters relinquish the pride and prejudice hindering their 
mutual appreciation – yet, his development is mostly alluded to by 
the author, never described in a straightforward manner. The two 
adaptations, the 1995 BBC mini-series production and the Focus 
Features studio feature film adaptation in 2005 differ in the charac-
ter they lay the emphasis on and in the cinematic rhetoric used to 
transcode the characters’ emotional development; the miniseries 
capitalizes on its length and draws on voyeurism and scopophilic 
gaze, while the feature film employs innovative filming techniques 
which allow to condense the lengthy emotional and mental processes.

Though scopophilic gaze usually targets female characters in 
film, the 1995 miniseries digressed from this tendency and focused 
on the male protagonist’s, Darcy’s increased presence on the screen 
by using cinematic rhetoric that gives the story sexual dimension and 
turns Darcy in the object of female desire. As a result, the voyeuris-
tic experience it allows dominates the entire adaptation since “gaze 
functions […] as a fundamental structuring motif” (Aragay, 2005).

The film invites gaze both toward landscape and the male 
body. Furthermore, the way the adaptation positions women suggests 
the dominance of the female gaze instead of the male one. The film 
implies that women may look at whatever they wish, be it nature or 
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the male body, and not be punished since they remain unnoticed when 
gazing. The first sequence already illustrates the favourable position 
female gaze has in this adaptation since it opens with two men gal-
loping through green fields until a large country house comes into 
view, which becomes the subject of their conversation, and the next 
shot shows a young woman on the top of the hill looking down at the 
men unnoticed by these two. The young woman – Elizabeth Bennet, 
the heroine – may look unhindered at both the landscape and the 
young men and engage in a pleasant voyeuristic experience. The fact 
that Elizabeth looks down upon the scenery unnoticed by the two men 
in the opening sequence is seen as a “powerful prefiguration of the 
extent to which women’s views, both literally and figuratively, will be 
privileged throughout” (Hopkins, 2001). In addition to this, the open-
ing scene points to the object of female gaze, Mr Darcy.

The amount of work filmmakers invested in his character – 
from added scenes to his costume – emphasize Darcy’s central posi-
tion in this adaptation. Darcy’s source sheet – a large board with 
pictures of outfits of the era and samples of colours, shows that his 
wardrobe received more attention than that of Elizabeth, whose 
costumes did not vary a lot in the course of the film (Birtwistle & 
Conklin, 1995). In addition to the details of his appearance, by hav-
ing increased Darcy’s presence on the screen, filmmakers instantly 
thrust him in the eyes of the spectators, turning him into the main 
object of viewers’ gaze in the film. His increased presence is also a 
reason this adaptation “caters to female desires and to the female 
gaze” (Voiret, 2003). Other critics go even further and claim that, 
this Pride and Prejudice in particular is “unashamed about appealing 
to women – and in particular about fetishizing and framing Darcy and 
offering him up to the female gaze” (Hopkins, 2001). This approach 
is reflected in the close-up shots on his face displaying his feelings 
and reactions in four major invented sequences: the bath sequence 
at Netherfield, the one in which he is writing the letter to Elizabeth 
at Rosings, and the pond-scene.

The bath sequence at Netherfield is probably the most unu-
sual in its visual imagery and the most explicit of all the four major 
additions. In this sequence, Elizabeth Bennet is looking after her ill 
sister at Netherfield, a neighbouring estate, where Darcy is also a 
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guest. The bath scene occurs after Elizabeth’s vulgar mother Mrs 
Bennet’s and younger sisters’ visit at Netherfield and it starts with a 
close-up shot of Darcy in the bathtub. The close-up on his face 
reveals the exhaustion he feels after Mrs Bennet’s and her three 
younger daughters’ painfully embarrassing behaviour. In the next 
shot, he is looking out of the window and sees Elizabeth playing with 
a Great Dane. The scene “underlines Darcy’s partly-revealed body as 
an object of desire for the female spectator’s scopophilic gaze, while 
simultaneously allowing her an insight into his lack, which is expressed 
through the lingering look he directs at Elizabeth” (Aragay, 2005). 
Rather than the partly-revealed body, it is his face that invites scopo-
philic gaze. The shot focuses on Darcy’s face while he is watching 
Elizabeth playing with the dog outdoor. Darcy’s face shows not only 
that he likes what he sees, but also that he longs to be outside too. 
In the scene “the window functions as Darcy’s movie screen, project-
ing the actions of another character for his, and our, visual consump-
tion” (Ellington, 2001). Darcy therefore becomes both the subject 
and the object of gaze.

Of the four major invented scenes, the letter-writing sequence 
offers the best display of his emotions given that the close-ups on his 
face highlight the degree to which Elizabeth’s refusal of his (first) 
marriage proposal troubled him. Driven by his admiration for 
Elizabeth, Darcy proposes to her despite the fact that “the relative 
situation of our families is such that any alliance between us must be 
regarded as a highly reprehensible connection” (Birtwistle, Scott, 
Wearing & Langton, 1995, ep. 3). Due to his prejudiced and proud 
attitude, Elizabeth refuses him and accuses him of ungentlemanly 
behaviour in the past. His response, formulated in the novel in a let-
ter, is dramatized in the film and the sequence presents the process 
of writing by means of close-up shots on his face revealing the tor-
ment the thoughts written in the letter causes. By mid-scene, he 
loosens his shirt collar while the sequence ends with showing him 
refresh his face in the morning as if he were washing off the bad 
memories the writing of the letter has conjured up and also the emo-
tions Elizabeth’s refusal triggered in him.

The pond-scene – or more infamously known as the wet-shirt 
scene – based on the motif of cleansing, not only focuses on a stage 
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in Darcy’s emotional development but also blatantly offers him up to 
the female gaze. The invented sequence is preceded by Darcy’s fenc-
ing match in London at the end of which he mutters “I shall conquer 
this! I shall!” (Birtwistle et al, 1995, ep. 3). Thus, overcoming his 
emotions for Elizabeth has become a matter of conquest now since 
he cannot simply relinquish them. The struggle with his emotions 
reaches its peak in the swimming scene per se, in which he strips to 
undergarments and jumps into the pond indicating that he cast off 
his social background and surrendered to his feelings. Thus, in the 
film, he is aligned with nature instead of “stuffy aristocratic sensi-
bilities” which gives Darcy a “revisionist reading which renders him 
both sensitive and emotionally vulnerable” (Goggin, 2007). In the 
end, Elizabeth will be the real conqueror since Darcy surrenders. The 
strength of Darcy’s feelings defeated him, forcing him to enter a new 
stage of development. 

Fetishizing Darcy in these scenes is done in silence, since not 
only does diegetic sound almost entirely miss from these scenes, but in 
neither of these does Darcy speak. Apart from the “I shall conquer this! 
I shall!” preceding the pond scene, he does not speak at all in these 
sequences. Therefore, visual storytelling replaced discourse as means of 
expressing emotions. Producers confessedly wanted to use the advan-
tages of the film, for in their view, “visual storytelling can communicate 
as much about a character as a literary description” (Birtwistle & 
Conklin, 1995). Instead of words, which would force themselves upon 
the readers and thus bring spectators too close to emotional material, 
images are allowed to express emotions. These scenes suggest that we 
cannot understand Darcy through language, only through a close view 
of his face. In order to understand him, spectators need to invade his 
privacy, and watch him when he thinks he is alone.

Modern culture in a classic story

The 2005 feature film shifts attention back to the heroine which is 
suggested not only by her increased presence on the screen but also 
by the unusual cinematic rhetoric used to illustrate her emotional and 
mental processes. Self-reflexivity, video-game techniques and an 
abundant use of close-up shots ensure her accessibility to the viewer. 
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In addition to this, the imagery employed by the filmmakers, presents 
her development as a journey of self-knowledge, but most impor-
tantly as one of sexual awakening. One of the scenes to illustrate this 
is that of Elizabeth sitting on a swing at home at Longbourne in the 
muddy stockyard after the undesirable Mr Collins’s proposal. Close-
up shots of her face suggest that she realizes that she has come to 
an age when men and relationship with them are not a topic for witty 
chatter with the other girls at balls. She is shown to awake to the 
fact that she is a sexual being who has entered the marriage market 
and that life is not a game anymore but a sometimes unpleasant 
matter just like the muddy stockyard behind her.

The feature film represents a departure from heritage drama 
not only due to the realistic imagery it employs but also due to apply-
ing atypical filming techniques that ensure the continuous involve-
ment of the viewer. The most unusual technique for a classical herit-
age film, the ‘avatar point of view,’ is borrowed from video game 
production. With the camera seemingly placed over the shoulder of 
the character, the latter becomes the viewers’ avatar, thus, rendering 
it easier for the viewer to understand the mental and emotional pro-
cesses presented in the film. This technique is applied in the scene in 
which Elizabeth is reading Darcy’s letter after the first proposal 
scene, a sequence focusing on her inner torment. In the shot, 
Elizabeth does not face the camera, but this is placed behind her 
shoulder and viewers see whatever she does, which, in this is case, is 
Darcy riding on his horse away from the Parsonage where she is.  
Combined with continuous tracking shots, a camerawork technique 
in which the camera follows the character for more than fifteen sec-
onds, without breaking the basic unit of a film, the sequence forces 
spectators to suspend their disbelief and identify with the protago-
nist. The character becomes the viewer’s avatar which stimulates 
“’continuous identification’ ” (Rehak as cited in Goggin, 2007). At the 
beginning of the letter-reading sequence Elizabeth is shown first 
rambling on the corridors of Hunsford Parsonage still unable to deal 
with Darcy’s proposal. Her restlessness is suggested by her seeking 
help in a book then looking into a mirror in an attempt to discover 
who she is. With the camera over her shoulder, revealing only what 
she sees in the mirror, the shot controls what the viewers perceive. 
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Spectators, thus, share Elizabeth’s experience and may fully grasp 
her state underlined by the only dominant diegetic aural element, the 
sound of her heavy breathing. 

Not only techniques, but also the props used in the film indi-
cate that representations of Elizabeth Bennet draw from modern 
culture. In the course of the novel, Elizabeth visits Darcy’s home, 
Pemberley, a visit during which she and her company are shown a 
picture gallery.  In 2005 the picture gallery Elizabeth and the 
Gardiners originally visit at Pemberly has been changed to a sculpture 
gallery which is seen as being 

“closely related to an aesthetic trend that is currently very prevalent 
in film, namely the sporadic incorporation of the look and feel of 
interactive media into otherwise cinematic productions. […] there is 
a broader tendency in contemporary mainstream film to borrow the 
look and “feel” of interactive media for segments of varying duration.” 
(Goggin, 2007)

The 2005 version of Pride and Prejudice interprets Elizabeth’s visit 
to Pemberley as a journey of sexual awakening. The “three-dimen-
sional props […] visualize Elizabeth’s change” (Durgan, 2007). Due 
to the replacement of portraits with sculptures, Elizabeth can feel 
and touch Darcy, not only look at his portrait. The sequence may be 
perceived as a circle she completes. upon entering the sculpture gal-
lery, Elizabeth stares at the sculpture of the Veiled Virgin in a trou-
bled way, as if realizing that she is looking at herself. Then she 
wanders around in the gallery running her finger on the sculptures 
and staring at the male nudes, finally arriving at Darcy’s bust, stand-
ing in the middle of the room, and staring at it for more than forty 
seconds. From the veiled girl she arrives to Darcy – the innocent girl 
she was when she first met him and giggled at him turned into a 
composed, thoughtful young lady (Borbély, 2012).

Elizabeth’s awakening is suggested by the metafictional refer-
ences in the film as well. The film does not start with a grand opening 
scene, but shows Elizabeth finishing a book and smile at it. The book 
was the first version of Pride and Prejudice, which suggests that she 
is reading her story. “That the book she’s reading is a variation on the 
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book on which her story is based establishes, at a metafictional level, 
a distance between the film and the source text that, Elizabeth’s smile 
seems to suggest, is ironic” (Roche, 2007). In Roche’s reading the fact 
that Elizabeth is shown to close the book suggests that, though based 
on the novel, the adaptation will disregard it and create something 
different, for this reason he considers “Keira Knightley, as a synecdo-
che of the film as a whole”  (Roche, 2007). However, Elizabeth will 
come back to the book later on. At Hunsford Parsonage after the first 
proposal and before Darcy brings her the letter, she meanders in the 
house in a nightgown at a loss as if trying to make sense of the tension 
between her and Darcy clearly perceptible during the proposal scene. 
She picks up a book and reads a few lines and smiling dryly, as if she 
were laughing at herself, puts it down. Her smile implies that the book 
she is reading is indeed her story. 

Music and image: connecting character and viewer

Christopher Isherwood’s A Single Man may be considered one of the 
‘inadaptable’ texts, since it rests solely on the narration of one char-
acter’s day in his life. Professor George Falconer, having lost the 
reason for living after his partner’s, Jim’s death, wades through the 
days surviving from morning to evening. The third person narrative 
combined with insights into the mind of the protagonist renders his 
thoughts in a very distinct manner on the page, and these would be 
difficult to show in a regular-length feature film without continuous 
voiceover. The producer, however, adopted a more lyrical approach 
to the film, and used a combination of visual and aural elements to 
portray the hero’s mental processes. Also, the open-ended novel – it 
is not clear whether George dies or simply falls asleep – allows for 
the slightly melodramatic approach to the story in the film. In the 
adaptation, George decides to commit suicide and November 30, 
1962 is his last day. Despite his preparations however, he does not 
manage to kill himself, but dies of heart attack at the end of a quest 
for beauty, which – the film suggests through the cinematic rhetoric 
it uses – represents the reason to live for George.

Cinematic rhetoric relies mainly on both diegetic and non-
diegetic sound. The film opens with a powerful soundtrack accompa-
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nied by images of a man drowning that represent the structuring 
motif of the film. The dominance of the violin and cello complement-
ing the image of a naked male figure sinking deeper and deeper in 
the water adds to the dramatic nature of the opening. The sudden 
change to the winter scene of a car accident with a male dead body 
lying on the snow while the score gives in to the non-diegetic sound 
of the car crash not only indicates one of the basic elements of the 
story of the adaptation, but also sets its pensive mood. Sound from 
one scene overlaps images from another one; the sound of the car 
crash accompanies the images of the naked male body sinking in the 
water. The overlap and the hazy images also signal that viewers are 
witnessing the representation of a nightmare.

Music in the film may be associated with emotion and inner 
experience. The music score is based on three important instruments, 
the violin, the cello and the piano. Most of the times, the duo of the 
violin and the cello suggests emotional involvement on George’s 
behalf. These are the moments of ‘absolute clarity’ that he refers to 
at the end of the film. These moments are usually presented in either 
slow motion or in extreme close-ups suggesting a transposition from 
the surface of the outer world to deeper world of ‘feeling.’ These 
sequences show George taking in beauty, connecting with the outer 
world. These occur at different times, and sometime can hardly be 
associated with beauty, as the morning scene which shows George in 
slow motion driving by his neighbours’ house. He watches the neigh-
bours’ slightly annoying children, Jennifer, who is now jumping up 
and down, was hammering a scale a few minutes before this scene, 
while Christopher, who is now aiming a toy machine gun at George, 
was shown to kill a butterfly with sheer pleasure. Despite the fact 
that the children obviously annoy George – he holds up his hand in 
a mock gun fashion and pretends to shoot Christopher – the sound-
track suggests that he is fascinated by what he sees. These sequenc-
es present moments that grasp George’s attention. He watches his 
neighbours, the Strunks’ – a suburban family of five – in the morning, 
with Jennifer hammering a bathroom scale and holding a cat, the 
nine-year old Tom handling a metal detecting machine and Mrs 
Strunk visibly shouting to silence her noisy children. The scenes in 
which George notices beauty, or has moments of clarity, are pre-
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sented in slow motion with all diegetic sound excluded, for instance, 
in the scene in which Kenny waves and smiles at him or while he is 
watching the tennis players. Non-diegetic sound becomes stronger 
and every other aural element is excluded, suggesting that the world 
around George ceased to exist. This is what happens when he enters 
the classroom, or when he talks to Kenny, or when he sees a terrier 
that reminds him of the one he and Jim had.

The most important scene depicting his connecting with his 
emotions, however, is the swimming sequences. In the opening scene 
George is shown drowning, a nightmare which he recalls at the begin-
ning of his class too. The following swimming scene is a genuine one; 
he plunges in the ocean in the dark with Kenny. In this sequence, he 
almost relives his nightmare – what has been so far presented under-
water is shown from the surface of the water. This is the scene in 
which Kenny rescues him both literally and emotionally. The gradual 
development of the swimming metaphor suggests George’s coming 
to a full circle. If at the beginning he is drowning, later, he is saved 
by Kenny and in the final swimming sequence, George is shown push-
ing upwards and reaching the surface. This is when he acknowledges 
that “I’m fine” (Ford et al, 2009).

Voiceover, the commonly used replacement of third-person 
narrative, substitutes the narrator only at the beginning and at the 
end of the film. It becomes a frame that turns George’s story into a 
round one with a clearly set beginning and ending. In these sequenc-
es, viewers gain access to George’s thoughts presented in a fact-like 
manner that betrays no emotion. By means of voiceover, he verbal-
izes thoughts and information otherwise unattainable to viewers. 
This way, spectators learn that the naked male figure drowning in the 
opening scene is George himself since: “I feel as if I’m sinking, drown-
ing, can’t breathe” (Ford et al, 2009). The winter scene is also 
explained to a certain extent in “for the past eight months waking up 
has actually hurt. The cold realization that I am still here slowly sets 
in” (Ford et al, 2009). Voiceover disappears after the second flash-
back at minute seven of the film and returns only at the end consti-
tuting a frame the film is placed in. It may be also read as a full 
circle both George and viewers make by following George’s path to 
finding the reason to live again. 
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Symmetry is of pivotal importance in the film and the hero’s 
entire day revolves around regaining balance. The symmetrical 
images of first George, and then Jim taking leave from their dead 
partner also constitute a frame the adaptation is built within. At the 
beginning, we see George dressed in black suit approaching Jim’s 
dead body and kissing it, while at the end it is Jim dressed in a black 
suit kissing the dying George. “A few times in my life I had moments 
of absolute clarity. When for a few brief seconds the silence drowns 
out the noise and I can feel rather than think… And things seem so 
sharp and the world seems so fresh” (Ford et al, 2009). The moments 
he refers to are brief instances of him noticing ‘beauty,’ caught in 
extreme close-ups in the film. These shots reveal what George 
watches in people, what he perceives as ‘beauty.’ Images of beauty 
range from the sight of a little girl dressed in blue, a secretary’s eyes, 
tennis players’ naked chest, navel, and face to a male whore’s eye, 
mouth and cigarette smoke puffed out. Beauty can be found indis-
criminately everywhere for – as Carlos, the male whore, defines it – 
“sometimes awful things have their own kind of beauty” (Ford et al, 
2009). The last close-up shot focusing on Kenny’s face implies that 
George has finally found beauty and is able to connect again, thus, 
he managed to regain peace in his life. By way of analogy with Jim, 
who died soon after avowing to have found his reason for living, if 
George died now “it would be OK” (Ford et al, 2009).

In addition to symmetrical images, mise-en-scène also high-
lights the hero’s attempt to find order. From this point of view, 
George’s table in his study room is most telling at the beginning and 
at the end of the film. In the first instance, the table is shown from 
above with some notes, a volume of Aldous Huxley’s After Many a 
Summer – a book that George teaches at college, – and a gun, which 
he all shoves in his briefcase. In the second table-scene, showing 
George’s preparations before the suicide attempt, he lies on the table 
his burial clothes with notes attached indicating what to do when 
burying him, important documents and keys. The final shot of the 
table reveals the gun as a centerpiece and as the camera pulls back, 
we see a neatly arranged surface. The disturbing “Ebben? Ne andrò 
lontana” aria from La Wally by Alfredo Catalani George is listening 
to is in contrast with the neatly arranged table. Voiceover does not 
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intrude in neither of the sequences, but the sharp contrast between 
music score and image depict the hero’s emotional state.

Though the adaptation relies mostly on sound and images to 
show rather than tell what the hero’s thoughts are, certain visual 
elements supplement aural elements to highlight better a character’s 
thoughts. The most important of these visual elements is the mirror, 
which appears only twice in the film, once in a scene with George, 
and later in a scene with Charlotte, his divorced friend, contributing 
to establishing their identity and emotional state. In George’s case, 
the mirror reflects what he is not, for it shows the result of a long 
process of becoming George. “By the time I have dressed and put the 
final layer of polish on the now slightly stiff but quite perfect George 
I know fully what part I am supposed to play” (Ford et al, 2009). In 
the shot, the ‘real’ George covers his reflection, only when the final 
touches are made do we see him. Even so, viewers do not see 
George, only his reflection. As George mutters: “looking in the mirror 
and staring back at me isn’t so much a face as the expression of a 
predicament” (Ford et al, 2009), the reflection becomes a vital ele-
ment, it becomes George to a certain extent. The camera glides up 
revealing George’s figure in the mirror, but it does not allow the 
viewer to fully identify with the reflection since only one side of the 
mirror frame is shown. The George we see is the George he shows 
to the world outside, it is viewers’ privilege to peak in and realize that 
there is more to what the world sees. In addition to this, George’s 
remark suggests that his fate is sealed, namely that he is forever 
locked in this state of showing a masque to the world. The other 
mirror-scene is more subtle and it involves Charlotte preparing for the 
dinner with George. Similarly to him, she is putting on a masque for 
the outer world. The magnifying mirror she is sitting in front of 
shows her in an in-between state with make-up applied only on one 
eyelid, while spectators can have a peek at the face behind the 
masque.

Flashbacks offer a similar peek behind a masque, and offer an 
explanation to George’s state of mind. Reminiscence is triggered by 
various elements ranging from a music record to the ringing of the 
phone and they all revolve around Jim. The gun reminds him of how 
he met Jim; Charley’s hug at the entrance recalls his reaction to the 
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news of Jim’s death while the music record prompts the scene that 
reminds him of his (lost) happiness. These scenes, with one excep-
tion, are filmed in warmer colours as opposed to the toned-down 
colours used in scenes depicting ‘reality.’ The flashbacks seem to 
present George’s real life since in most of them only diegetic sound 
can be heard. The difference in the tone of the scenes does not only 
differentiate between reality and memory, but also suggests the 
opposition between George’s state of mind then and now – his warm 
memories stand in opposition with his grey reality. As far as colour is 
concerned, the only exception among flashbacks is one presented in 
black and white that takes place in the desert. George and Jim are 
lying on a rock and discussing the nature of relationships they have 
had and this is when George clearly states his feelings for Jim. The 
choice of achromatic colours in the scene distinguishes it from the 
other flashbacks and highlights its importance in understanding 
George’s present state of mind.

Finally, connection between the character and viewer is also 
ensured not only by the combination of aural and visual images but 
by employing filming techniques that invite viewer involvement. The 
avatar technique, the camera is placed seemingly over the shoulder 
of the character, is used in the scene in which George and Kenny are 
having a conversation in the bar. The position of the camera not only 
suggests that the two characters are connecting, but it also allows 
the viewer to have a better understanding of both characters’ mood. 
In addition to this, in A Single Man, the avatar technique is used with 
a little twist – the camera is always placed over the shoulder of the 
listener, the spectator therefore is always in the role of the passive 
receiver and can only bond with the interlocutor. Considering 
George’s remark – “I am exactly what I seem to be, if you look 
closely. you know, the only thing worthwhile has been those few 
times that I was truly able to connect with another person” (Ford et 
al, 2009) – the limited perspective the camera gives the spectator 
ensures the ‘connection’ George alludes to and allows the viewer to 
see the real him.
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Conclusion

Based on the three adaptations, it can be argued that the cinematic 
rhetoric used to transcode characters’ inner processes is drawing more 
and more on visual and aural elements and relies less on discourse. 
The image is allowed to speak for itself and, and combined with the 
music score, it dominates the production. Thoughts, emotions are 
suggested by means of visual and aural imagery instead of being 
rationalized through actors’ extensive lines. As a result, the viewer 
may engage in the story or identify with the character. Relating to 
the character is further enhanced by less conventional approaches to 
the story of the novel and the filming techniques applied in the filmic 
renditions. For instance, though Austen has never been associated 
with voyeurism, her most well-known male character – somewhat hid-
den in the novel – has been brought forward and placed in the spot-
light. What is more, in addition to the male body, landscape was also 
put in the focus of scopophilic gaze, though Austen’s novel does not 
dwell much on setting. The 2005 adaptation was even bolder than 
this and not only did it allow the viewer to watch characters from 
close, but also attempted to relate the viewer to the character due to 
the filming techniques it applied or the props used in the production. 
The most recent of the three adaptations, the 2009 production, 
unconstrained by literary canon and reader expectations, employed a 
combination of visual and aural images to put across the main char-
acter’s thoughts and emotions. These adaptations therefore, show a 
tendency in the production of adaptations to move away from words 
and rely more on other forms of cinematic rhetoric.
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Die Rhetorik ist eine der vielen richtungweisenden Erfindungen der 
griechischen Kultur - Rhetorik verstanden als die theoretisch reflek-
tierte Lehre vom richtigen Gebrauch des gesprochenen Wortes in der 
Öffentlichkeit, verbunden mit einer ausgefeilten Technik der Vermitt-
lung der rhetorischen Fähigkeiten.

‚Rhetorik’ wird freilich auch im Sinne von bloßer Beredsamkeit 
verwendet, im Sinne des theoriefreien Einsatzes der fortlaufenden 
Rede zum Zweck des Überzeugens in einer Gemeinschaft. Rhetorik 
in diesem weiteren Sinn ist in vielen Kulturen zur Blüte gekommen, 
auch in schriftlosen. Eine Erinnerung daran bietet die Ilias, die, selbst 
ein schriftlich verfaßtes Epos, die schriftlose Epoche des mythischen 
troianischen Krieges schildert. In einer bemer kens werten Szene des 
dritten Buches beschreibt der Troianer Antenor zwei der griechischen 
Helden als Vertreter zweier verschiedener Arten von Beredsamkeit: 
Menelaos steht für den schlichten, sachlichen Stil, Odysseus für die 
leidenschaftliche, mitreißende Rede (Ilias 3.212-224). Der Dichter 
der Ilias wertet hier die beiden Gestalten, die primär Anführer von 
Truppen und selbst Kämpfer in der Schlacht sind, als Meister in der 
friedlichen Kunst der Rede. Rednerische Effizienz, besonders die des 
Odysseus, genießt größtes Ansehen. Das gilt auch für die zahlreichen 
Beratungsszenen im Lager der Griechen, bei denen sich oft der grei-
se Nestor von Pylos als der beste Redner erweist. Der griechische 
Mythos kannte freilich auch die Kehrseite der Medaille: als es um die 
Zuteilung der Waffen des toten Achilleus an den würdigsten unter den 
verbliebenen Kämpfern ging, siegte der schlaue und wortgewandte 
Redner Odysseus über Aias, der doch als zweitbester Kämpfer nach 
Achilleus dem Toten am nächsten stand. Der Sieg der Rhetorik führ-
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Gespräch, öffentliche rede 
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te zu einer falschen Entscheidung und schließlich zum Selbstmord 
des Aias.

Indem dieser Teil des Mythos die moralische Frage nach gut 
und schlecht an die Bewertung der Redegabe herantrug, war das 
Doppelgesicht der Rhetorik für die archaische Epoche des Griechen-
tums festgeschrieben.

Die grundlegende Transformation, die die griechische Kultur 
durch die und nach den Perserkriegen erfuhr, brachte auch hier ei-
nen tiefgreifenden Wandel hervor. In schneller Entwicklung entstand 
von der Mitte des 5. Jh. bis zu seinem Ende die ‚Rhetorik’ im enge-
ren Sinne, die sich als eine technē (τεχνh), als eine erlernbare und 
lehrbare Disziplin mit rationalen Prinzipien und Regeln verstand. Die 
Entstehung der Rhetorik war das Ergebnis eines Prozesses, der das 
vollständige Durcharbeiten der Ausdrucksmöglichkeiten und –mittel 
der Sprache brachte, ebenso das vollständige Durchspielen aller Ar-
gumentationssituationen und –techniken, und drittens das vollständi-
ge Durchreflektieren der Folgen und damit des Pro und Contra des 
wachsenden Einflusses der öffentlichen Rede.

Bedenken gegen die schnell wachsende neue Techne gab es 
aus verschiedenen Perspektiven. Ganz prinzipiell nahm Sophokles 
die unheimlichen Fähigkeiten des periphrades aner, des überklugen 
Menschen, in den Blick, darunter auch die Sprache und das schnel-
le Denken (kai phthegma kai anemoen phronema), also das, womit 
der Redner sich durchzusetzen sucht: es kann zum Guten oder zum 
Schlechten ausschlagen, je nachdem, ob die Gesetze und das göttli-
che Recht geachtet werden (Antigone 353/366-370). Die Rede (und 
damit auch die Redekunst) ist moralisch ambivalent, es gibt einen 
Maßstab für sie außerhalb ihrer. Weniger differenziert war die Wer-
tung der bürgerlichen Mehrheit: den Anspruch der Rhetorik, auch 
einer schwächeren Position vor Gericht zum Sieg verhelfen zu können 
(ton hēttō logon kreittō poiein), nahm sie schlicht als Aussage über 
die moralische Intention von Sophistik und Rhetorik, richtig und ver-
kehrt, wahr und falsch nach Belieben zu vertauschen. Aristophanes 
gab dieser Einstellung ein Sprachrohr in seinem Sokrates-Drama (Die 
Wolken, 423 v.Chr.)

Solche Kritik und Ablehnung konnte die professionellen Rede-
künstler nicht abhalten, ihre technē sukzessive auszubauen. Sie ver-
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sprachen ihren Adepten Einfluß und Macht, letztlich also auch Geld, 
in ihren Gemeinden, und das sicherte ihren Erfolg. Das politisch-
soziale Umfeld, in dem die Rhetorik zu ihrer frühen Blüte gelangen 
konnte, war das Gerichtswesen im demokratisch gewordenen Syrakus 
nach dem Ende der Tyrannis und die volle Entfaltung der Demokratie 
in Athen nach dem Tod des Ephialtes (461 v.Chr.). Die Rhetorik ist 
also ein Produkt der griechischen Demokratie, und die Ideologie, die 
ihr zugrunde liegt, ist die demokratische Ideologie des Relativismus. 
In dieser geistig-politischen Welt konnte die Rhetorik alle Bereiche 
des Lebens durchdringen. Die politische Beredsamkeit erreichte in 
Athen in der Zeit und mit der Person des Perikles einen Höhepunkt, 
der Stand der forensischen Beredsamkeit spiegelt sich in den Muster-
reden des Antiphon sowie in den Prozeßreden von Lysias und Isok-
rates. Eine philosophische Erörterung der Kraft der Überredung, der 
peithō, bietet Gorgias’ paignion „Lob der Helena“ (DK 82 B 11). 
Gegen Ende des 5. Jh.s muß es bereits eine Mehrzahl von systemati-
schen Darstellungen der Kunst der Rede gegeben haben, wie aus der 
Zusammenstellung der „Reste der voraristotelischen Rhetorik“ unter 
dem Titel „Artium scriptores“ von Ludwig Radermacher (1951) zu 
ersehen ist. Zur selben Zeit wird der Einfluß der Rhetorik auf die Li-
teratur in den Tragödien des Euripides, auf die Geschichtsschreibung 
im Werk des Thukydides erkennbar.

Zusammenfassend kann man sagen, daß die bewußt gestalte-
te, ihrer kalkulierten Wirkung sichere öffentliche Rede um 400 v.Chr. 
nicht nur längst ein Teil des politischen, gesellschaftlichen und in-
tellektuellen Lebens war, sondern auch eine starke Ausstrahlung auf 
andere Bereiche hatte.

*

In diese kulturelle Situation hinein sprach Platon zu Beginn des 4. 
Jh.s. mit einem ganz und gar abweichenden Bild von der vielfach 
gefeierten Redekunst. Sein Bild der Rhetorik ist einerseits konserva-
tiv, insofern es die Befürchtungen des durchschnittlichen Bürgers be-
züglich des verführerischen und betrügerischen Charakters der neuen 
technē bestätigt und verstärkt, andererseits aber auch in die Zukunft 
weisend (und also ‚progressiv’), insofern es die Rhetorik in einen um-
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fassenden philosophischen Rahmen stellt und ihre Möglichkeiten und 
Grenzen auf einem neuen, bisher unerreichten intellektuellen Niveau 
durchleuchtet. Platon entwirft die Theorie einer neuen, philosophisch 
fundierten Redekunst, die nicht nur Regeln und Rezepte für einen 
Teilbereich des Lebens vermitteln will, sondern alle sprachlichen Äu-
ßerungen im Blick hat: das private und das öffentliche, das gespro-
chene und das geschriebene Wort, und die die Verantwortlichkeit des 
Redners nicht durch die Interessen seines Auftraggebers oder durch 
das eigene Machtstreben definiert, sondern durch seine Existenz als 
Mensch, der nicht Maßstab seiner selbst, sondern Besitz seiner „gu-
ten Herren“, der Götter, ist (Phdr. 274a).

Historisch gesehen ist es durchaus konsequent, daß die Ausein-
andersetzung mit der Rhetorik von einem Mitglied des Kreises um So-
krates  aufgenommen wurde. Denn der Tod des Sokrates konnte als 
Sieg des geschickt genutzten Vorurteils und der gekonnt eingesetzten 
Verleumdung über die Wahrheit, also als Sieg der Rhetorik über die 
sachgebundene Argu men ta tion ausgelegt werden.

Diese Auseinandersetzung Platons mit der Rhetorik erfolgt in 
zwei Stufen. Im Gorgias finden wir die Zurückweisung des Anspruchs 
der Rhetorik, von allen Betätigungen den größten Nutzen für ein 
erfolgreiches Leben zu bieten und die wertvollste Fähigkeit des Men-
schen zur Entfaltung zu bringen. Zudem wird nachgewiesen, daß die 
Rhetorik, da sie ja darauf angewiesen ist, die Meinung der Menge zu 
treffen und ihren Beifall zu gewinnen, im Grunde fremdbestimmt ist. 
Es fehlt ihr an Autonomie und Objektivität, weil sie sich nicht an den 
Fakten und an der Wirklichkeit, sondern an den Meinungen ihrer Ad-
ressaten über die Wirklichkeit orientieren muß. Da sie den Geschmack 
der Menge treffen will, muß sie ihr schmeicheln und ist somit Teil der 
Kunst des Schmeichelns (der kolakeia, Gorg. 466 a6), womit sie in 
Analogie steht zur Kochkunst, die dem Gaumen der Konsumenten 
zu schmeicheln hat, nicht aber in Analogie zu einer medizinisch ver-
antwortungsvollen Ernährungs wissenschaft. Diese Herabsetzung und 
Verächtlichmachung der Rhetorik wird im letzten Teil des Dialogs 
ergänzt durch die schonungslose Enthüllung des Charakters der Di-
alogfigur Kallikles, der sich mit seinem Machtstreben und mit sei-
nen niedrigsten Begierden identifiziert und in ihrer Befriedigung das 
höchste Glück auf Erden sieht. Indem er in der Gestalt des Kallikles 
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brutales egozentrisches Macht- und Luststreben mit dem rücksichts-
losen Einsatz der rhetorischen Mittel verknüpft, will Platon die mo-
ralisch scheinbar neutrale Redekunst des Gorgias, dessen persönliche 
Anständigkeit er nicht bezweifelt, im Verruf bringen.

Doch diese erste, politisch und emotional zutiefst engagier-
te, rhetorisch ihrerseits brillante Auseinandersetzung Platons mit der 
würdelosen ‚Scheinkunst’ der Rhetorik sei hier nicht weiter verfolgt.

Philosophisch weit ergiebiger und überdies auch literarisch 
wenn möglich noch glänzender ist die aus großer politischer, intellek-
tueller und emotionaler Distanz geführte zweite Analyse der rhetori-
schen technē im Dialog Phaidros.

Abgesehen von der schon erwähnten Einordnung des The-
mas in eine umfassende Philosophie der menschlichen Existenz, die 
Problemen der Seelenlehre, der Kommunikations weisen und –mittel, 
der Ethik und der Dialektik gleichermaßen Rechnung trägt, ist das 
Verwunderlichste an diesem Dialog, daß seine vielfältigen Fragewei-
sen und überraschenden Einsichten in einem zunächst ausgesprochen 
harmlos wirkenden, locker-leichten Gespräch über einen scheinbar 
belanglosen Gegenstand, nämlich über das neueste Produkt der lite-
rarischen Rhetorik des Lysias, entfaltet werden. Platon vermag das 
Wichtigste und Größte aus dem Alltäglichen und Unspektakulären zu 
entwickeln. Das Elegante, Leichte, Unsystematische des Gesprächs 
kann den systematischen Hintergrund freilich nicht verdecken. Die 
Philosophie des privaten und des öffentlichen, des gesprochenen und 
des geschriebenen Wortes im Phaidros ist – den Hauptpunkten nach 
– etwa die folgende.

Platon kann so sicher über die Rhetorik urteilen, weil er den 
Stand der technē offenbar sehr gründlich kennt. Seine Figur Sokrates 
läßt er mit süffisanter Ironie von den Koryphäen der ‚Kunst’ reden, die 
diesen Namen gar nicht verdient. Die Hauptgegner sind Lysias und 
Isokrates. Die Eros-Rede des Lysias ist von Anfang an Gegenstand 
des Disputes zwischen Phaidros und Sokrates. Inhaltlich wird sie im 
ersten Teil des Dialogs abgewertet (234e ff., 237a, 242e f.), ihre 
vermeintlichen rhetorischen Meriten werden im zweiten Teil lächerlich 
gemacht (262e-264e). Mit mehr Respekt wird Isokrates behandelt. 
Im Verlauf des Dialogs war auf seine Schriften angespielt worden, am 
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Ende widmet ihm Platon ein vaticinium ex eventu aus dem Mund des 
Sokrates: er werde sich weit über seine Konkurrenten erheben und 
sich schließlich höheren Dingen als dem Redenschreiben zuwenden, 
denn dem Denken des Mannes wohne „eine gewisse (oder eine Art) 
Philosophie“ inne. Énesti tis philosophia (279 a9) ist freilich ein etwas 
zweideutiges Lob, als Philosoph im Sinne der platonischen ‚wahren 
Philosophie’ (alēthinē philosophia) ist Isokrates damit noch nicht an-
erkannt. Andere Vertreter der Rhetorik werden nur kurz mit Namen 
genannt, jedoch stets mit Erwähnung ihres besonderen Beitrags zur 
Theorie der Redekunst, insgesamt wird an nicht weniger als elf Au-
toren erinnert (Antiphon (?), Euēnos, Gorgias, Hippias, Likymnios, 
Polos, Prodikos, Protagoras, Teisias, Theodoros, Thrasymachos, Ze-
non). Von ihren Errungenschaften werden vor allem die Unterteilung 
einer Rede in unerläßliche Bestandteile wie Prooimion, Bericht (vom 
Tathergang), Zeugenaufruf, Indizien, Wahrscheinlichkeitsbeweise 
und Beglaubigung erwähnt (prooimion, diēgēsis, martyriai, tekme-
ria, eikota, pistōsis, 266e), daneben terminologische und stilistische 
Verfeinerungen, die Sokrates offenbar nicht sehr ernst nimmt, wie 
Nebenbeglaubigung, versteckte Andeutung, Nebenlob und Nebenta-
del, Doppelung, Sentenzen- und Bilderrede (epipistosis, hypodēlōsis, 
parepainos, parapsogos, diplasiologia, gnomologia, eikonologia u.a. 
267a-c). Über solche und ähnliche Herrlichkeiten schreiben sie Lehr-
bücher der Rhetorik, doch aus Büchern kann man keine Kunst erler-
nen (275 c5-6).

Schlimmer noch: all diese so ‚technisch’ und seriös klingen-
den Begriffe und die dazugehörigen rhetorischen Kniffe machen noch 
nicht eine ‚Kunst’, eine technē aus, die diesen Namen verdienen wür-
de. Was fehlt und im Lehrbuch auch fehlen muß, ist das Entscheiden-
de: das Wissen, bei wem man die rhetorischen Kunstgriffe anwenden 
muß, und wann, und bis zu welchem Grad (268 b6-8). Ohne dieses 
Wissen gleichen diese Meister der Rhetorik jenen Möchtegern-Ärzten, 
die sich für Ärzte halten, weil sie von allen pharmazeutischen Mitteln 
angeben können, wie sie auf den Körper wirken, aber keine Ahnung 
davon haben, welchen Patienten sie wann wie viel davon geben müs-
sen (268 a-c). Was diese Rhetoriker bieten, sind allenfalls notwendige 
Vorkenntnisse, bloße Präliminarien der eigentlichen Redekunst (ta pro 
tēs technēs anankaia mathēmata, 269 b8). Ihre Anwendung ist denn 
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auch nicht die Ausübung einer echten Kunst der Rede, sondern nur 
eine kunstlose Routine (ατεχνωs τριβh) (atechnos tribē, 260 e5).

Doch Sokrates hält an der Vorstellung fest, daß es eine wahre 
Kunst der Rede geben müsse. Wenn die unzureichende Rhetorik der 
Gegenwart ersetzt werden soll durch eine vollgültige künftige Rede-
kunst, so muß zunächst die Schwäche des bisherigen Ansatzes aufge-
deckt werden. Sie besteht darin, daß die gängige Rhetorik glaubt, ihre 
Aufgabe allein mit dem Wahrscheinlichen oder Plausiblen, mit dem 
eikós (εικωs), lösen zu können. Der Redner muß nicht wissen, was die 
Wahrheit ist, was wirklich der Fall ist, z.B. was wirklich gerecht ist, 
oder wirklich gut und schön (ta tōi onti dikaia, agatha, kala), sondern 
nur, was der Mehrzahl derer, die entscheiden werden, als gerecht, gut 
oder schön erscheint (259e7-260a3). Denn überreden (peithein) wird 
man die Entscheidungsträger nicht mittels der Wahrheit, sondern 
durch Anpassung an ihre Ansichten.

Das klingt zunächst durchaus vernünftig: ein Geschworenenge-
richt oder eine Volksversammlung wird immer die Neigung haben, bei 
dem zu bleiben, was man bisher schon immer für richtig hielt. Platon 
greift zu scharfem Spott, um diese so ‚vernünftige’ Konzeption von 
rhetorischer Überredung aus den Angeln zu heben. Die Gegenseite 
half ihm dabei, denn Teisias, einer der Begründer der sizilianischen 
Rhetorik, hatte selbst erklärt, daß beide Seiten vor Gericht die Un-
wahrheit sagen müßten, wenn es zum Prozeß käme, weil ein kleiner 
aber draufgängerischer Mann einen großen aber feigen Mann verprü-
gelte und beraubte: der große darf seine Feigheit nicht zugeben und 
muß versichern, daß er es mit vielen Angreifern zu tun hatte, der 
kleine hingegen muß darauf bestehen, daß sie allein waren, daß er 
aber bei seiner geringen Körpergröße unmöglich den Großen angreifen 
konnte (273bc). Plausibel wie das sein mag, offenbart der Fall doch 
die ganze Lächerlichkeit einer ‚Kunst’, die mit solchen Ratschlägen 
aufwartet. Noch lächerlicher ist das andere Beispiel, das Platon aus 
eigener satirischer Laune beisteuert: man denke sich einen Redner 
und einen Adressaten, die beide nicht wissen, was ein Pferd ist; doch 
der Redner weiß, daß der Adressat meint, das Pferd sei das Tier mit 
den längsten Ohren; wenn es nun um den Erwerb von Pferden zur 
Abwehr der Feinde mit der Reiterei ginge, könnte der Redner dem 
Adressaten Esel als Pferde verkaufen, indem er das Tier mit den 
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längsten Ohren ‚Pferd’ nennt und dem ahnungslosen Käufer vorgau-
kelt, es sei gut geeignet für die Abwehr der Feinde im Krieg (260 bc). 
Für Platon ist das aber die Normalsituation bei Entscheidungen, die 
die Menge (plēthos) trifft: der Redner muß, nach Auffassung der üb-
lichen Rhetorik, gar nicht wissen, was die Wahrheit über das Gerechte 
und Gute ist, es genügt, daß er weiß, was die Menge für gerecht und 
gut hält – unter Beachtung der Meinungen der Menge kann er das 
Schlechte als das Gute empfehlen und damit Erfolg haben, da ja bei-
de nicht wissen, was ‚gut’ und ‚schlecht’ wirklich sind (260c).

Um die Menge zu einem Entschluß zu bewegen, muß sie der 
Redner von ihren schon vorhandenen Überzeugungen und Ansichten, 
denen er sich möglichst eng anschließt, zu den Vorstellungen und Ur-
teilen führen, die in seinem Interesse liegen. Dieser Wechsel der Pers-
pektive erfolgt am besten in kleinen Schritten, als unmerklicher Über-
gang zwischen Dingen, die zwar nicht identisch, einander aber sehr 
ähnlich sind. Die nicht eingestandene Verschiebung der Begriffe, die 
der Redner braucht, wenn er einerseits die Menge nicht brüskieren, 
andererseits sein Ziel erreichen will, wertet Platon als Täuschung, 
apatē (261 e6). Wenn der Redner zielsicher und wirkungsvoll täu-
schen können soll, so muß er die Unterschiede und die Ähnlichkeiten 
zwischen den Dingen möglichst genau kennen. Das bedeutet aber, 
daß er umso besser wird ‚täuschen’ und täuschend überreden können, 
je genauer er die Wahrheit über die Dinge kennt, die er behandelt 
(261e-262c). Eine Rhetorik, die glaubt, auf Wissen und Wahrheit 
verzichten zu können widerlegt sich also für Platon selbst.

*

So erscheinen also im Gespräch die Umrisse einer Rhetorik, die auf 
ein Wissen von der Wahrheit der Dinge gegründet ist, statt ohne 
wirkliches Wissen mit dem bloß Wahrscheinlichen – und das ist das, 
was der Menge richtig scheint (273a) – zu jonglieren. Sokrates macht 
von Anfang an klar, daß das letztlich entscheidende Wissen für den 
Redner das ethische Wissen von gut und schlecht sein muß (260 c6).

Für das Projekt einer wissensfundierten Rhetorik scheint nun 
aber Sokrates der denkbar ungeeignetste Mann zu sein, versichert 
er doch immer wieder, daß er keinerlei Wissen hat, weder über den 
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Eros (235 c6-8) noch über die Kunst der Rede (262 d5-6, vgl. 263 
d6, 264 b6). Zum Glück kann er aber auf die beiden Reden über den 
Eros zurückgreifen, die er gerade gehalten hat. Er hält die Fiktion 
aufrecht, daß diese Reden gar nicht von ihm sind, sondern ihm, dem 
Unwissenden, im Zustand des Enthusiasmos eingehaucht (inspiriert) 
worden sind von den Göttern des Ortes (262 d3), von den Zikaden 
als Propheten der Musen, von den Nymphen und von Pan. Mit dieser 
charmanten Konstruktion kann Platon einerseits dramenintern beim 
programmatischen Nichtwissen seiner Figur ‚Sokrates’ bleiben, ande-
rerseits die von ihm selbst geschaffenen Eros-Reden als Musterbei-
spiele einer überlegenen Rhetorik hinstellen, die ihre Vorzüge sogar 
göttlicher Inspiration verdanken.

Die Analyse der beiden Eros-Reden, in die auch, als negatives 
Gegenbeispiel, die Rede des Lysias einbezogen wird, ergibt nun Fol-
gendes.

Die wahre, die auf Wissen beruhende Rhetorik verfährt di-
alektisch. ‚Dialektisch’ zunächst in dem elementaren Sinn, daß sie 
einander widersprechende Positionen zur Geltung kommen läßt: 
enantiō pou ēstēn (sc. tō logō), die beiden Reden waren irgendwie 
gegensätzlich (265 a2), indem die eine sagte, der Jüngling solle dem 
Nichtverliebten zu Willen sein, die andere, dem Verliebten. Doch das 
war nicht alles. Es wurden zwei Arten des Wahns, der mania, unter-
schieden, eine menschliche und eine gottgesandte, und innerhalb der 
gottgesandten mania vier Unterarten, die vier Gottheiten zugeordnet 
wurden. Von daher hatte alles, was über den Eros gesagt wurde, seine 
Klarheit und Konsistenz. Was hier an einem konkreten, angeblich zu-
fälligen Beispiel zu beobachten war, sieht Sokrates als eine allgemei ne 
Methode, die zugleich eine Fähigkeit ist. Es ist die Fähigkeit, das in 
den Erscheinungen vielfach Zerstreute in eine Gestalt (eis mian ide-
an) zusammenzusehen, um es zu definieren und so klar zu machen, 
wovon die Rede ist. Dem Zusammensehen (synhorān) des Zerstreu-
ten entspricht als begriffliche Gegenbewegung das Zerlegen in Arten 
entsprechend den Gelenken, wie eine Sache von Natur ‚gewachsen’ 
ist (hēi pephyken), 265 e2). Diese zwei komplementä ren Fähigkeiten 
und Verfahren der Dihairesis und Synagōgē ergeben zusammen die 
Begriffs bestimmung im präzisen platonischen Sinn. Solche Dialektik 
läßt das wahre Wesen der Dinge erkennen, das tí éstin bzw. hò éstin 
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hékaston, was ein Jegliches (an sich und wesenhaft) ist (262 b8). Sie 
genügt dem genuin philosophischen Erkenntnisstreben. Daher wird ihr 
auch ein quasi-göttlicher Status zuerkannt: wenn Sokrates Menschen 
sieht, die das Dihairesis-und- Synagōgē-Verfahren beherrschen, folgt 
er ihren Spuren wie denen eines Gottes (266 b6, mit Homerzitat aus 
Od. 5.193).

Gefordert ist für die wahre Rhetorik also nicht ein innerwelt-
liches Fakten- und Fachwissen, sondern ein genuin philosophisches 
Wissen, das sich als Voraussetzung des Redens und Denkens erweist 
(266 b4). Dies ist durchaus in einem transzendentalphilosophi schen 
Sinn zu verstehen: die jenseitige Schau der Ideen, an der jeder Mensch 
qua Mensch Anteil gehabt hat (wie Sokrates in der großen Eros-Rede 
ausführte: 249 b5-c4, e4-5), ist die Bedingung der Möglichkeit be-
grifflicher Ausdrucksweise und Erkenntnis, die allen zur Verfügung 
steht. Der Dialektiker aber ist derjenige, der diesen Sachverhalt zu 
reflektieren vermag und die Fundierung unserer diesseitigen Erkennt-
nis in der jenseitigen Ideenerkenntnis aufzuzeigen imstande ist.

Die Begrifflichkeit, mit der die Dialektik skizziert wird, ent-
spricht ganz den sonstigen Angaben Platons zu seiner Kern-Disziplin. 
Daß der, der zur ‚Zusammenschau’ fähig ist, Dialektiker ist, wird in 
der Politeia mit unvergleichlicher Prägnanz gesagt: wer Synoptiker 
ist, ist Dialektiker, wer nicht, nicht ho men synoptikos dialektikos, 
ho de mē ou (537 c7). Daß das Zerlegen und Zerteilen der Begriffe 
in Arten eine Fähigkeit ist, die keineswegs allen zu Gebote steht, ist 
aus der Politeia ebenso geläufig wie aus dem Sophistes (454ab bzw. 
253 d1-e2). Die Dihairesis oder Begriffszerlegung muß bis zu einem 
letzten Element führen, mechri tou atmētou, bis zum Unzerlegbaren 
(Phdr. 277 b7). Sie ist also ein endlicher Prozeß, der durch eine 
bestimmte Anzahl (arithmos, Phil 16 d4,8) von Stufen führt und zu 
einem Ende (teleutē, Politeia 511 b8) kommt. Das ‚Zerschneiden’ 
(diatemnein) der idea in ihre eidē erfolgt ‚in den Gelenken, wie sie 
gewachsen’ (kat’ arthra, hēi pephyken, Phdr. 265 e1-2), womit der 
grundlegende Anspruch der Dialektik, die Wirklichkeit zu erfassen, 
wie sie ist, erneut bekräftigt wird. Die Prozedur des kundigen, natur-
gemäßen Zerteilens des Zusammen ge schau ten führt zum Definieren, 
horizesthai (οριζεsθαι), der in Frage stehenden Sache. Die Vertreter 
der üblichen verkehrten Rhetorik können nicht definieren, natürlich 
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mangels Kenntnis der Dialektik (269 b5-7). Die Nymphen hingegen 
und Pan, denen Sokrates seine Reden angeblich verdankt, waren dazu 
in der Lage, waren also technikoi pros lógous, sachverständig hinsicht-
lich der Reden (263 d5-6), und sie konnten den gesamten Komplex 
der maniai kompetent in alle ihre eidē verfolgen, zweifellos weil sie all 
diese Vielheit zuvor ‚synoptisch’ unter die richtige eine Gestalt, mia 
idea, gebracht hatten (265 a9 ff, e3 ff.). Definieren können muß der 
Dialektiker alles (277 b6) – hier zeigt sich wieder, wie in der Politeia 
und im Sophistes, der alles umfassende Anspruch der Dialektik, die 
nichts ausläßt und der nichts entgeht (Pol. 534 b3-c3, Soph. 235c).

Die genaue Wesensbestimmung einer Sache erfordert mindes-
tens zwei Schritte: zuerst ist festzustellen, ob der Gegenstand unserer 
Untersuchung ein einfacher ist oder ein vielge staltiger. Wenn mehr 
als ein eidos in ihm enthalten ist, so ist die genaue Zahl dieser eidē 
zu ermitteln. Hat man dann jeweils ein Einfaches vor sich, so ist zu 
fragen, welches Vermögen (welche dynamis) es hat, auf anderes ein-
zuwirken oder von anderen eine Einwirkung zu erleiden (270 d1-7). 
Zur Fähigkeit des Unterteilens des Vielgestaltigen in seine letzten Be-
standteile kommt also die Fähigkeit, Wechselbeziehungen des Bewir-
kens und Erleidens unter einer Vielzahl von οντα zu analysieren. Dies 
gehört offenbar mit zur Dialektik, fällt aber nicht unter die doppelte 
Tätigkeit des Zusammenschauens und Zerlegens (des synhorān und 
diatemnein).

Unauffällig, fast nebenbei, hatte Sokrates ziemlich am Anfang 
der Erörterung die Definition der Rhetorik als „eine Art Seelenfüh-
rung mittels Reden“ (psychagōgia tis dia logōn, 261 a7-8) eingeführt. 
Damit war bereits die Struktur der Rhetorik als eines Prozesses, der 
von drei Faktoren bestimmt wird, präsent (wenn auch vorläufig noch 
nicht ausgelotet). Man kann die onta (οντα), die Dinge selbst, und 
die psychē, die Seele des (oder der) Adressaten als die zwei Pole an-
sehen, die auf einander bezogen sind. Zwischen ihnen vermittelt der 
Redner, indem er die onta in seinen Reden, logoi, auf diese oder jene 
Weise (re)präsentiert und so die Seele des Hörers in diese oder jene 
Richtung lenkt. Das erforderli che Verhältnis des Redners zum einen 
Pol, zur Objektseite, war durch Einführung des Begriffs der Dialektik 
geklärt worden: er muß alles definieren können, von allem das wahre 
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Wesen, die ousia (ουsια) erkennen. Danach erst werden die Konse-
quenzen aus dem Begriff psychagōgia auch für die Subjektseite ge-
zogen (271 c10 ff.). Der Redner muß auch die Seele analysieren kön-
nen, ob sie einfach oder vielgestaltig ist, und was sie anderen Dingen 
antun oder von ihnen erleiden kann (271 a5-11). Und wie der wahre 
Redner alle onta erkennen können muß, so auch alle Arten von Seele.

Aber wie ist das Studium der Seele und ihrer Arten durch den 
Redner zu betreiben? Handelt es sich um empirische Psychologie? 
Ausdrücklich läßt Platon seinen Sokrates etwas ganz anderes ver-
langen, nämlich philosophische Bemühung um höhere Dinge, was er 
mit der selbstironischen Prägung adoleschia kai meteōrologia physeōs 
péri ausdrückt, etwa: geschwätzige, überspannte Naturspekulation 
(270 a1). So wie Perikles der beste Redner seiner Zeit war, weil er 
von der Nus-Spekulation des Anaxagoras geistigen Gewinn ziehen 
konnte (269 e1-270 a8), so muß der dialektisch geschulte Redner die 
Natur der Seele im Zusammen hang mit der Erkenntnis der Natur des 
Alls suchen (270 c1-2). Dieses Vorgehen wird vorgeführt im Timaios, 
wo die Konstitution der Seele ein Teil der Kosmologie ist, und war 
im Phaidros selbst schon praktiziert worden, als Sokrates von der 
Unsterblichkeit der Weltseele (245c ff.) weiter schritt zur Angabe 
der Struktur der menschlichen und göttlichen Seelen (246a ff.). Die 
Psychologie, die vom idealen Redner verlangt ist, ist also die ‚meta-
physische’ Seelentheorie der drei Seelenteile, deren einer unsterblich 
ist. Die Forderung aber, die Untersuchung der Seele im Rahmen der 
Erkenntnis des Alls zu betreiben, ist nichts anderes als die Forderung, 
der Redner müsse die Natur aller Dinge erkennen können: das ist 
Platons zentrale Forderung der Fundierung allen Wissens in der meta-
physischen Welt der Ideen und der auf Ideenerkenntnis ausgerichteten 
unsterblichen Seele.

Und da es stets die eine Dialektik ist, die uns zu wirklicher 
Erkenntnis sei es über die onta, sei es über die psychē, kommen läßt, 
kann es auch nur eine technē über alles Gesprochene, peri panta ta 
legomena mia tis technē, geben (261 e1-2). Platons Theorie der Rhe-
torik zielt also auf Aufhebung aller Einschränkungen und Grenzen. Es 
geht nicht um Spezialgebiete wie politische oder forensische Bered-
samkeit. Es geht um fundamentale philosophische Anforderungen, die 
alles menschliche Sprechen prägen müssen. Und da die Orientierung 
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aus dem transzendenten Bereich der göttlichen (vgl. Politeia 500 c9, 
611 e2) Ideen kommt, sind auch die eigentlichen und letztlich ent-
scheidenden Adressaten aller menschlichen Rede nicht die gerade an-
wesenden Partner, sondern die Götter. All unser Sprechen und Han-
deln muß ihnen gefallen, nicht den Mitmenschen. Solches Sprechen 
zu erlernen, verlangt unendliche Mühen. Doch der lange Umweg – die 
makra periodos der Dialektik – lohnt sich, geht es doch um große 
Dinge: um das eschatologische Schicksal der Seele (273 e4-274 a5).

*

Wie muß nun der, der die eine technē über alle Rede, also die philo-
sophisch fundierte Rhetorik, besitzt, praktisch agieren? Diese Frage 
behandelt Platon im Zusammenhang der Kritik der Schriftlichkeit. 
Denn die zeitgenössische Rhetorik war mit einem Schriftdokument in 
das persönliche Gespräch gleichsam hineingeplatzt, als Sokrates den 
jungen Phaidros zwang, die neueste Rede des Lysias, die er auswendig 
vortragen wollte, von der mitgeführten Schriftrolle abzulesen (228 
de). Auf diese schriftlich fixierte Rede antworten die beiden Eros-
Reden des Sokrates, die - im fiktionalen Rahmen des Dialogs - aus 
dem Stegreif vorgetragen werden. Der mündliche und der schriftliche 
Gebrauch der logoi stehen also schon seit dem Beginn der Dialog-
handlung gleichermaßen im Fokus der Aufmerksamkeit. Eine Theo-
rie, die das Phänomen der menschlichen Rede umfassend behandeln 
möchte, muß in der Tat Schriftlichkeit und Mündlichkeit gleicherma-
ßen berücksichtigen.

Das Schreiben als solches ist nicht tadelnswert, wie es am 
Anfang scheinen mochte, weil Lysias als logographos verächtlich ge-
macht worden war (257c). Schimpflich ist es jedoch, von der Schrift 
mehr zu erwarten als sie leisten kann (275 cd-277 de). Zur Über-
schätzung der Schrift neigen Autoren, die ihre prinzipiellen Schwä-
chen nicht zu erkennen vermögen. Drei Dinge sind es, die die Schrift 
– die graphē ganz allgemein – prinzipiell nicht leisten kann: 1. sie kann 
auf Fragen nicht antworten, kann immer nur dasselbe sagen; 2. sie 
kann sich den richtigen Adressaten nicht selbst suchen, sie weiß nicht, 
zu wem sie sprechen soll und zu wem nicht; 3. wird sie angegriffen, 
so bedarf sie der Hilfe des Verfassers (des patēr tou logou), weil sie 
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sich weder verteidigen noch sich selbst zu Hilfe kommen kann (275 
d4-e5).

Der dreifach unfähigen Schrift wird die ‚lebendige und beseelte 
Rede’ (der logos zōn kai empsychos) des Wissenden gegenübergestellt 
(276 a1-9). Der ‚Wissende’ ist im Rahmen des Phaidros der Dialekti-
ker, dessen intellektuelle Aufgaben und Fähigkeiten im Voran gehen den 
erörtert worden waren. Die lebendige und beseelte Rede des Wissen-
den wird in die Seele des Partners ‚geschrieben’, d.h. sie prägt sich 
dem Partner im persönlichen Gespräch mit dem Dialektiker tief ein. 
Eine schriftliche Fassung eines solchen Gesprächs kann allenfalls ein 
Schattenbild oder Abbild, eidōlon, des lebendigen logos sein (276 a9).

Dieses mündliche, persönliche Sprechen des Dialektikers ist frei 
von den drei Mängeln der Schrift: der Dialektiker kann auf Fragen 
antworten, muß sich dabei nicht nur wiederholen; er kann sich zur 
Wehr setzen und sich selbst zu Hilfe kommen; vor allem aber versteht 
er sich darauf, zu sprechen und zu schweigen, zu denen man sprechen 
oder schweigen muß (epistēmōn legein te kai sigān pros hous dei, 276 
a6-7).

Man beachte, daß der Dialektiker, der zugleich der vollkom-
mene Redner ist, sich das Recht vorbehält, Personen gegenüber zu 
schweigen, die die Sache der Philosophie nichts angeht: sigān pros 
hous dei (276 a7), d.h. sigān par ´ hois ouden prosēkei (275 e2).

Da gegen das Schreiben als solches, wie dargelegt, nichts ein-
zuwenden ist, kann auch der gewöhnlich mündlich agierende Dialek-
tiker gelegentlich etwas schreiben. Er tut dies als einer, der weiß, wie 
sich die Wahrheit verhält und der in der Lage ist, seiner Schrift zu 
helfen (echōn boēthein), wenn er in ein prüfendes Gespräch darüber 
eintritt (eis elenchon iōn). Dabei wird er allerdings sein geschrie-
benes Produkt selbst als geringwertig erweisen, weil er über höher-
wertige Dinge verfügt (echōn timiōtera), die er bei der Prüfung des 
Geschriebenen, beim elenchos, jetzt persönlich mündlich argumen-
tierend (legōn autos), neu einbringt (278 c4-e2). Anders gesagt: die 
Reaktion des Dialektikers auf eine Anzweiflung seiner Schrift besteht 
nicht in der bloßen Wiederholung des Inhalts der Schrift, sondern im 
Rückgriff auf Argumente höheren Ranges, auf timiōtera, die er zum 
Zweck der späteren mündlichen Hilfe schon beim Schreiben bereit 
hatte (denn er schrieb ja echōn boēthein).
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Es mag seltsam klingen, daß der Dialektiker seine stärksten 
Argumente nicht von vorn herein in seine Schrift brachte, so daß er sie 
erst in einem zweiten Schritt mündlich, legōn autos, vorbringen muß. 
Doch genau das ist die Konsequenz, die er aus den drei Schwächen 
der Schrift ziehen muß. Wie ein Bauer, der die Saatkörner (spermata, 
276 b2, c5), von denen er Ertrag erwartet, nicht in Adonisgärten säen 
wird, sondern allenfalls einen kleinen Teil seines Saatgutes, so wird 
auch der Dialektiker sein philosophisches Saatgut nicht in die Adonis-
gärten der Schrift aussäen, oder allenfalls einen kleinen Teil und nur 
um des lite rari schen Spieles willen (276 b1-d8). Denn die Schrift kann 
sich nicht selbst zu Hilfe kommen, wie erneut betont wird (276 c8-9). 
Auf diese ‚Hilfe’, auf dieses Argumentieren auf der zweiten, höheren 
Stufe kommt es an, denn hier erscheinen die timiōtera des Dialekti-
kers. Er kann sie mündlich darlegen – er muß es aber nicht, denn er 
behält sich ausdrücklich das Recht auf Schweigen denen gegenüber 
vor, die die Sache der Philosophie nichts angeht (das sigān par’ hois 
ouden prosēkei, siehe oben).

Wie das Verhältnis zwischen der ersten, bewußt unzureichend 
gehaltenen Darlegung und der zweiten, ‚helfenden’ höheren Argu-
mentationsstufe konkret gestaltet sein kann, ergibt sich wieder aus 
den Eros-Reden, die der Dialog als paradeigmata, als Beispiele für 
verfehlte und für gelungene Rhetorik vorausgeschickt hat. Nach der 
Eros-Rede des Lysias wird programmatisch festgelegt, daß eine Rede, 
die diese erste Rede übertreffen soll, notwendig „anderes, mehr und 
Höherwertiges“ entwickeln muß (alla pleiō kai pleionos axia, 235 b4-
5). Dieses ‚Höherwertige’ = pleionos axia, das auch meizō (= Bedeu-
tenderes) oder beltiō (= Besseres) heißen kann (234 e3-4, 235 d6), 
ist klarerweise ein Synonym für die timiōtera der Schriftkritik. So 
können wir leicht nachprüfen, was dieser Ausdruck meint. Die erste 
Eros-Rede des Sokrates enthält nun tatsächlich Höherwertiges (plei-
onos axia = timiōtera) im Vergleich mit der Eros-Rede des Lysias, 
was Sokrates im zweiten Teil des Dialogs auch darlegt (263d): es 
besteht in der Definition des Eros zu Beginn der Rede, zu der Lysias 
nicht fähig war, und in der Ausrichtung der ganzen übrigen Rede auf 
diesen eindeutig gefaßten Eros-Begriff. Daß aber die große Eros-Rede 
des Sokrates seine eigene erste Rede unendlich weit übertrifft durch 
pleionos axia oder timiōtera, bedarf keiner weiteren Erörterung. Und 
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in dieser Weise, wie im Dialog Phaidros die erste improvisierte Rede 
die geschriebene hinter sich läßt, und die zweite die erste, muß auch 
das mündliche Helfen (boēthein) des Dialektikers seine eigene Schrift 
hinter sich lassen. Platon nennt das ta gegrammena phaula apodeixai, 
das Geschriebene als geringwertig erweisen (278 c6-7).

*

Die wahre Rhetorik Platons ist somit angewandte Dialektik. Die rhe-
torische Seelenführung, psychagōgia, erfolgt durch die situationsge-
rechte Wahl des richtigen Typs von logos für den Typ von Seele, der 
dem Redner jeweils gegenübersteht (272 c10-272 b2, 277bc). Erst 
an dieser Stelle versucht Platons rhetorische Theorie der empirischen 
Wirklich keit des Rednerberufs Rechnung zu tragen. Die Vollendung 
der rhetorischen technē wird erst dann gegeben sein, wenn in der 
Praxis folgende Fähigkeiten sich bewähren: der Redner muß in der 
konkreten Situation in der Lage sein zu sehen, daß sein Partner eben 
jene ‚Natur’ (physis) verkörpert, von der zuvor theoretisch gespro-
chen worden war, und muß folglich auch in der Lage sein, ihm die zu 
ihm passenden Reden oder Argumente (logoi) auf die ihm gemäße 
Art zu vermitteln; dazu gehört auch das praktische Wissen um die eu-
kairia, den rechten Zeitpunkt, d.h. das einfühlende Verstehen der An-
gemessenheit der Verwendung bestimm ter rhetorischer Formen und 
Techniken in der gegebenen Phase der Rede; hierzu wiederum gehört 
auch die Fähigkeit, im Rechten Moment einhalten zu können (kairous 
tou póte …epischetéon, 272 a4), denn ein vollkommener Vertreter ei-
ner Kunst ist nur der, der beurteilen kann, wie weit (mechri hopósou, 
268 b7-8) er die Mittel seiner Kunst anwenden muß.

In diesem Sinne hat Sokrates vollendete Rhetorik betrieben, 
indem er dem jungen begeisterungsfähigen Phaidros erst ein frostiges 
Lob des nicht verliebten Liebhabers vortrug, dann seine von Enthusi-
asmus getragene Hymne auf Eros als göttliche mania. Er sprach dabei 
als ‚Wissender’ (als eidōs hēi to alēthes echei, 278 c4-5), da er den 
Gegenstand seiner Rede dialektisch zu definieren wußte. Er wußte, 
wie weit, mechri hopósou, er sein Wissen einzusetzen hatte, z.B. be-
gnügte er sich mit einer nur bildhaften Beschreibung der Struktur der 
Seele (246a ff.), obwohl sich dazu weit Genaueres sagen ließe, wie wir 
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aus der Politeia und dem Timaios wissen. Er sprach im Besitz der Fä-
higkeit zu ‚helfen’ (echōn boēthein), und er ‚half’ dem geschmähten 
Eros sofort, weil er von Anfang an wußte, daß die These des Lysias 
(und damit auch die seiner ersten Rede) falsch war. Und seine Rede 
auf den göttlichen Wahn des Eros enthält pleionos axia, Höherwerti-
ges in reichem Maße.

Nimmt man, wie es sachlich notwendig ist, die generelle Forde-
rung des Verfügens über höherwertige Inhalte (des echein timiōtera), 
die sich auch im Hinweis auf Perikles und Anaxagoras (270a) aus-
drückt, zusammen mit der ebenso generellen Forderung des sigān 
pros hous dei (276 a7), so ergibt sich daraus zwanglos die Folgerung, 
daß der Dialektiker oder ‚Philosoph’ (278 d4) mit seinem geistigen 
‚Saatgut’ esoterisch umgehen wird, d.h. sie nur vor dem Verständigen 
(para tois epaïousin, 275 e1-2) ausbreiten wird, nicht aber vor denen, 
die die Sache der Philosophie nichts angeht. Andernfalls wäre er eben 
nicht epistēmōn légein te kai sigān pros hous dei, wüßte nicht zu wem 
zu sprechen und zu schweigen.

Kurz zusammengefaßt: Platons Theorie der Rhetorik beruht auf 
dem Wahrheits anspruch seiner Ideenlehre und Dialektik. Von der Rea-
lität der praktizierten politischen und forensischen Rhetorik seiner Zeit 
setzt er sich damit so radikal ab wie nur möglich. Denn deren Philoso-
phie ist der Relativismus, sowohl theoretisch – der Mensch ist das Maß 
aller Dinge, sagte Protagoras – als auch praktisch: was zählt ist das 
eikos, das relativ Wahrschein lichere, niemals das absolut Wahre.

Platons Philosophie des richtigen Gebrauchs des gesprochenen 
und des geschriebenen Wortes steht in demselben grundsätzlichen 
Gegensatz zur griechischen Rhetorik wie seine Utopie eines Ideal-
staates zur Realität und zur Theorie der griechischen Politik, und wie 
seine Ethik, in der Unrechttun schlimmer ist als Unrecht erleiden, zur 
gängigen Freund-Feind-Ethik.

Platon versucht stets, unsere empirische Wirklichkeit an ihre 
transzendenten Grund lagen zurückzubinden. Da er glaubt, diese zwei-
felsfrei gefunden zu haben, scheut er sich nicht, den Konflikt mit dem 
Vordergründigen und Gängigen aufzunehmen.

Der Idealstaat Platons ist nirgends Wirklichkeit geworden, sei-
ne  ideale Redekunst blieb – wenn sie denn jemals reale Gestalt ge-
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wann – auf den betreffenden Dialektiker und seinen Kreis beschränkt. 
Als Programm für die Öffentlichkeit blieb beides folgenlos. Aber nir-
gends sind die Voraussetzungen und Grundlagen des menschlichen 
Staatenbildens und des verantwortungsvollen Gebrauchs der mensch-
lichen Rede so klar und schonungslos reflektiert worden wie in Platons 
Philosophie.
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Prooimion [Introduction]

This paper deals with a visual interpretation of Plato’s (424-348 
BCE) description of the Creation of the Universe (Bury, 1961, p. 3), 
commonly called the “creation myth,” that is, described in obscure 
terms in his Timaeus (32-36D). The present interpretation is based 
on Tons Brunés’s explanation of Plato’s myth in his work, The 
Secret of Ancient Geometry and its Use (1967). The resulting geo-
metric diagrams that Brunés reconstructed from Plato’s text can be 
synthesised into a composite diagram and applied to the facades of 
various Classical Greek temples. The geometric designs of all these 
temples vary, but they are also similar in that the facades and ground 
plans are merely variations of a basic geometric pattern, correspond-
ing with the analysis of the east (or west) facade of the Parthenon 
on the Athenian Acropolis (begun 447 BCE) that has been selected 
for further interpretation. Since a purely geometric analysis cannot 
be regarded as a definitive interpretation of the meaning encoded in 
the various temple facades, I propose to take Brunés’s analysis of the 
Parthenon (Figure 1) as a point of departure for a visual rhetorical 
interpretation of its east facade. I will also contextualise the interpre-
tation within the formal canon of pre-Platonic Greek aesthetics, 
during the period when the Parthenon was built. Furthermore, I will 
speculate on the meaning of creation in Plato’s view because he held 
the belief, befitting Classical times (510-323 BCE), that “if this world 
is a thing of beauty and its maker good, manifestly his gaze was upon 
the eternal” (Timaeus, 29A).

A RHETORICAL INTERPRETATION OF THE SACRED 
GEOMETRY OF THE MAIN FACADE OF THE PARTHENON 

IN TERMS OF PLATO’S “CREATION MYTH” IN THE TIMAEUS

Estelle Alma Maré 
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Diegesis [Exposition of facts]

Before proceeding with an account of Brunés’s analysis, it is appro-
priate to elaborate on the importance of Geometry in Plato’s phi-
losophy. He displayed the famous slogan above the doorway to his 
Academy, “Let no-one ignorant of geometry enter here.” Geometry 
and geometric objects were at the heart of Platonic ontology. 
Likewise, the Pythagorean system of sacred numbers on which sym-
metria (the harmonious arrangement of parts of a work of art) was 
based, is central to Plato’s aesthetic belief in harmony that was 
taught at his Academy under the heading of Mathematics, together 
with Arithmetic, Geometry and Astronomy (Lassere, 1964, p. 15). 
His cosmological insights are, no doubt, those of an initiate in mysti-
cal number mathematics, which was of Babylonian origin and devel-
oped by Pythagoras (Mandell, 1996, p. 4). Plato was influenced by 
Pythagorean knowledge and concealed the essence of his insights 
when he retold the myth that is central to the Timaeus. The passage 
containing the myth begins: “The construction of the world used up 
the whole of each of these four elements. For the creator construct-
ed it of all the fire and water and air and earth available, leaving over 
no part or property of any of them” (Brunés, 1967, p. 242).

The creation myth, as described in terms of geometry and 
numbers in the passage referred to, was subjected by Brunés (1967, 
pp. 246-58) to a meticulous exegesis and step-by-step geometrical 
reconstruction. The preamble to his exegesis reads as follows: “In 
order to explain to his initiate brethren how god had performed his 
task of creation Plato was obliged to resort to geometry and num-
bers since the story of creation was from ancient times built upon 
this sacred teaching, the teaching that everything divine resulted 
from geometry and its associate, numbers” (Brunés, 1967, p. 245). 
Had he been an ordinary Greek-in-the-street who purported to know 
the story of creation, a simple man boasting no connections with 
mystery societies, devoid of a Pythagorean initiation, Plato would 
have come straight to the point and talked openly of geometric pro-
portion. He need not have shrouded his theories in intricate verbal 
disguise. But he was no ordinary person. Plato was bound by his 
pledge of silence, a vow given at his admittance to the circle of 
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brethren and reaffirmed, renewed and strengthened with each suc-
cessive degree of initiation received. As a man of honour, Plato 
would not break his pledge. He thus found himself in a dilemma when 
he decided to write about geometric shapes without mentioning 
them by name or directly mentioning any of their features. This was 
a demanding task that required a description of the symbols’ sym-
bols.

For the purpose of this article Brunés’s exegesis is not quoted 
in full; instead some of the geometric diagrams that he reconstruct-
ed are selected (Figures 2 and 3). Brunés (1967, p. 249) states that 
the composite is designed strictly in accordance with Plato’s eso-
teric instructions: “I have tried to clear away the curtain of secrecy 
that Plato intentionally draped over his text to render it incompre-
hensible to non-initiates – in which he was successful.”

Prothesis [Premise]

Having established the geometric diagrams reconstructed from the 
Timaeus in terms of a narrated creation myth, the next step is to 
interpret the meaning of the composite geometric diagram that 
forms the design framework of the Parthenon’s east (or west) facade 
and assert that it is the key to the symbolic meaning of the temple. 
When abstracted as a composite formal diagram the “creation myth” 
elegantly combines various geometric forms that can be contem-
plated as an imaginative exercise in sacred geometry. However, one 
may go beyond Brunés’s analysis and draw a visual parallel with 
Classical rhetoric, and most importantly, derive from this thought 
experiment an interpretation of the Classical world view and cosmol-
ogy that the Parthenon exemplifies.

Pistis [Proof]

An analysis of the creation myth figure reveals that it is, in fact, a 
cosmology referring to the hierarchy of being (Figure 4). When over-
laid on the east facade of the Parthenon, the closed framework of 
the figure can be subdivided into various zones that correspond to 
the articulation of the architectural elements: crepidoma, stylobate, 
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columns, architrave, frieze and cornice, crowned by the pediment. 
Different zones can be identified on the facade that respectively 
symbolise, from below to the top, the underworld, the human world, 
the world of heroes, the world of gods and the ultimate world of 
Ideas. In the Timaeus Plato refers to the “middle-soul” as the soul of 
human beings (represented by the column zone of the temple), who 
may look upwards to the zone of the intelligibles that is comprehen-
sible only to the intellect, thus exercising superior reason, or down-
wards to the shadow world of the senses and material objects, thus 
exercising inferior reason.

The zones of the symbolic worlds encoded architecturally on 
the east facade of the Parthenon form a geometric unity that may 
be interpreted as a visual text in which rhetorical devices are applied 
for optimal effect. Most importantly, the overall symmetria articu-
lated by die surface geometry unifies the cosmological representation 
and reveals various schemata (figures of speech) that will be illus-
trated later on. 

At this point in my argument, it is necessary to provide moti-
vation for the visual application of rhetoric to a temple facade. In 
order to apply rhetorical schemata to architecture as a visual art, as 
was done by Vitruvius, and later by Leon Battista Alberti during the 
Italian Quattrocento, it is necessary to “distinguish [rhetoric] by the 
task it had to perform” (Tatarkiewicz, 1970, p. 259). Since the inven-
tion of rhetoric, its purpose “was neither imitation nor entertainment 
but persuasion and the achievement of an aim (Tatarkiewicz, 1970, 
259). According to Gorgias (5th century BCE), the first outstanding 
figure in the history of rhetoric (Kahn, 1998), a good speaker casts 
a spell on his listeners. Likewise, any visual artist or architect would 
aim to cast a spell on the viewers of his work. Indeed, Gorgias 
believed that “the ideal speaker is indeed an ideal artist” (Tatarkiewicz, 
1970, p. 260). If the orator’s artistry succeeds, his speech will be 
effective and spellbinding; people will be persuaded to believe in what 
does not exist and they might even be convinced that the weak is 
strong and the strong is weak. Plato, however, had a different atti-
tude towards rhetoric, but he did not question its artistic values 
(Tatarkiewicz, 1970, p. 261). He required that the gaze of the crea-
tor be upon the eternal, that is, upon the Truth.
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The preceding explanation leads to pertinent questions: How 
could the aims of rhetoric be fulfilled in a geometric design such as 
that of a temple facade? And: How could architecture be made 
expressive by applying visual rhetorical schemata?

Classical Greek art and architecture are basically geometric 
and consist of a harmonious arrangement of parts, denoted by the 
term symmetria that includes a symmetrical arrangement of the 
composition. In the creation myth diagram symmetria can easily be 
recognised (Figures 5 and 6). When it is applied to the east facade 
of the Parthenon as an architectural design motif, the building’s sym-
metria is enhanced. The horizontal centre line of the main square of 
the creation myth diagram that cuts through the pediment divides it 
into two equal rectangles. Similarly, the circle that fits into the main 
square is also divided into two equal parts. The symmetry of the 
vertical divisions balances the geometric diagram, but the horizontal 
divisions have further implications because of irregularities. Above 
the centre line is the peak of the pediment – the zone to which the 
gods belong. High above the triangular peak of the pediment is the 
peak of the central triangle. This zone, above that of the gods, is 
the superior zone of Ideas. Immediately below the pediment the 
strong horizontal architrave represents the zone of heroes, resting 
upon the vertical columns that represent humanity – a zone that is 
equal in height to that of the minor circle. Below the square that is 
supported by the stylobate is the crepidoma that represents the 
underworld of demigods.

Cosmogical symbolism is an integral part of the geometry that 
is the essence of Classical temple design. Beside the evidence of 
aesthetic requirements, of which symmetria is the most important 
because “measure [metriotes] and proportion are everywhere identi-
fied with beauty and virtue (Philebus, 64E; Fowler, 1962, p. 389), 
there is ample evidence that rhetorical devices were applied to the 
facades and plans of Classical temples. These devices become visible 
when the diagrammatic creation myth scheme is overlaid upon them.

The following is an attempt to analyse the architect’s work or 
design process (tractatio) that resulted in the composition (compo-
sitio) of the Parthenon’s east facade:
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Inventio (heuresis) [Points of view (loci / topoi) that make the 
subject (res) of persuasion convincing]

Sacred geometry was a pre-Platonic inventio. It existed before the 
Classical temples were built. The design of the east facade of the 
Parthenon was a reinvention of the meaning of the geometric sym-
bols related to time, eternity and the intermediate realms of being.

Dispossition (taksis / oikonomia) [Structuring the argument; 
structuring of the parts of speech, partes orationis]

The circle that signifies eternity, the square that signifies time, and 
the triangles that signify intermediate realms of time, feature prom-
inently in the composition of the creation myth diagram. When 
overlaid on the temple facade the symbolism of the geometrical 
forms affects the meaning of the manner in which its parts are com-
posed into a totality.

Elecutio (leksis) [Formulation]

The formal structure of the temple can be interpreted in terms of 
the main tenets of Greek aesthetics, namely proportion (beauty con-
sists of measure and number), and eurythmy (subjective harmony: 
the understanding that beauty depends on how harmony is perceived 
by humans) (Tatarkiewicz, 1970, p. 339). However, these tenets are 
interrelated with the visual schemata, as will be pointed out in the 
next section.

Memoria (mneme) [Remembering and visualisation of images]

Plato, and probably also the Pythagoreans, believed that the soul has 
innate knowledge of Forms and Ideas. In Plato’s theory of education 
he proposes the notion that knowledge is remembering or anamnesis. 
Since the soul or mind had passed through a series of previous 
embodied and disembodied states, the knowledge acquired during 
these previous cycles needs merely to be awakened to be remem-
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bered. Therefore, the creation myth diagram is essentially a memory 
image by means of which the structure of the cosmos may be visu-
alised and retained for future generations of viewers. Once its appli-
cation to the temple is realised, it becomes the physical reminder of 
eternal concepts, that is of the eternal Forms and Ideas.

Pronuntiatio (hypokresis) [Visual expression]

The observer on the Acropolis is able to experience the inseparable 
links between visual rhetoric, aesthetics, and religious ritual; thus 
enabling viewers and participants to experience the meaning of the 
temple phenomenologically. However, knowledge of the creation 
myth as a mental abstraction adds layers of meaning to the sense-
perceived knowledge. By visualising the temple in the form of a geo-
metrical abstraction, the creation myth diagram reminds the viewer 
that the temporal and the eternal are integrated (Figure 7). 

The following schemata (figurae elucutionis) can be identified 
in the composition of the formal structure of the temple facade:

Inversion (anastrophe) [Inversions]

The triangles in Figure 8 are visual proof of the use of inversion.

Repetitio (geminatio) [Repetition/doubling]

The squares, circles and triangles in Figures 8, 9 and 10 illustrate this 
rhetorical figure.

Amplificatio [Amplification]

The most important quality in this instance is contrapostium (antith-
esis). This denotes the ideal of balance: movement and counter-
movement that characterises the visual arts of the Classical period 
are unified (Grüben, 1966, p. 163). What is emphasised on the one 
side of the central axis is counterbalanced on the other in an intricate 
pattern, visible in the various geometric forms of different dimensions 
(Figures 9, 10 and 11).
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Decorum (prepon) [Decorum]

Decorum denotes the suitability of purpose. In the case of the tem-
ple, it is appropriate that a religious building should incorporate 
cosmological references to time and eternity. 

Energeia (hypotyposis) [Vivid representation]

The temple is composed in a visually vivid way that is bold and force-
ful in its geometric representation. The Parthenon is a most satisfac-
tory mimetic construct of an Ideal Form. In that sense it is a double 
inventio. 

Epilogos [Conclusion]

If the task of rhetoric is to persuade, what does the creation myth 
diagram persuade the viewer of when overlaid on the Parthenon 
facade? First and foremost, it proves that the patrons and architects 
had a divine mission. By means of geometry that is immaterial, 
abstract and exemplifies the immutable reality that exists indepen-
dently of the human mind, the designers formed a trope structure 
composed of many figures of thought (not a figure of speech as in 
oratory). They used the creation myth scheme in order to shape the 
material realm in terms of the immaterial, echoing Plato’s pro-
nouncement to students of geometry: that they make use of and 
reason about visible figures, keeping in mind the original Forms that 
they resemble. When they reason about the square, diagonal (or 
whatever figure) that they have drawn, they should actually have the 
Absolute Figure in mind. The figures that the students of geometry 
draw or model, they should “treat as illustrations only, the real sub-
jects of their investigation being invisible except to the eye of the 
mind” (Republic, 510D; Lee, 1955, 276-7).

However, the topos aesthetos of the temple is the mimesis of 
an Ideal. The geometric structure is the framework of the rhetorical 
scheme that related to the hierarchy of being in terms of Classical 
cosmology. One may substantiate the preceding analysis of the for-
mal harmony of the temple facade with a quotation from the 
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Timaeus (29A): “For if this world is a thing of beauty and its maker 
good, manifestly his gaze was upon the eternal.” Clearly, the gaze of 
the patrons and designers of the Parthenon as a microcosm was 
directed in this way; therefore the eternal is manifested in the design, 
calling to mind Heraclitus’s view: “The hidden harmony is stronger 
(or better) than the visible” (Tatarkiewicz, 1970, p. 89). In order for 
this to be understood, the hidden harmony of a Classical artefact like 
the Parthenon has to be visualised in its geometric form. It could be 
that the purpose of the designers and builders of temples was to 
conceal their intentions in forms not visible to the physical eye, but 
evident only to initiates as a figure of thought. The spiritual back-
ground of Classical architecture owes a debt to Pythagorean sym-
bolic numbers that persisted in Plato’s theory of Forms.

Ultimately, the geometry of the Parthenon is persuasive in 
communicating an insight into the eternal human mind. For the initi-
ate, the temple reveals a cosmology that is linked to the secrets of 
the universe. In this regard, P. Davies (1992, p. 150) expresses the 
awesome truth that mathematics, which is a product of the human 
mind, is linked to the secrets of the universe that can only be under-
stood as a human construct. In conclusion, it follows that if rhetoric 
is the art of persuasive communication, then Classical temples in 
general and the Parthenon in particular are structures that commu-
nicate of a visual mental or memory image, an image that commu-
nicates the truth about the universe.
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Although Western culture treats images with distrust, there is a grow-
ing interest in linking the realm of visual with persuasion (Helmers & 
Hill, 2004, p. 2): in recent years rhetoric “has taken a visual turn” 
(Foss, 2004, p. 303). Meanwhile, the visual perspective has affected 
research and teaching in social sciences – including organisational stud-
ies – since we are “bombarded with organisationally produced visuals” 
that affect us subliminally in our daily lives (Warren, 2012, p. 125).

Today’s organisational communication is strongly connected 
with two major changes that have taken place in the social and the 
technological arena. In the last decade of the 20th Century globalisa-
tion has succeeded to link countries and institutions from all over the 
world; meanwhile, informatisation has accelerated this process by mak-
ing it widely available at affordable prices on all levels – individuals, 
groups, organisations and communities (Bakó, 2010, p. 70). Most 
people have virtually access to other people around the globe, wheth-
er they are “digital immigrants” or “digital natives” (Prensky, 2001, p. 
3). We are tightly linked (Barabási, 2002) in a “networked society” 
(Castells, 2000, p. 77). Despite the availability of interactive web 
applications after 2000, online presence of companies, foundations and 
governmental agencies lag far behind individual use (Bakó, 2012a).

Organisational culture and communication

Organisations are increasingly confronted with managing multiple 
identities on individual, group and institutional levels equally (Pratt 
& Corley, 2009, p. 99). A globalised and networked world has 
brought about multicultural work environments; therefore, the cul-
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tural perspective became a widely accepted approach within organi-
sation studies.  

A classic approach to organisations as cultures explores the 
way people think, feel and act based on their deep seated values.  
This approach has both strengths and limitations. One of the main 
virtues of the cultural metaphor is that it focuses on the symbolic 
significance of organizational life. Meanwhile, it shows that organiza-
tions are rooted in more or less shared systems of meaning.  There 
are several theoretical and practical limitations related to viewing 
organizations as cultures. The soft side of human interactions is dif-
ficult to explore, and yet crucial for changing attitudes and behav-
iours at work. Managers and organisational development consultants 
are often tempted to perform “values engineering” (Morgan, 1997, p. 
150), in order to make employees adhere to certain ideologies.  

Edgar Schein (2004) has developed an intuitive, three-layer-
model of organisations as cultures, by picturing them as icebergs. 
This visual metaphor conveys a strong message on the visible and 
invisible levels of organisational life:
I. Artifacts – represent the perceivable layer, the surface of organisa-
tional life: dress, furniture, technology displayed within the organiza-
tion. 
II. Espoused values – are the conscious strategies, goals and philoso-
phies, not so hard to unveil by content analysis of organisational 
documents, or observing interactions.
III. Basic assumptions – are the essence of organizational culture, 
difficult to unveil, because they exist at an implicit level. In order to 
gain access to these deep seated organisational phenomena, a bal-
anced use of different methods and a carefully considered level of 
researcher’s involvement is necessary. Assessing the three levels of 
organisational culture provides the key to understanding relation-
ships, decision making processes, attitudes and behaviours of organ-
isational stakeholders.

Understanding organizations as cultures is strongly connected 
with exploring their communication patterns (Hofstede, 2001). The more 
hierarchical an organisation is the more vertical and authoritarian its com-
munication is. Charles Handy (2004) has developed an integrated theory 
of organizational cultures and leadership styles, based on the assumption 
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that different organisational structures generate different patterns of 
interactions. There are four types of organizational culture and each one 
has a leadership style symbolized by an ancient Greek god. 

Power culture, graphically represented as a spider net, is best 
run by a “zeus” type of leader. “The relationship with the spider mat-
ters more in this culture than does any formal title or position 
description” (Handy, 2004, p. 14). zeus is impulsive, charismatic and 
concerned with power. Historically, this type of culture is rooted in 
the small entrepreneurial organization. 

The second type of organizational culture is the “role culture,” 
represented as a Greek temple led by “Apollo”: order, rules and pre-
dictability are keywords of such organizations. Apollonian organiza-
tion and leadership is highly bureaucratic and prescriptive. “In a role 
culture, you do your job. Neither more nor less” (Handy, 2004, p. 18). 

The third type of organizational culture is the task culture: it 
is a performance-oriented culture focused on teams, whereas role 
culture is more about committees. 

Existential culture led by “Dionysus” is strongly personality-
oriented, based on the individuals’ needs and values, as opposed to 
the other three cultures, where the individual is subordinated to the 
organization. There is a strong relationship between organizational 
culture and communication styles. Authoritarian, hierarchical organi-
zations (power and role cultures, in Handy’s terms) are more likely 
to promote vertically oriented communication, be it formal or infor-
mal. Meanwhile, team-oriented, network-like structures encourage 
horizontal communication and a more open climate. An overview of 
cultures and communication styles is shown in table 1.

Table 1. Organizational cultures and communication, 
based on Handy’s typology (2004) 

Power culture Role culture Task culture Existential 
culture

Metaphor spider net Greek temple net cluster of 
stars

Principle will rules tasks trust
Structure hierarchical hierarchical networked flat
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Dominant com-
munication style vertical, personal vertical, 

impersonal
horizontal, 
impersonal 

horizontal, 
personal

Advantage quick reaction stable professional motivated
Disadvantage authoritarian rigid strict vulnerable

Openness – paradoxically – might hide strong defensive rou-
tines that hinder organisational learning (Argyris, 1994, p. 80): 
instead of gaining access to the roots of a problem, key actors are 
keen to discuss feasible solutions and leave the deep-seated issues 
untouched. Therefore, the lack of hierarchies does not guarantee per 
se a climate of a double loop organisational learning necessary for 
innovation and change. Questionning the taken-for-granted founda-
tions is a must when organisational development is blocked. A respon-
sive organisation is flexible to its internal and external audiences, able 
to perform “strategies of identification” in Burke’s rhetorical terms 
(Cheney, 1983, p. 145). Identification with a wide range of audiences 
is a complex communicational response, given the multiple organisa-
tional identities of individuals, groups and institutional structures.

Online communication in formal organisational settings is pri-
marily concerned with “presentational rhetoric” rather than “operational 
rhetoric” – to put it in Van Maanen and Schein’s terms (1977, p. 20). 
The difference marks the distance between front stage and back stage 
interactions, between the language “used on outsiders to speak of what 
goes on in the setting” and “the operational rhetoric used by insiders to 
communicate with one another as to the matters-at-hand” (Van 
Maanen & Schein, 1977, p. 21). Presentational rhetoric is more calcu-
lated and formal, whereas operational rhetoric is more spontaneous and 
informal. like the two sides of the same coin, they convey messages on 
a complex organisational reality, both online or offline.

Visual rhetoric in organisations  

Undoubtedly, communication is the key to better performance in 
organisations (Argyris, 1994). Communication is the glue that sticks 
together the building blocks of organisations, the catalyst of activi-
ties and the vehicle that carries individual and group ideas, goals and 
messages. 
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The way organisations convey messages to their target audi-
ences depends on a series of factors, from structural – such as formal 
institutional settings related to size or hierarchy – to cultural, like 
embedded values, behaviours and assumptions. Organisational cul-
ture is strongly connected to communication patterns, as shown in 
table 1, but a network-like, more open structure does not guarantee 
unobstructed channels of interaction between key actors. 

Hoffman and Ford (2010, p. 49) have developed a complex 
framework for assessing organisational rhetoric according to the clas-
sical Aristotelian model, as presented in table 2.

Table 2: Organisational rhetoric according to Aristotelian criteria. 
Visuality highlighted 

Aristotle’s 
Canons

Overarching Rhe-
torical Categories

Traditional 
Forms

Forms as Found in 
Organisational Rhetoric

Invention

Ethos/ 
Credibility

Intelligence,
Character, 
Goodwill

Corporate social legitimacy:
Competence, community

Pathos/
Emotion

Needs
Values

Values advocacy

Explicit appeals
Upholding of 
shared values
Philanthropic 
activities
Praise for indi-
viduals

Identification

Identification
Antithesis
Common ground
Assumed “we”
Unifying symbols

Needs

logos

Claims, evi-
dence, rea-
soning: 
inductive, 
deductive

Claims, evidence, reasoning

Organizational entymeme



argumentor

252

Organiza-
tion

Organizational 
patterns

Chronologi-
cal
Topical
Spatial
Problem-
solution

Traditional organizational patterns
Visual placement of arguments
Website navigation

Style Style/ Aesthetic 
categories

Metaphor
Language 
devices

Visual elements
Branding
Language or other choices
Music or other sound

Delivery Verbal and non-
verbal behaviour

Gestures, 
movements, 
vocal quality

Media selection: TV, print, internet, 
public meeting etc.

Memory Memorization Memory 
tricks

Non relevant 
in organisational rhetoric1

Although Hoffmann and Ford have considered memory as non 
relevant in organisational rhetoric, recent studies in institutional 
amnesia (Othman & Hashim, 2004) consider it esential for under-
standing communication. Given the specificity of online spaces – 
redundancy and reiteration as methods of effective presence – mem-
ory devices are useful, customized and widely used in several web 
applications: reminders, calendars, countdowns are elements of a 
time-sensitive culture when it comes to organising.2

Aesthetics of online spaces might seem subjective, but there 
are systematic inquiries into users’ choices and sharp recommenda-
tion concerning their general expectations (Thomason, 2004) or 
specific ones, such as the use of available screenspace (Nielsen, 
2011). Visuality is, thus, strongly connected to usability and acces-
sibility criteria and standards.

1 We disagree with Hoffman and Ford at this point, as explained below table 2.
2 Argumentor conference web site’s reminder: https://sites.google.com/site/
argumentorconference/calendar
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Usability, accessibility and user-centred design

There are several models when it comes to assessing usability and 
accessibility of online spaces, from the simple and intuitive (Thoma-
son, 2004) to the complex and sophisticated ones (Oztekin, Nikov & 
zaim, 2009; Petrie & Bevan, 2009; Nielsen, 2011). According to 
Thomason, web usability “means designing for your visitors instead 
of for yourself or your client” (2004, p. 1). 

Based on a thorough literature review, Petrie and Bevan 
(2009, p. 2–3) have high-lighted the following aspects of an easy to 
use web platform: 

o flexibility: the extent to which users can perform changes to 
the system beyond those specified;

o learnability: the ease of learning ensured by the system for 
all users, not only for those with more experience;

o memorability: the time and effort needed to achieve a cer-
tain level of user performance after being away from the system;

o safety: the capacity to protect users from dangers and unde-
sired situations.

Thomason’s intuitive usability checklist (2004) focuses on the 
following aspects of user-centred web design:

o keep the content clear and simple: most important content 
should be placed high up on the page; all content should be easy to 
read, by structuring it with bulletpoints; 

o design a clear and simple navigation system: consistent style 
on subpages, comprehensive text inside links, inclusion of a home 
page link and site search feature;

o support your brand by keeping page layout consistent 
throughout subpages, and by creating a good – simple, memorable 
– tagline to be used on each subpage;

o provide for visitor feedback: contact form should be simple 
and appealing to visitors and ensuring them on data protection;

o test the site on real users: usability testing helps web design-
ers and communication teams to answer crucial questions about an 
online platform – do visitors enjoy the site? Do they understand the 
purpose of the site? Are they keen to return?
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Beyond usability, accessibility is another key requirement pre-
scribed by expert organisations like W3C3 and quality assurance systems 
such as ISO 9241-171. In general terms, accessibility is “the usability of 
a product, service, environment or facility by people with the widest 
range of capabilities” (Petrie & Bevan, 2009, p. 3). W3C has narrowed 
down this definition in the Web Accessibility Initiative (W3C, 2006): 
accessibility means that “people with disabilities can perceive, under-
stand, navigate and interact with the Web”. Moreover, a draft of the 
interactive web (also called Web 2.0) accessibility standards have been 
recently published, on July 27 (W3C, 2012a). Making online spaces 
user-friendly for a wide range of people is a constant activity of organisa-
tions like W3C or the Special Interest Group on Computer Human 
Interaction4. They issue informative documents in order to offer guid-
ance, rather than normative frameworks for web designers.

Accessibility adapted to the advanced web technologies 
include, according to the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 2.0, 
the following criteria (W3C, 2012a):

o text alternatives: large print, braille, speech, symbols, or 
simpler language;

o time-based media alternatives: texts, images, symbols and the like;
o simpler layout or other adaptable features on the choice of users;
o distinguishability of foreground from background;
o keyboard accessibility for all functionalities available on the 

web page;
o enough time for reading and using content available;
o seizures: content that may cause seizures (e.g. flashy features) 

should be avoided;
o navigability: users should know where they are and find what 

they are looking for;
o readability: texts should be large enough and understandable;
o compatibility: applications used should work well with users’ 

assistive technologies.
The most cost effective way of designing user-centred and 

accessible, usable online spaces is to test them (Nielsen, 1995). Most 

3 World Wide Web Consortium
4 http://www.sigchi.org/
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common methods of evaluation are paper prototyping, user testing 
and  formal usability inspections. However, most web pages are not 
tested on users, according to expert testimony5.

 
Conclusions

When researching organisational communication online, several 
aspects are worth being explored: the platforms and applications 
used, aesthetics of web-design, user-friend-liness and accessibility. 
Organisational context is crucial in understanding communication 
patterns: culture and leadership have an impact on the ways in which 
institutional actors convey their messages to target audiences. Hori-
zontal and networked structures are more keen to communicate flu-
ently, but defensive routines (Argyris, 1995) are  present everywhere.     

Visual assertiveness of online spaces depends a lot on the way 
organisations are keen to meet their target audiences’ expectations. 
Burke’s concept of identification is applicable to organisational com-
munication (Cheney, 1983) both offline and online. Effective commu-
ni-cation requires proper coding and diffusion of a message: usability, 
accessibility criteria are at the forefront of online spaces’ design for 
responsive organisations.  
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Introduction

This article focuses on the rhetorical and ritual aspect of a set of 
increasingly prominent interrelated phenomena in contemporary 
social and virtual reality. In a broader sense it seeks to point out the 
connection lines between online communication, individualization and 
community formation, new religious movements, social rituals and 
modern mythologies. In a higher resolution, it highlights these syn-
apses linking special web narratives to the processes of self-expres-
sion, as well as identity and community formation in the particular 
case of ethnic Neopagan groups on the Internet in Central Eastern 
Europe. It does so through a combined media ritual analysis and 
computer-mediated discourse analysis of an internet-debate as it 
appeared in Hungarian Ethno-Pagan online environments. Thus, the 
aim of the article is to present these social phenomena through some 
examples of discussions and comments analyzed by rhetorical and 
ritual aspects of online argumentation.
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The study is part of a larger research project1 investigating the 
communication of Hungarian and Romanian Ethno-Pagan groups 
and communities on the Internet. The reason driving this research, 
and within it this particular study, is to get an insight into the pat-
terns woven in the fine fabric of interrelations between various ele-
ments of vernacular religiosity, popular culture, latent (radical) 
nationalism or racism, so sensibly dividing public discourses today in 
our region. In other words: to understand how and why the “digital 
native” younger generation in Hungary and Transylvania (Romania) 
is attracted to and propagates these ideas in the mutually impacting 
online and off-line quotidian realities.

Being a non-participatory, unobtrusive research, it relies exclu-
sively on the written texts publicly achievable or archived on the various 
Hungarian Ethno-Pagan websites and other online platforms investi-
gated during our research.2 I strongly stress the objectiveness and non-
biased description in this study and all along our research. This claim is 
premised not because of some outdated Positivism, but rather by 
understanding our risky and slippery position. The subject, being a very 
sensitive topic in today’s political public discourse mainly in the 
Hungarian society, but recently and increasingly also in Romania, holds 
dangers in the realms of the investigated (quasi-)religious communities 
and of the academic circles alike. Approaching the subject with “aca-
demic superiority” would arouse aversion within the investigated Ethno-

1 This project of the “SEMEISTOS” Research Group for Web Semiotics and 
Online Communication based at the Faculty of Technical and Social Sci-
ences, Miercurea Ciuc of Sapientia Hungarian University of Transylvania, 
with a team consisting of the author, dr. Bakó Rozália Klára and students, 
is supported through the research grant “Web Rhetoric of Romanian and 
Hungarian Ethno-pagan Organizations” of the Institute for Research Pro-
grams, Cluj-Napoca, Romania. For details, see: http://semeistos.wordpress.
com-/projects/neopagans/. As part of the ongoing project, some portions 
and results from this chapter have already been published: (Bakó & Hubbes, 
2011; Hubbes, 2011c), while others are accepted, under editing or in print 
(forthcoming Bakó, 2012; Hubbes, 2012a, b, c; Hubbes, 2013).
2 Or, in some cases, in our own databases, given the fact that some texts 
have been since deleted from their original sites (e.g. several entries and com-
ments in the Yotengrit Case)
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Pagan groups3 towards any scholarly interest, (social) scientists being 
seen by them as generic enemy. On the other hand, such topics are 
taken with suspicion in the academic environment, for being regarded 
as “freak,” and also raising worries of possible ideological-religious 
apologetics and propaganda. Neither do we have the intent to defame 
or ridicule anyone’s religious or ideological convictions, nor do we want 
to proselytize or propagate any ideas of any provenance. 

This study is built upon a wide range of literature from general 
theories of communication and rhetorics (Austin, 1962; Searle, 1969; 
Császi, 2002) and case studies in online communication (Herring, 
2001, 2002; Howard, 2009a) through studies in the discourses of 
online religiosity (Howard, 2008a, b, 2009a, b; Campbell, 2010) to 
anthropological researches in contemporary Neopagan, New Spiritual 
movements and their ethnic variations (Strmiska, 2005; Ivakhiv, 2005; 
Shnirelman, 1998, 2002; Ferlat, 2003; Povedák 2010, 2011a-c). For 
methodology, I will rely primarily on the computer-mediated discourse 
analysis elaborated by Susan Herring, also on the analysis of ritual 
communication as applied by Robert G. Howard in his “nethnology” 
case studies, and I will even make use of the media ritual analysis 
methods presented briefly by Mária Pócsik and Mercédesz Nagy on 
their public experimental course (Pócsik & Nagy, 2009) description. 
Naturally, a number of our previous findings and conclusions (Bakó & 
Hubbes, 2011; Hubbes 2011a, c, 2012a) concerning the online dis-
courses of various Hungarian Ethno-Pagan groups will be used either 
by referring to them or explicitly re-brought into discussion.

Accordingly, the structure of the article will follow this same 
construction. The first part deals with theory, divided into three 
approaches: 1. media and communication rituals, 2. New Religious 
Movements, 3. new religiosity and new media. In the second part, our 
case will be presented in its multidimensional context (Hungarian new 
religious movements, mythologies and communities, together with their 
websites; the identity and community formation processes observable 
within these sites, and some deliberation rituals, argumentations that 
work in online environments). The next part presents the elements of 

3 They would very likely protest heavily even against the label „Ethno-Pagan” 
– because of both elements of the term, regarded as humiliating and injurious.
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the applied methodology (CMDA, RMA) briefly, while the last section 
is dedicated to the proper rhetorical interpretation and ritual analysis of 
the online deliberations around our chosen sample cases.

Theoretical background

(New) Media and ritual communication. We usually think of media 
in general, and especially of electronic media as means of communi-
cation; sending and getting information, transporting and translating 
messages, that is, data-handling technology. Apart from this old 
transmission model, we tend to forget the very reason we use media 
for: to reach each other, make connections, bind people together, or 
even, dividing ourselves and turning against each other: in short, 
performing all kinds of social acts. Furthermore, the perception of 
mass media discussed traditionally as a way of unidirectional control 
of smaller elites over large masses: telling (or rather manipulating) 
people what to think and what to do, is biased and incomplete. 
Communication, as implied in its name, is also communion, getting 
together, and mass communication is as much the means of building 
community as a channel for messages for mass consumption. 

Traditional electronic media (radio, television, motion picture 
etc.) are usually described as unidirectional, non- or hardly interactive 
channels of communication, still they allow participation and com-
munity formation – even if not within the channels themselves – and 
these activities bear ritual aspects (Császi, 2002). In newer media like 
computers, mobiles, but ahead of all the World Wide Web, with their 
higher level of interactivity, participatory communication turn the 
ritual aspect into a basic feature, and enhance community formation.

The World Wide Web, through its many interactive platforms 
for synchronic or asynchronic participatory communication, offers 
virtually unlimited possibilities for group formations, especially topical 
group ones (Howard, 2006) growing out of thematic discussions on 
forums, websites, social networking sites. Among such online groups, 
religious orientations naturally occur (Howard, 2006, 2008a; 
Campbell, 2005), and there is a very vivid scholarly interest in this 
online religiosity, producing extensive literature (e.g. Online Heidelberg 
Journal of Religions on the Internet). While it is argued that ritual is 
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an essential component of religious assembling – into cybertemples 
(Campbell, 2010) or virtual “ekklesia” (Howard, 2009a) – and behav-
ior even in the Cyberspace (Casey, 2006), we must stress that (reli-
gious) communication is also part of the ritual phenomenon. Howard 
repeatedly (2008a, 2009a) describes the discussions ongoing in such 
online religious groups as “ritual deliberation” – performed as virtual 
communicative rituals, where argumentations themselves lead to no 
resolution of a debate, but simply reinforcing group cohesion or serv-
ing to exclude (I might add: excommunicate) outsiders or dissenters. 

On the other hand, as both Császi (2002) and Coman (2005) 
emphasize based on a Neo-Durkheimian paradigm, ritual is not only 
an organic element of religiosity but it also represents a substantial 
aspect of communication, or as we are concerned, this special realm 
of mass media, the virtual world of social media. Communication 
itself is ritual, and I refer here to what has been stated some para-
graphs above: media communication is very much defined by a ritual 
aspect as well, especially in Cyberspace, where interactivity allows the 
users a high level of engagement, participation in the communicative 
performances. In the spirit of Austin’s (1962) and Searle’s (1969) 
speech acts theory, considering the performative aspect of many 
online discussions, this means that participating in communicative 
rituals in cyber-environments are analogous to performing virtual acts 
having real consequences. Online ritual communication performances 
may include or exclude a person, they may change someone’s status, 
or may injure or cheer up, they may build solidarity or violate and 
abuse, just as they do in real life contexts (see Herring, 2002). 

New religious movements and Ethno-Paganism. Since new 
religiosity, on a larger scale, and neopagan movements, more closely, 
are discussed by a vast literature, I confine myself here only to place 
ethno-paganism into the context. For this reason, I present the 
larger picture by pinning it down along some necessary keywords. 

Many argue that as a counter-effect and paralleling process of 
Weber’s disenchantment of the world as a result of rationalization 
during modernity, a continuous re-enchantment or re-sacralization is 
at work, mainly after the fall of the atheist regimes (Ivakhiv, 2001: 
Császi, 2002; Povedák, 2011b) which brings back normal human 
irrationality into its own rights. However, this revitalized sense 
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towards transcendence is not the same as it was before, it is in many 
respects “adapted” to the modern world – observable in the secular-
ization of churches, the emergence of secular or civil/political reli-
gions disguised in various forms of nationalisms or political ideologies 
(Máté-Tóth & Feleky, 2009; Szakolczai, 2002; Szilágyi, 2008; 
Tomka, 2000). Apart from traditional religious forms, new pseudo-
religious patterns have also emerged, to name only some of them: 
urban legends, conspiracy theories, occult racism, protochronism, 
science fiction utopianism, UFO-mythologies, parapsychology, pseu-
do-sciences and alternative medicine, combined with a generalized 
anti-church, anti-academic and anti-establishment suspiciousness 
and aversion (Barkun, 2003; Lakatos, 2000). All these elements 
enrich the constellation of new religious phenomena, and integrate 
them into a colorful popular culture – labeled sometimes as New Age 
Spirituality – impregnating elite, middle and peripheral societies alike. 

In this atmosphere of latently omnipresent religiosity, genuine 
religions thrive: traditional churches and world religions coexist with 
a myriad of so called NRMs – new religious movements (Barker, 
1989). Two firm basic directions may be observed on the incredibly 
varied palette of new religiousness: one is the rise of fundamentalism 
within the historical religions – leading to the rise of a whole range 
of sects, and charismatic movements not only in Christianity, Islam 
or Judaism but also in Eastern and other old religious traditions; 
while the other is the spread of esoteric spirituality together with 
Gnostic worldviews – giving birth to New Age trends, Neopagan 
Communities and brand new syncretic religions. Both directions may 
merge, however, in unexpected points and ways, and it is common to 
find any or both of these two trends as undifferentiated undercur-
rents within established churches or even atheistic worldviews, result-
ing in a phenomenon called, after Lévi-Strauss, bricolage or “a la 
carte” religion by many specialists (cf. Povedák 2011a, 2012).

Neopaganism is part of this new spiritual re-enchantment of 
the world, but similarly to Satanism, it sharply confronts in most of 
its forms the old established churches – or the (Abrahamic) mono-
theisms whatsoever (Ferlat, 2003; Shnirelman, 1998, 2002; Povedák, 
2010; and also our earlier results: Hubbes, 2011a, c; Bakó & Hubbes, 
2011). Within this framework some heathen movements turn to 
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ethnic traditions and/or to national history (inter alia Povedák, 2010, 
2011a, b; Szilágyi, 2008; Szilágyi & Szilárdi, 2007). 

Out of this consideration, and from a need to contrast with 
other forms of Neopaganism and ethnic religiousness, in previous 
studies, we introduced the expression Ethno-Paganism,4 meant as an 
umbrella-term for several new religious movements in Post-Communist 
Central, Eastern and South-Eastern Europe.5 These movements, no 
matter how varied they are, show some typical common features. In 
a very simplistic way: along the special Pagan orientation, that is, the 
strive to reconstruct and revive in practice the real (or imagined) Pre-
Christian (Pre-Muslim) faith of the ethnic predecessors, a particular 
cult of the ancestors appears obligatorily, and ethnic history itself is 
turned into the object of veneration, most often elaborated into pro-
tochronist ideas, with an over-idealized mythical past and a mystical 
sense of chosenness of the Sacred Nation. While the two main com-
ponents (namely paganism and protochronism) may occur separately, 
this typical very strong symbiosis among them is what makes a given 
spirituality or religion Ethno-Paganism.

Ethnic Neopaganism and new media. Such marginal religious 
groups, sometimes hardly perceivable in real-life society, find a wel-
coming home on the Internet, where they can find each other and 
easily propagate their doctrines. Digital technology and open cyber-
space readily offers good opportunities for practicing their faith virtu-
ally, for finding limitless numbers of textual/visual sources and evi-
dences for the construction of their narratives, for recombining these 
narratives into subversive and/or apologetic causes, as well as to gain 
attention and audience through “loud” ritual deliberations (cf. 
Cardone, 2007; Howard, 2008a, b, 2009a, b).6 

4 In briefest definition: “[in] lack of a concise term it comes at hand to blend 
the two concepts of Reconstructionist Paganism and ethnicity in a special 
brand: Ethno-Paganism. We see it fit for our needs, labeling with more accu-
racy a wide range of neopagan movements quite typical for Europe, especially 
the Eastern part of it.” (Bakó & Hubbes, 2011, p. 131)
5  We may add, for more accuracy, even Post-Soviet Caucasus and Central-Asia.
6 What is discussed by these authors in relation to apocalyptic cyber-com-
munities can be applied to other subversive marginal online religious groups 
as well. For more detailed elaboration of the issue see Hubbes, 2010, 2011f.
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Case: Myths, Sites and Rites

In order to understand the topic better, it is necessary to know the 
protagonists and their stories, as well as their positions. For this reason, 
I will integrally import from our earlier and forthcoming studies (Hubbes, 
2010, 2011e, 2013; Bakó & Hubbes, 2011) some brief reviews of the 
alternative founding mythologies of Hungarian and Romanian Ethno-
Pagan movements, as well as, three representative online forums or sites 
relevant for our analysis. As preliminary remark, we have to make a 
distinction between two forms of Ethno-Paganism to be discussed – dif-
ferentiated according to the proportion of the basic components men-
tioned above. We defined the Hungarian model in our earlier study 
(Bakó & Hubbes, 2011) Shamanist – regardless whether they call 
themselves “Táltos” or Shamans, or Tengriists, or Arch-Hungarians –, 
since it is the most common form of returning to the ritual practices 
and/or spirituality of some living or reconstructed (or invented) sha-
manic traditions of Central Asian (or even Uralic-Siberian)7 ancestors. 

Basic Myths.8 The majority of the studied websites and online 
discussion groups rely rather (or also) on alternative historical theo-
ries, protochronist ideas and, even more importantly, mythopoetic 
works from the 19th and 20th centuries – that is, legends, myths, 
mythologies created by modern authors, combining traditional myth-
ic stories with fantastic history and poetic imaginary. Such works 
have become holy scriptures for several Neo-Shamanist movements. 
In the following paragraphs we will offer a brief review of such pro-
tochronist tendencies and mythopoetic sources. 

7 This aspect is quite curious if we keep in mind the strong anti-Finno-Ugrian 
aversion of the majority of the Ethnic Pagan orientations. Still on the other 
hand this type of Shamanism is more widely known, due to the extensive 
ethnographical and anthropological research at home and among kin peoples 
in the Urals and Western Siberia performed by Hungarian ethnographers (to 
name only the most significant of them: Géza Róheim, Vilmos Diószegi, 
Mihály Hoppál, Vilmos Voigt and archaeologist Gyula László) or the popular-
izing works (books, documentaries, animations) of Marcell Jankovics.
8 This presentation is taken integrally – with minor modifications – from my 
earlier article. (Hubbes, 2011e, 186-191; Bakó & Hubbes, 2011)
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We have repeatedly analyzed earlier Hungarian Ethno-
Paganism in comparison with Romanian Protochronist zalmoxianism, 
and we concluded that they were both characterized by the principles 
of mythopoetic religiosity, ancestor cult and protochronism. However, 
it is worth mentioning that while in Romania Protochronism was a 
tolerated and later, during the totalitarianism a severely imposed 
national history, in Hungary, protochronist-like doctrines have never 
managed to enter official state ideology. In the wake of nineteenth 
century strives to reconstruct a presumably lost national mythology, 
and heavy linguistical-historical debates over the origins and affilia-
tion of Hungarian language and people (known as the [academic] 
Ugrian-Turkish War), official academic doctrines definitely rejected 
the theory of Scythian-Hun-Turkic-Hungarian continuity; a stand-
point that left many adepts of this latter view deeply frustrated. 
They have never given up. 

Still, Turanism is not really the central idea of Hungarian pro-
tochronism. Such thoughts emerged with the ideas of the Sumerian 
ancestry advanced by such authors as Ferenc Badiny Jós, Ida Bobula. 
Sumerianism has come today to engulf almost all anti-Finno-Ugrian 
trends, but most importantly, a strong wave of religiousness sprung 
from Badiny Jós’s work on the Parthian provenance of Jesus (1998). 
Protochronism has found expression in the religious primacy over 
Abrahamic monotheisms, with Jesus being a zarathustra-like proph-
et of Light (ironically, Romanian zalmoxians also consider their reli-
gion as being the first real form of Monotheism, and Jesus an initiate 
of zalmoxis [Sărbătoare, 2011]). Other historical and cultural prima-
cies include a linguistical and civilizing firstness of the Magyar lan-
guage and people, the invention of writing, invention of horse-riding 
and an interesting recent idea of geographical first presence and 
continuity in the Carpathian-Danubian area, competing and mutually 
excluding each other with the Romanian protochronist discourse 
(Săvescu, 2002).

For a brief overview, we resume some variations (Hubbes, 
2010) that converge into a Hungarian protochronist mythology. In 
regard to origins, as opposed to the official Uralic, Finno-Ugric ver-
sion, Hungarians descend either from Proto-Asian people(s) and/or 
Sumerians, Huns, Scythians, Parthians, Sabirs (see Götz, 1989; 
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Bobula, 1961; Kiszely, 2001; Padányi, 1963; Pap, 1999) or – accord-
ing to some newer theories – from primaeval Proto-European 
(Carpathian-Danubian) populations. (Cser & Darai, 2005) Further 
on, the Hungarian or Magyar language preserves the most ancient 
form of the original protolanguage in its perfection, (Kiss, 1999; 
Varga, 2005) and based upon the clear logical peculiarities of this 
language, the Hungarian runic “rovás” was the first form of writing 
ever, from which all other alphabets later evolved (Varga, 2005; also 
cf. Maxwell, 2004) – consequently, this nation is the direct descen-
dant of the prehistoric proto-culture, other nations diverged and 
degenerated from it (Vámos-Tóth, 2005, 2010). Following this logic, 
it should be no surprise that the Hungarians were the originators and 
only perpetuators of the real (Parthian) “Pre-Christian Christianity.” 
Jesus himself would have been a Parthian prince bringing the mes-
sage of Light into the world, which was then spoiled by the “Jewish 
Bible” (Badiny Jós, 1998). Against all odds, and being “Christianized” 
by force, Hungarians still have succeeded to save their creed by the 
mystical program of the Holy Crown, and keep a sacral order in the 
Carpathian-basin through the past millennium (Pap, 1999). The 
sacral mission of Hungary – dedicated by its first king Saint Stephen, 
the Virgin Mary – has always been to serve as guardian of Light and 
Truth and to assure the spiritual bridge between East and West, at 
the same time, warding off from the crucially central Carpathian area 
both the intruding people from the East, and the aggressive imperial-
ist powers on the West (Balogh, n. d.). 

These ideas have never been admitted into Hungarian official 
discourse, not even after the fall of the Communist Regime – how-
ever, they recently seem to gain quasi-legitimacy through rightist 
political parties, first with the Magyar Igazság és Élet Pártja (Hun-
garian Justice and Life Party) and lately with the rise of the ‘Jobbik’ 
Party (word-play: “Righter” = “Better” Party) (Szilágyi, 2008, p. 2). 
On the other hand, popular interest in Pre-Christian Ancient Hungar-
ian beliefs and Shamanic traditions was still sparked (involuntarily 
and indirectly) by the official academic and artistic discourses, among 
them, most probably by Vilmos Diószegi’s major work on the residues 
of Shamanism in Hungarian folk culture (1998), but even more sig-
nificantly by the King Stephen rock opera by Levente Szörényi and 
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János Bródy (1983). This latter not only contributed to the re-
awakening of a healthy nationalism suppressed till then in Communist 
Hungary, but also initiated the growing interest in popular culture 
towards old Hungarian Paganism, through the sympathetically rebel-
lious figures of Koppány, Laborc and the Chief-Táltos Torda 
(received then and ever since by the audience as symbolic resistance 
against the regime). 

The Arvisura or sometimes Arvisurák in plural, is an immense 
work written by zoltán Paál (1913-1982), a steelworker who became 
shaman during the World War II, after being initiated by a Siberian 
Mansi (Vogul) shaman (then soldier in the Soviet Red Army) named 
Szalaváré Tura. For a concise description we turn here to an online 
presentation of the myth: “It contains the guarded literary works and 
traditional customs of the shamans of the 24 Hun confederated 
tribes. It would be difficult to identify its literary genre; instead, it 
most closely resembles the style of the ancient world. The monumen-
tal, yet unique historical method, which unfolds before us as we read 
this prehistoric work, seems to lead us from mythology to our present 
day. The Arvisura history begins with the sunken ancient homeland 
of Ataisz, which land is similar to Plato’s written description of 
Atlantis, but is still not one and the same. According to the saga, or 
legend (‘rege’), it is from here (Ataisz) that the Huns came to be in 
Ordosz by way of Mesopotamia, where, in 4040, before recorded 
time, they formed the association of the 24 tribes. The ‘Palócok 
Regevilága’9 concisely describes the 24 Hun tribes’ lives nation by 
nation, from about 4040 B.C. all the way to King Matthias, including 
Maria Theresa.” (anonymous [bartaz] translation after Lakatos, 
1998)10 This fantastic mythopoetic work, presenting ancestors from 
the Sirius and a sunken prehistoric island from where the Hun-Mag-
yars came six thousand years ago, is a founding myth for several 
Hungarian Neo-Shaman groups. 

Another important, but rather more religious-philosophical, still 
similarly mythopoetic text is the Yotengrit, written or recorded by Imre 

9 ‘Palócok Regevilága’ – a subtitle of the Arvisura, meaning ‘The Palóc World of 
Legends’, where the Palóc are an ethnographic subgroup of the Magyar people 
10 What is Arvisura? http://cometogetherarticles.yolasite.com/the-arvisuras.php 



argumentor

270

Máté,11 poet and shaman (“táltos” or “bácsa”) recently passed away, 
which constitutes the base for the institutionalized church with the 
same name in Hungary (from 2007, and already some other dissident 
movements). According to the various (self-)presentations of the reli-
gion on the net,12 there was a closed community in the Rábaköz region 
in Western Hungary that secretly preserved the tradition of a hidden 
knowledge of the “Táltos” shamans13 originating from as ancient times 
as the Ice Age. While the Yotengrit ideology proclaims itself as a reli-
gion of peace, love and harmony suspiciously resembling New Age 
spirituality, practices on the one hand, and cross-references, on the 
other, make it a stronghold of Ethno-Pagan Hungarianism. It also 
contains the famous Prophecy of Nyirka (“Nyirkai jóslat”) – a highly 
allegoric and sometimes apocalyptic Nostradamus-like set of prophe-
cies referring to future events regarding Hungary and global politics – 
which came to live a separate life, circulating on the internet, pre-
dominantly on conspiracist websites.14 

A less prominent founding myth, and not directly used in prac-
tice, still latently contributing to the background ideas of Hungarian 
Neopaganism, is the protochronist theory of Tamana – a hypothesis 
proposed and propagated by Dr. Bátor Vámos-Tóth, a Hungarian 
émigré who lived in the United States (Hawaii). This theory, in con-

11 While in exile during the Communist era, Imre Máté (1938-2012) had been 
working as journalist for Radio Free Europe in Berlin.
12 See http://www.kincseslada.hu/egyazisten/news.php?item.14, http://
wellnessfarm.hu/taltosok-samanok/1, and others. The official site of the 
Yotengrit Church http://www.yotengrit.com/ had been hacked, and had 
moved almost all its material transitionally onto a host portal (http://well-
nessfarm.hu/taltosok-samanok/33), since then the site has been restored 
at another address: http://www.yotengrit.hu/.
13 Still, it is important to note that in spite of certain similarities, “táltos” and 
“shaman” are not quite the same. Beyond the “usual” doctrinal and prestige-
related controversies among the different Magyar Ethno-Pagan communities, 
this issue is of special significance, being source of reciprocal accusations 
and mocking. “Táltos” is more specifically Hungarian, being a half legend-
ary mysterious sorcerer-figure of Christian times still living in folk-traditions, 
while shaman is more commonly known as the medicine-man of Siberian and 
Central Asian ancestors and contemporary kin peoples of the Magyars.  
14 e.g. http://kataklizma.info/  
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cordance with numerous other Hungarian protochronist ideas (see 
Cser & Darai, 2005; Varga, 2005) affirms that a Pre-Diluvian Civiliza-
tion of Mankind existed, with its core in the Carpathian-basin, and the 
Proto-Hungarians had been the bearers of this culture, spreading it all 
over the world. This is why there are so many similarities in place 
names, or words, or signs or objects in different parts of the five con-
tinents. As Clyde Winters writes: “At Borota-Kukula in Hungary, 
Borota near Lake Chad in Africa, Kukura, Bolivia and Kukula, New 
Guinea we find Cone-Houses of similar shapes. In addition to this, we 
find that 6000-year old pottery signs from sites such as Tordos in the 
Carpathian Basin of Europe, ancient Egypt and Banpo in China all 
show amazing correspondence. All of these similarities” suggest that 
a common proto-civilization spanned the entire world leaving its foot-
prints discoverable today in toponymies. This is proven by Vámos-
Tóth after long years of research, during which it came clear that 
“5800 places names are found in the Carpathian Basin and 149 coun-
tries around the world. Over 3500 of these place names can be seen 
outside of Eurasia, in Africa, the Americas and Oceania” with a lot of 
these names only recently discovered (Winters n. d.).

It is not by coincidence that these Hungarian founding myths, 
protochronist theories of a mysterious prehistoric Carpathian culture 
show such striking similarities with Romanian Pelasgian-Dacologist 
doctrines (cf. Bakó & Hubbes, 2011; Hubbes, 2011c, d). Many 
nations in Eastern Europe, and in other parts of the world, where 
some cultural or historical-political trauma has negatively affected 
the self-appreciation of a given nation (and this is pretty much the 
case of the entire eastern part of our continent) – always adapted to 
the specific circumstances and traditions, sacralising language, cul-
ture as well as geography.

Subversive narratives. These myths, completed with real his-
toriography as well as authentic and alternative archaeological and 
linguistic interpretations, are composed into very inciting and con-
vincing narratives, sometimes formulated – depending on the writing 
skills of the authors or commenters – with highly persuasive argu-
mentation. The discourses are often characterized by radical and 
inflexible rhetoric, displaying tones of over-sensitiveness and superior-
ity alike. Apparently driven by a continual wish of self-justification, 
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but also a recriminatory and impeaching language, full of suspicion 
and protest against any official authorities, this type of discourse fits 
well Cardone’s definition of subversive rhetoric, applied by him to 
apocalyptic discourses in the Cyberspace:

The trust or distrust of government, media, and other institutional 
authority15 is in fact often at the root of the narrative disjuncture 
observable between marginalized discourses on the Web and their 
mainstream media counterparts also found on the Web and in older 
media such as television and print. Thus, in terms of the Web-based 
rhetorics […] the trust or rather the pervasive distrust of government 
(and media) is one of the signal characteristics of this kind of discourse 
and is what more so than any other single characteristic distinguishes 
it from mainstream discourse. Put another way, mainstream discourse, 
almost by definition, upholds the intellectual, political, and economic 
status quo, whereas apocalyptic and conspiracy discourse exhibits a 
pronounced tendency towards subversion. (Cardone, 2007, p. 82)

The same applies to most Ethno-Pagan discourses; they use subver-
sive rhetoric in conceiving their messages, both off-line and online, 
whether in long, elaborate treatises or in quotidian forum discussions. 
It may well be that many Ethno-Pagan protagonists would refuse this 
term, deeming it a discrediting label, and would propose to use 
instead the right expression: restitutive discourse. In other words, a 
way of speaking justly and honestly, putting things back to their right 
place, uncovering the manipulative lies, in order to restore justice and 
truth, that is, to restitute righteousness, harmony, and tell the real 
story. And they might be right within their own frame – since this is 
the stance they represent, without any compromise, whatever the 
case.

On the other hand, just like many other religious or ideological 
minorities within environments ruled by major opposing doctrines or 
by multiple competing beliefs, the members or sympathizers of 
Ethno-Pagan communities need continuous reinforcement – both 
from within and from outside (cf. Howard, 2009a, b). This need for 

15 We add: mainstream Church (Christianity) – with special emphasis.
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reinforcement is one of the main purposes that many online forum 
discussions and comment exchanges serve on Ethno-Pagan websites, 
networks or in places visited by adherents. Believers depend to a 
great extent on these repetitive dramatic argumentations focused on 
their shared ideas, labeled “ritual deliberations” by anthropologist 
Robert Glenn Howard (2008a).

Methodology 

A thorough examination of these phenomena would require a very 
complex research methodology, but I will restrict now to apply only 
some methods like Herring’s (2004) CMDA (Computer Mediated 
Discourse Analysis), the so called “nethnology” applied by Robert G. 
Howard (2009a) and the “fitting experiment” of Pócsik & Nagy 
(2009); all focusing primarily on media rituals as conceived by Császi 
(2002) or Coman (2003).

By combining these rhetorical and ritual analytic methods, I will 
try to offer an interpretation of some Ethno-Pagan argumentations 
with special regard to given texts. We will look at blog entries and 
pertinent comments together with a hint to the background myths/
ideologies, also to rhetorical devices like persuasion, apologetics, 
attacks, and finally to ritual deliberation, to the ritualization process 
itself appearing in various aspects as inclusion, mutual reinforcement, 
exclusion or, characteristic to these sites, virtual annihilation.

Analysis

Three representative cases were picked for this paper to present the 
phenomenon through an analytic description of ritual deliberations 
performed in Hungarian online Ethno-Pagan environments, or with 
the participation of Ethno-Pagan adherents or sympathizers. They all 
relate to a debate started in September 2009 by the Circular Letter 
of the Catholic Bishop’ Conference of Hungary on the Spreading of 
Neopaganism (MKPK, 2009).

The Episcopal Letter and the Hungarian Ethno-Paganism. 
The Circular Letter of the Catholic Bishop’ Conference of Hungary 
on the Spreading of Neopaganism, entitled “In Accordance with the 
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Living Faith of the Church” has been published online, first, on the 
official site of the Hungarian Roman Catholic Church on Saturday, 
September 19, 2009, a day before it was to be read in every 
Hungarian Catholic Church, during the Sunday Mass. This letter was 
a reaction to the request of some Ethno-Pagan leaders to participate 
in the consecration of a prominently Ethno-Pagan syncretic 
“Hétboldogasszony”16 Chapel Tent at Bösztörpuszta on the occasion 
of the Congress of the Alliance of Hungarians in August 2009 (see 
Ablonczy, 2009). In this Circular, the Bishop Congregation called the 
attention of its members upon the menacing spread of “certain 
Neopagan spirituality,” seen as a threat because it infiltrated the 
Catholic Church itself, disguised in false Christian ideas concerning 
Jesus17 and the Virgin Mary.18 This letter then has been republished 
by many Catholic sites, civil blogs19 and online news portals,20 and, 
as concerns our interest, also on some Ethno-Pagan or radical right 
sites: the radical Hungarian news portals Hunhir.hu;21 Mária Országa 

16 Hétboldogasszony (verbatim: “Seven Blessed Ladies”) refers to the seven 
calendar holidays thus the seven hypostases of the Virgin Mary, as celebrated 
in the Catholic Church and by Hungarian popular Catholicism. 
17 See above the teachings of Ferenc Badiny Jós and Ida Bobula, stating that 
Jesus has been a Parthian, Prince, and thus, of Proto-Hungarian provenance 
– an idea accepted not only by the close adherents of these Ethno-Pagan 
Movements, but also gaining popularity among members of the traditional 
historical mainstream churches of Hungary (even in Transylvania)
18 The Virgin Mary – being called also Patrona Hungariae, since St. Stephen 
the first king of Hungary offered the country into her protection – is venerat-
ed by Hungarian Catholics with a special distinction; but She is recently also 
identified with a presumed ancient Hungarian pagan Goddess: the Babba or 
Bawu Maria, with a growing syncretistic cult spreading both within and out-
side the Catholic Church. See Daczó, 2000, 2010; Povedák, 2010, 2012. 
19 Konzervatórium.hu – with Malleus Maleficarum illustration, 468 comments 
20 Délmagyar.hu – 126 comments 
21 http://hunhir.info/index.php?pid=hirek&id=23253 – András Siklósi’s long 
answer; also http://hunhir.hu/index.php?pid=hirek&id=23351 – György 
Stoffán’s opinion, 34 comments. The name of the site Hunhír [Hun News] 
reflects its Nationalist and Ethno-Pagan orientation. 
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portal,22 and further, the blogs Szkíta-Hun-Magyar Igazságok23 and 
Szeretetben testvérem;24 the official site of the Arpad Church,25 as 
well as the Magyar Táltos Honlap website.26

After reading dozens of reply articles and hundreds of com-
ments on the mentioned sites, I have chosen three representative 
platforms for a closer analysis of the arguments: one is the 
Konzervatórium.hu – a conservative blog-journal close to the 
Catholic Church; the other the Hunhir.hu, a radical nationalist portal, 
and finally, an overtly Ethno-Pagan portal, the Mariaorszaga.hu. 

As far as the participants in the debate initiated by the 
Episcopal Letter are concerned, we can distinguish (at least) three 
mutually antagonistic sides: Roman Catholics (and mainstream 
Protestant Christians), Ethno-Pagans and Atheists/Radical Liberals. 
All three sides are vehemently slapping the other two, while defend-
ing their own stance. Participants can be divided into occasional 
visitors, frequent commenters and some notorious commenters. 
Among the latter two categories we can easily recognize some typical 
representatives of the three contesting sides. Without exhausting the 
list of most significant commenters, here are a few nick-names 
Gabrilo, dornay, or Sola Scriptura (Konzervatórium.hu), or gschenk-
er, ondkond (Hunhir.hu), or sch, Nyilas (Mariaorszaga.hu) for the 
Christian side; IGe (Konzervatorium.hu, and on several sites), 
Szittyamagor (Konzervatórium.hu), Via, alvosaman1 (Hunhir.hu), or 
apa, Aranyapa, Budvar, Magor, efi (Mariaorszaga.hu) for the Ethno-

22 http://www.mariaorszaga.hu/index.php?menu=bovebben&kod=4486&r – 
with Péter Lajdi’s answer, 60 comments. The name of the site: Mária orszá-
ga [Mary’s Kingdom] suggesting a Christian (Roman Catholic) appurtenance 
stands in sharp contrast with its Ethno-Pagan  content visible from the titles, 
texts, visual elements, and from cross-links to other kin sites.
23http://addwebsitefree.com/blog/szkita-hun-magyar/2011/05/30/ar-
pad-egyhaz-hivatalos-allaspontja-a-katolikusok-korlevelere/ – with árpád 
Church’s (IGe) long response!
24 http://szeretetbentestverem.ewk.hu/ujpoganysag – with Lajos Papp’s and 
other’s answers 
25 http://arpadegyhaz.hu/index.php?type=webpage&m=43&id=69 – with IGe’s 
answer
26 http://www.magyartaltos.info/index.php/irasok/magyar-jelenunkrol/963-
valasz-az-mkpk-korlevelre – with Sándor Meleg’s answer
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Pagans; and Che Pel, jvizkeleti, idelle, -d(- -)b- (Konzervatorium.hu) 
for the Atheist or Liberal views. The participants usually hide behind 
these nicknames which confer them a covering pseudonymity or rather 
pseudo-anonymousness, from where they feel free to fire any kind of 
comments. However, there are also commenters displaying their full 
names (e.g. Cz. Orbán, B. Péter, B. Balázs, Sz. Péter) or their fam-
ily names, or in many case, their initials. A particular case of this latter 
type is IGe (initials for Iván Gábor Elemér) – who, being present on 
more discussion forums, sites, magazines (vallaskritika.virtus.hu) and 
maintaining also blogs (vilagnezet.blog.hu) and even church websites 
(arpadegyhaz.hu); uses his notoriety and the connotations of his ini-
tials27 for propagating his religious ideas. In general terms, the nicks 
are very telling names, explicitly signaling the adherence of the com-
menters – to name only some examples: Szittyamagor is composed 
from the ethnic name “Scythian” and ancient Hungarian name “Magor,” 
alvosaman1 means “sleeping shaman 1,” Aranyapa “Golden Father” 
refers implicitly to the ancient god Tengri of Central-Asian Turkic 
nations, while PÁLOS TREND is an open allusion to the Hungarian-
founded monastic order of Pauline Fathers (in Hungarian “Pálos 
Rend”), who are regarded by many Ethno-Pagans as secret continuers 
of Hungarian Shamanic traditions.

The main discussants on each site are IGe, Ruszlán vs. 
Gabrilo, dornay vs. Che Pel, Muad’dib on Konzervatorium.hu; Via, efi 
vs. gschenker, ondkond on Hunhir.hu; Aranyapa, apa, Budvar, Magor 
vs. Nyilas on Mariaorszaga.hu. Some Ethno-Pagan commenters did 
not contribute frequently, only with one or two substantial opinions: 
such as Szittyamagor, Magorum and alex69 on the Konzervatorium.
hu; alvosaman1 on Hunhir.hu, as well as SZKITAVAR, PÁLOS 
TREND on Mariaorszaga.hu. There are then participants whose 
stance is ambiguous, like Ruszlán (Konzervatorium.hu), who seems 
to belong to the Ethno-Pagan orientation, or sympathizer; yet, he 
criticizes such views and comments.

In the following section, I will try to offer a short review of the 
debate by presenting and interpreting some empirical data found on 

27 Ige [“verb” in Hungarian] is used traditionally in Hungarian church language 
as the translation for the Biblical “Logos” [“Word”].
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the three sites chosen for analysis. We can distinguish the comments 
in main types with regard to their content/genre, according to 
intent, and also target. 

Considering our topic we must concentrate only onto the 
comments representing the Ethno-Pagan stance, since given the high 
number of entries, the analysis would by far exceed the limits of this 
article (without forgetting the context of the debate with Catholics/
Christians on the pretext of the Episcopal Letter). The Ethno-Pagan 
presence is not similarly strong on all three sites. Their percentage 
on each site would be roughly the following: around 15% Ethno-
Pagans or sympathizers (68 comments out of 468 – written by 9 
commenters –, the rest being evenly divided among Christians and 
radical Atheists or Liberals) on the Konzervatorium.hu, almost half 
(15 out of 34; – written by 10 commenters) on the Hunhir.hu and 
almost three quarters (43 out of 60; – written by 14 commenters) 
on the Mariaorszaga.hu – in these two latter cases, only the Christian 
(Catholic) counterpart (represented by 3–3 commenters) is pres-
ently facing the Ethno-Pagans.

If we look at the manifestations of the participants in the 
debate from the aspect of content/genre, we can differentiate 
counter-treatises, short comments, longer argumentations, ad hoc 
reactions, analytical answers, poetry; tweet-like hyperlinks. 

Website
Content / Genre 

Konzervatórium.hu
(468 comments)

Hunhir.hu
(34 comments)

Mariaorszaga.hu
(60 comments)

(Counter-)treatises 1 in main article +1 1 inc. in main 
article

1 incl. in main 
article

Short comments 31 9 36
Long 
argumentations 20 5 7

Analytical answers 2 1
Poetry 1 2
Tweet-like entries 18

Generally, we can observe that most comments tend to be 
short contributions or ad hoc answers; this type dominates all three 
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sites – though, it should be mentioned that on the latter two sites 
these short comments are usually longer than on the Konzervatorium.
hu. As far as the full argumentations and detailed analytical answers 
are concerned, these vary from 200 to 2000 words, but tend to be 
rather long, sometimes even exceeding 4000 words, well beyond the 
length of the original Episcopal Letter or the counter-treatises 
(György Stoffán on Hunhir.hu; Péter Lajdi on Mariaorszaga.hu) 
quoted in the main entries of the sites. The analytical answers are 
tagged this way because in these the commenter answers or decon-
structs the Letter (or in some cases another comment) point by 
point. Such analytical comments are those of Magorum, or the dec-
laration of Norbert Koós quoted by Molnár Tizedes on Konzervatorium.
hu, as well as the long answer of alvosaman1 on Hunhir.hu. There 
are also poetic texts among the comments, either poems or song 
lyrics, but never the commenters’ own creations, rather quoted from 
somewhere. Interestingly enough, though the two shown here in the 
chart are entered by Ethno-Pagan commenters (IGe, Aranyapa), 
none of them express such ideas. I found also tweet-like short entries 
with very little or no own comment, only displaying a hyperlink to 
another site or a short quotation –almost all entries (17) by IGe are 
present only on the first investigated site.

According to the intent of the commenters, the following 
types occur with greater rate of recurrence: consent, inquiring, 
polemic, apologetics, proselytizing, trolling, conciliating. The chart 
below shows how the occurrence of these types split in the three sites 
only within the Ethno-Pagan comments. 

Website (E-P comm.)
Intent / speech act 

Konzervatórium.hu
(68 comments)

Hunhir.hu
(15 comments)

Mariaorszaga.hu
(43 comments)

Consent + completion 9 1 5

Inquiring 4 1

Polemic 42 11 31

Apologetics 6 1

Proselytizing / 
propagandistic 4 5
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Conciliatory/pacifying 2 1

Trolling 1 2 3
As we can see, polemic comments overwhelmingly dominate 

all three sites. There is no Ethno-Pagan commenter on any site, who 
did not write at least one polemic entry – either against the Episcopal 
Letter or against the defenders of that letter, or against Christianity 
in general (we will discuss this aspect below). Still there are hard 
polemicists on all three sites, like IGe (22 comments in this category) 
on the Konzervatorium.hu, or Via (5) on the Hunhir.hu, Budvar (7) 
and Magor (7) as well as Aranyapa and apa (5-5) on Mariaorszaga.
hu. An interesting case is Ruszlán’s (24), whose polemics are direct-
ed alternately against all three participating sides: not only against 
Christians and Atheists, but also against his Paganizing fellows. 
Generally, the tone of the polemic comments is civilized, whether 
built up as rational argumentation or with a high emotional charge. 
Nevertheless, there are comments (or better said commenters) using 
a rude style or language that passes very near to trolling: in certain 
cases it was hard to decide whether a comment should be tagged as 
“polemic” or “trolling” – such as Budvar and Aranyapa on Mariaorszaga.
hu, but also Winsor Ancestor and efi on Hunhir.hu. Polemic intent 
may be discovered in other types of comments as well: in consents, 
inquiries, apologies and proselytizing or propagandistic entries too. It 
is worth noting that apologetic and proselytizing comments occur to 
a greater extent on Konzervatorium.hu, that is, on adverse field for 
Ethno-Pagans, and most of them are created by IGe, who performs 
heavy proselytizing work elsewhere on the net too, and it is well 
known for that. Similar entries are still to be found on Mariaorszaga.
hu as well, not in a propagandistic mode, aimed t to persuade or 
convert outsiders, but as incentives for fellow adherents or sympa-
thizers, often ending with Hungarist salutations. In turn, explicit 
apologetic comments are scarce or are totally absent on “home field”: 
only one on Hunhir.hu and none on Mariaorszaga.hu. Clear cases of 
brutal trolling are rare, and in one case the commenter (Tompek) 
was banned by the site’s moderator (Hunhir.hu), standing on the 
same Ethno-Pagan side. 

Regarding the logic of argumentation (emotional, rational), 
and the style of comments, we can notice that most of the com-
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menters are “mono-stylistic”. For example IGe – when not simply 
entering tweet-like quotations or links – consistently uses rational 
argumentation, relying his polemic, apologetic or proselytizing per-
suasions on inductive and deductive logic rather than on emotional 
arguments. The same may be stated about Ruszlán’s comments. 
Generally, their Christian counterparts (Gabrilo, dobray) and some of 
the Atheists (Muad’dib, ifsz) use the same equilibrate rational argu-
mentation in advancing or defending their ideas. This statement is 
valid also for the main Christian participants in the Hunhir.hu 
(gschenker, sch) and the Mariaorszaga.hu (Nyilas) sites. In these 
latter two forums, the Ethno-Pagan commenters (efi, Via, volanter, 
Winsor Ancestor, as well as apa, Aranyapa, Béla, Budvar, hierarchia, 
Magor, PÁLOS TREND, szezon-fazon) are characterized by a pre-
dominantly emotional argumentation, just as some of their col-
leagues (alex69, baliquez, expansiv, Szittyamagor, Magorum) on 
Konzervatorium.hu. On the three sites, few commenters representing 
Ethno-Pagan views show either solid relevant knowledge28 or rhe-
torical skills. Such exceptions (along the before mentioned IGe and 
Ruszlán) are Monolit on the Konzervatórium.hu, alvosaman1, to a 
certain extent dr on Hunhir.hu, as well as Aranyapa and somewhat 
SZKITAVAR on Mariaorszaga.hu. They prefer using emotional argu-
ments in their persuasion and their logical reasoning is strongly 
backed with emotive elements. Prejudice is a general tone of these 
comments, even when not explicitly expressed in statements. 
Whether in elaborate argumentations or in short sloppy comments, 
among the main stylistic devices we can count accusations, attacks, 
questionings, allusions, malicious utterances, ad hominem fallacies, 
displays of moral superiority, irony, sarcasm, cynicism.29 Flaming is a 
common procedure, either by attacks on person, or by defiling a 

28 I mean here by relevant knowledge not only the official academic or reli-
gious discourse but also, or rather primarily, knowledge of the main ideas of 
the Ethno-Pagan grounding myths and theories.
29 Worth noting: many of the Atheist and Liberal commenters use the same 
style and same devices as the Ethno-Pagans do, only that they direct their 
attacks or cynicism against both religious sides, ridiculing them, and taking 
offence for any mentioning of the sensitive social topics, such as homosexual-
ity, racism and the like. 
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group, a community to which the adversary actually or allegedly 
belongs. Again, a paradoxical aspect is the invocation of the princi-
ples of (Christly) love and of tolerance both in apologetic and in 
polemic comments. The high emotional charge of the majority of 
comments is not surprising, since the main drive behind all the 
debate is the offence brought by the Episcopal Letter, as perceived 
by adherents or sympathizers of the Ethno-Pagan orientation within 
and outside the Church(es).

If we try a distinction according to the target (object but also 
implicitly audience) of the Ethno-Pagan argumentations, then we 
may list the following categories: Clergy or Catholic Church or 
Christianity in general; Government/Politics; Jews/Liberals and 
other threatening minorities; even some concurrent Paganizing / 
Ethno-Pagan groups or ideas; and naturally, for the Atheists, 
Religiosity by itself. For an easier overview, we delimit four major 
categories: an anti-Christian, an anti-Political, an anti-conspiracist 
and an anti-minority one, each containing more subdivisions, and two 
additional minor categories referring to comments directed against 
Ethno-Paganism itself, and against adversary or fellow commenters. 
As previously stated, double-front battles are common on the first 
site, namely the Konzervatorium.hu, but they often occur on the 
other two sites as well, without the actual presence of the third side 
(Atheism or Liberalism). Here we can no clearly delimit comments 
directed against one or another category only. The majority of them 
have double or multiple targets, thus the numbers in the chart will 
not correspond to the numbers in headings. 

Website (E-P comm.)
Target 

Konzervatórium.hu
(68 comments)

Hunhir.hu
(15 comments)

Mariaorszaga.hu
(43 comments)

(High) Clergy (Church)
Catholicism (Vatican)
Christianity
Religion

10
15
9
1

13
4
4

30
15
8
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Government 
Conservatives(FIDESz, 
Horthy regime)
Communists
Nazism/Fascism
Politics (EU, the West)
King St. Stephen, kings

1
2 

4 
8 
1 
4 

1 
1 

2
1 

2 
5

7

5
2

Liberals (globalization)
Atheists
Jews (Cionism)

3
1

2

7

3
1
15

Minorities, Gypsies
Homosexuals

1
2 

2
1

1
3

Ethno-Pagans 2
Adversary commenters 17 6 10

What is conspicuous at first sight is that a general anti-
Church atmosphere dominates the Ethno-Pagan comments on all 
three sites (35 on Konzervatorium.hu; 21 on Hunhir.hu; 53 on 
Mariaorszaga.hu); and considering the number of such comments, 
we may state that in the Hungarianist forums this anti-clerical and 
anti-Christian revolt is very strong, with multiple attacks from the 
commenters. However, the numbers according to subdivisions nuance 
somewhat the picture, since the major attack is directed towards the 
(higher) clergy, then in decreasing order, against Roman Catholicism 
as denomination, and finally, against Christianity as religion. There is 
one comment directed against religion per se, still not as belief, but 
rather as institutional frame – paradoxically coming from the com-
menter IGe, who himself is the founder of at least two churches.30 
The most vehement anti-church commenters, apart from IGe, are 
Via (6) on Hunhir.hu as well as Aranyapa (11), Budvar (18!) and 
Magor (8) on Mariaorszaga.hu. Among them Aranyapa represents 
the most anti-Christian stance in favor of Ethno-Paganism. 

On the other hand, in most of the cases anti-church discourse 
goes hand in hand with a strong anti-political stance, anti-Liberalism 
and anti-globalization. Many of the commenters see a secret pact or 
collaboration between the Roman Catholic Church and the 

30 P-DOX (p-dox.org), and Árpád Rendjének Jogalapja Ősmagyar Egyház 
(arpadegyhaz.hu)
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Government(s) of all times, beginning already from our first King, 
St. Stephen (explicitly expressed by IGe [4], but Aranyapa and 
Budvar too). Communism is univocally seen as Evil, sometimes even 
in defense of the Church. Nazism and Fascism is discussed almost 
exclusively by IGe in a debate with Gabrilo (Christian commenter), in 
negative connotation, blaming Catholic Church for servilism and col-
laboration with these totalitarian regimes, also arguing with several 
proofs that Hitler (just as Stalin) was Christian himself. What comes 
as a surprise, however, – considering the obvious and implicit sympa-
thies of Ethno-Pagans towards radical right ideas – is that many 
commenters sharply criticize the Rightist Governments, contempo-
rary (FIDESz) and past (Horthy regime) alike; mostly because of 
their treason of the Hungarian nation to the interest of the global 
powers, or sometimes more explicitly to Jews (these views shared in 
various degrees by IGe, baliquez, Winsor Ancestor, efi, alvosaman1, 
apa, Aranyapa and Budvar). Attacks on Jews, viewed as the ultimate 
Evil, are most frequent on the two latter sites (7, respectively, 15 
comments), a conviction shared by almost all Ethno-Pagan com-
menters (exceptions might be Via and Magor, based on the lack of 
explicit reference in their comments).

An interesting aspect is that while homosexuality is attacked 
in itself, it is also used as a common charge against the Clergy, or 
even against the Catholic Church, accusing priests of hypocrisy and 
perversion (baliquez, Szittyamagor, Budvar). References to other 
minorities – ethnic or religious – are scarce: Gypsies are mentioned 
only twice on Hunhir.hu and once on Mariorszaga.hu (the Roma 
topic is discussed on the Konzervatorium.hu, but Ethno-Pagans do 
not participate in that part of the debate), and IGe refers on one 
occasion to the “Hit Gyülekezete” [Faith Church] in ironic terms.

As a last aspect in this relation, there are many polemic com-
ments directed against adversary commenters or even fellow ones on 
all three sides. Commenters argue with each other naturally, but 
flaming is rare, in spite of the two or three trolling cases (baliquez, 
Winsor Ancestor, Budvar) similarly to the occasional use of rude 
expressions in the comments. Ruszlán on the Konzervatorium.hu 
argues with both Catholic commenters (Gabrilo, dobray, yanchi345) 
and Ethno-Pagan ones (IGe, Magorum) – his arguments are most 
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civilized. On Mariaorszaga.hu Aranyapa and apa argue not only with 
Nyilas, but also with each other, in spite of the fact that they con-
sent with each other – and in some cases even with the mentioned 
Catholic commenter. Via and efi are the most combative on Hunhir.
hu, however,  there Christian commenters (gschenker, ondkond, sch) 
are attacked by almost all participants.

Cyber-rituals and ritual deliberation. As Császi (2002) has 
shown, mass media has a strong ritual character. This is valid in 
particular extent for the internet, and within it, the social media. 
Cyberspace may be seen as a heterogeneous virtual space where 
special spots disrupt the immanent continuum of profane places, just 
as in reality. Among those special spots one may distinguish genuine 
sacred places like the cybertemples evoked by Campbell (2010), but 
on the other hand, any web 2.0 platform that allows user interactiv-
ity and especially participatory involvement (cf. Howard’s participa-
tory media, 2008a, b, 2009a) is an optimal place for communication 
rituals. Thus, forums, chat-rooms, mail groups, social networking 
sites and wikis, but also blogs, journals, news portals that allow their 
audience to involve, react, answer, comment or event to modify 
published contents, are open for performing ritual social interactions. 
People sharing similar convictions or interests may form topical 
groups or even communities, and similarly, those holding contradic-
tory opinions over any given mediated issue may find the right arena 
to clash their antagonistic convictions. Such discussions or debates 
performed with the help of instant or short written messages, that 
is, computer-mediated communication, as Herring calls it, is just as 
ritualistic as many forms of oral communication. In many cases, 
when multi-participant discussion groups form, whether ad hoc or on 
a long term, the pure act of communication is often more important 
than the issue, around which the discussion or debate revolves. The 
turns of questions and answers, statements and counter-statements, 
contradictions and consents – very often without a clear intent or 
actual possibility to resolve a given issue or problem – is called by 
Robert Howard “ritual deliberation” (2009a, b).

This is the case of the analyzed comments on our three web-
sites as well. The three sites may be regarded as game fields or 
agoras where the participating sides perform their discourses for an 
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open audience, and then – or rather at the same time – this audience 
actively takes part in the argumentative game. The three sites are 
heterogeneous in various degrees as far as their participants are con-
cerned. The Konzervatorium.hu – a site representing conservative 
ideas and close to the Roman Catholic Church – offers field for at 
least three antagonistic sides, as we have seen above: Ethno-Pagans 
are under-represented beside Christians and Atheist/Liberals. On the 
Hunhir.hu and on the Mariaorszaga.hu (both closer to Ethno-
Paganism and the Radical Right) there are only two sides facing each 
other, the latter one being the most homogenous – here the two or 
three Christian commenters (Nyilas, tatacsi, sch) seem like intruders 
in the compact team of Ethno-Pagan discussants. 

Apart from the sporadic deliberations on the Konzervatorium.
hu there is no real debate unfolding in the comments. Most of the 
Ethno-Pagan commenters are – ritually – repeating over and over the 
same or very similar arguments and accusations against the Church 
or Christianity in general, or turning belligerently against those who 
contradict them. The commenters echo each other – which is under-
standable. By this echoing they actually express their Ethno-Pagan 
identity and adherence to the propagated/defended ideas and to 
those who profess them; thus reinforcing each other. This assures 
group cohesion even among participants not personally knowing each 
other. Simply by sharing and repeating the same myths, the same 
faith in an ancient Turanic Hungarian history, a Parthian Jesus and 
living Shamanic beliefs; by sharing the same revolt against the 
untruthful Hungarian Catholic Church they feel and express that they 
belong to each other and construct this way a virtual group identity. 
Also, the repetition of their shared ideas and shared resentments in 
mutual consent offers an opportunity of coordinated attack against 
the issuers of the Episcopal Letter and against any Christian (or dis-
senter) commenters defending the Church. By these deliberations, 
they perform a ritual drama of exclusion and inclusion, mutually 
assuring themselves of the rightfulness of their convictions and at the 
same time gaining a moral victory over their adversaries. 

Another aspect of these ritual deliberations is the phenomenon 
described by Pócsik and Nagy in their experimental analysis (2009) 
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as “bravado”.31 According to this view, these interactions – when 
bereft of their political or (in this case) religious content – may be 
interpreted in terms of behavior as common bravery acts. The idea 
applied to our case would mean that the comments, or rather the 
discourse unfolding by them, may be understood as a virtual display 
of force and courage, by challenging a higher (or more traditional) 
authority, and slandering it though subversive discourse. However, 
the stakes are higher than just performing a ritual of virile derring-do, 
as the English term “bravado” would imply – the Hungarian expres-
sion “virtus” shows a significant aspect of the game, with its implicit 
reference to virtue. The overwhelming majority of comments on all 
three sites emphasize the corruption and hypocrisy of the Catholic 
Church (or generally Christianity) proving, thus, the moral superior-
ity of the Ethno-Pagan commenters. The comments, as so many 
verdictive speech acts, deliver condemnation upon the Church, offer-
ing a genuine virtual triumph for the Ethno-Pagans over their adver-
sary. This ritual drama – as Császi has shown in his Rituals of the 
Media (2002) – assures the restoration of the moral order as well as 
the group cohesion and the moral revitalization of the community. 

Conclusions

After having reviewed the mythopoeic background and the motiva-
tions behind the Hungarian Ethno-Pagan phenomenon, we turned to 
get a closer look at it by analyzing the discourses and ways of argu-
mentation of such groups in the cyberspace environment. By apply-
ing interpretative methods of computer mediated discourse analysis 
and media ritual analysis we investigated relevant comments of 
Ethno-Pagan provenance on three different websites in the wake of 
a Circular Letter of the Catholic Bishop’ Conference of Hungary 
directed against the spread of this phenomenon within the Church. 
One of the three investigated sites, where the Letter has been repub-
lished was Konzervatorium.hu, a conservative blog close to the 
Catholic Church, while the other two: Hunhir.hu and Mariaorszaga.

31 In Hungarian: bravado is “virtus” from Latin “virtue” but meaning also “viril-
ity”, “display of courage and force”.
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hu are platforms favoring Ethno-Pagan views. While on the first one 
Ethno-Pagan commenters were in minority compared to the Christian 
and Atheist discussants, on the two latter sites they were the “hosts” 
on home field. In consequence, while on the Konzervatorium.hu 
occasionally real arguments unfolded, on the Ethno-Pagan oriented 
sites the comments built up rather into ritual deliberation, even in 
spite of (or due to) the presence of Christian commenters. This rit-
ual aspect is clearly demonstrated by the repetitive issuing of the 
same religious-political ideas and anti-clerical or anti-church accusa-
tions. The mythic elements of the Parthian Jesus, ancient Hungarian 
proto-Christianity, Holy Crown doctrines or protochronist Turanism; 
together with loud moral denunciations against the hostile, traitor-
ous, hypocritical, perverted, Judaized Clergy, Catholic Church or 
whatsoever Christianity, that are echoed over and over in the Ethno-
Pagan comments constitute a virtual liturgy assuring group cohesion. 
Also, collective repetition of these convictions and moral declarations 
as a Credo may offer a (quasi-)religious experience for the partici-
pants in the ritual deliberation. 

 
References

Ablonczy, B. (2009). Shamans in the Pantry. The Catholic Church 
Contra the New Paganism. Retrieved from Hetivalasz.hu.

Austin, J.L. (1962). How to do Things with Words: The William James 
Lectures delivered at Harvard University in 1955. Oxford: Clarendon.

Badiny Jós F. (1998). Jézus király – A pártus herceg. [Jesus King 
– The Parthian Prince.] Budapest: Ősi Örökségünk Alapítvány.

Bakó, R.K. (2011) Computer-Mediated Identites: Ethno-Pagan 
Organisations on the Web. In G. Drulă, L. Roşca & R. Boicu (Eds.), 
Proceedings of the International Conference on “The Role of New 
Media in Journalism” (pp. 171-180). Bucureşti: Editura Universităţii 
din Bucureşti.

Bakó, R.K. (2012) Online retorika mítoszon innen és túl. [Online 
Rhetoric in Myth and Beyond]. Paper presented at I. Online 
Workshop „Műhelybeszélgetés a Magyar Etno-Pogányság 
Diskurzusairól: Retorikai fogások a hálón innen és túl: etno-pogány 
rítusok és mítoszok” Magma Contemporary Art Medium and 



argumentor

288

Semeistos Research Group on Web-Semiotics and Online 
Communication, Sf. Gheorghe, 2012. May 22.

Bakó, R.K., & Hubbes, L. A. (2011). Religious Minorities’ Web 
Rhetoric: Romanian and Hungarian Ethno-Pagan Organizations. 
Journal for the Study of Religions and Ideologies, 10(30), 127-158.

Balogh, S. (n. d.) “A Szent Korona, Koronázás és a magyar külde-
tés”. [“The Holy Crown, the Coronation and the Hungarian Mission.”] 
Retrieved from http://www.magtudin.org/Szent_korona%201.htm.

Barker, E. (1989). New Religious Movements: A Practical 
Introduction. London: HMSO 

Barkun, M. (2003). A Culture of Conspiracy. Apocalyptic Visions 
in Contemporary America. Berkeley / Los Angeles / London: 
University of California Press.

Bobula, I. (1961). A sumér–magyar rokonság kérdése. [The 
Problem of Sumerian-Hungarian Relation.] Buenos Aires: Editorial 
Transsylvania.

Campbell, H. (2005). Spiritualising the Internet. Uncovering 
Discourses and Narratives of Religious Internet Usage. Online 
Heidelberg Journal of Religions on the Internet, 1.1. Retrieved from 
http://archiv.ub.uni-heidelberg.de/volltextserver/frontdoor.
php?source_opus=5824&la=de

Campbell, H. (2010). When Religion Meets New Media. New York: 
Routledge.

Cardone, D. E. (2007). Programming the Apocalypse: Recombinant 
Narrative in Cyberspace. PhD Dissertation Presented to the Faculty 
of the Graduate School University of Southern California. Retrieved 
from http://digitallibrary.usc.edu/assetserver/controller/item/etd-
Cardone-20071030.pdf.

Casey, C. (2006). Virtual Ritual, Real Faith. The Revirtualization 
of Religious Ritual in Cyberspace. Online – Heidelberg Journal of 
Religions on the Internet, 2.1. Retrieved from http://archiv.ub.uni-
h e i d e l b e r g . d e/ vo l l t e x t s e r v e r / f r o n t door . p hp? sou r c e_
opus=6958&la=de

Coman, M. (2003). Mass media mit si ritual (2nd ed.). Iaşi: Polirom. 
Coman, M. (2005). Cultural Anthropology and Mass Media. A 

Processual Approach. In E. Rothenbuhler & M. Coman (Eds.), 
Media Anthropology (pp. 46-55). Thousand Oaks: Sage. 



LáSzLó ATTILA HUBBES 

289

Császi L. (2002). A média rítusai. Budapest: Osiris.
Cser, F., & Darai L. (2005). Magyar folytonosság a Kárpát-

medencében. [Magyar Continuity in the Carpathian-basin.] n. d.: Fríg 
Kiadó.

Daczó, á. (2000). Csíksomlyó titka. Mária-tisztelet a néphagyomá-
nyban. Csíkszereda: Pallas-Akadémia.

Daczó, á. (2010). Csíksomlyó ragyogása. Csíkszereda: Pallas-Akadémia.
Diószegi, V. ([1958], 1998). A sámánhit emlékei a magyar népi 

műveltségeben. (Reprint Edition.) [The Residues of Shamanic Beliefs 
in Hungarian Folk Culture]. Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó.

Ferlat, A. (2003). Neopaganism and New Age in Russia. Folklore. 
An Electronic Journal of Folklore 23, 40-49. Retrieved from http://
www.folklore.ee/folklore/vol23-/newage.pdf.

Götz, L. (1989). Keleten kél a Nap. [The Sun Rises from the East.] 
Budapest: Püski Kiadó.

Herring, S. C. (2001). Computer-mediated discourse. In D. 
Schiffrin, D. Tannen, & H. Hamilton (Eds.), The Handbook of 
Discourse Analysis, 612-634 

Herring, S. C. (2002). Cyber Violence: Recognizing and Resisting 
Abuse in Online Environments. Asian Women 14, 187-212.

Herring, S. C. (2004). Computer-Mediated Discourse Analysis: An 
Approach to Researching Online Behavior. In S. A. Barab, R. Kling 
& J. H. Gray (Eds.), Designing for Virtual Communities in the 
Service of Learning (pp. 338-376). NY: Cambridge University Press. 

Howard, R.G. (2006). Sustainability and Narrative Plasticity in 
Online Apocalyptic Discourse after September 11, 2001. Journal of 
Media and Religion, 5(1), 25-47.

Howard, R.G. (2008a). Blogging the End Times: Ritual Deliberation 
In Participatory Media. Paper presented at the Western States 
Folklore Society Conference, April 10-12, “Folklore Engages 
Modernity”, University of California, Davis.

Howard, R.G. (2008b). The Vernacular Web of Participatory 
Media. Critical Studies in Media Communication, 25(5), 490-513.

Howard, R.G. (2009a). An End Times Virtual ‘Ekklesia’: Ritual 
Deliberation in Participatory Media. In J. Walliss & K.G.C. Newport 
(Eds.), The End is All around Us: Apocalyptic Texts and Popular 
Culture (pp. 198-218). London: Equinox Publishing.



argumentor

290

Howard, R.G. (2009b) Crusading on the Vernacular Web: The Folk 
Beliefs and Practices of Online Spiritual Warfare. In T.J. Blank 
(Ed.), Folklore and the Internet: Vernacular Expression in a Digital 
World (pp. 159-174). Logan Utah. Retrieved from http://rghoward.
com/research/Howard.FandtheI.09.pdf. 

Hubbes L.A. (2010). Debating Contemporary Internet Based 
Apocalyptic Discourse in Class. In R. Bakó & G. Horváth (Eds.), 
Argumentor. Proceedings of the first international conference on 
teaching Argumentation and Rhetoric (pp. 46–59). [DVD]. Cluj-
Napoca: Transylvanian Museum Society.

Hubbes, L.A. (2011a). Képremények: (újra-)önmeghatározási 
kísérletek. Alternatív magyarságképek a hagyomány-szemléletű 
online közösségek diskurzusában. Hopeful Images: Self-(re-)defin-
ing Experiments. Alternative Images of Hungarians in the 
Discourse of Traditionalist Online Communities]. Paper presented 
at the III. International Conference on Imagology, Miercurea Ciuc, 
Sapientia – Hungarian University of Transylvania, 15-16 April 
2011.

Hubbes, L.A. (2011b). A szélsőséges retorika felerősödése az 
újpogány online közösségek kommunikációjában. [Hardening 
Extremist Rhetoric in the Communication of Online Neopagan 
Communities]. Paper presented online at the II. Argumentor confer-
ence, Oradea, Partium Christian University, 9 September.

Hubbes, L.A. (2011c). Ethno-pagan Groups’ Web Rhetoric. In 
R.K. Bakó (Ed.), The Chair: Visual Encounters with Power. Székek: 
Vizuális találkozások a hatalommal (pp. 102–111). Kolozsvár: Erdélyi 
Múzeum-Egyesület/ Transylvanian Museum Society.

Hubbes, L.A. (2011d). Új magyar eszkatológia. Apokaliptizáló 
retorika a világhálón. [New Hungarian Eschatology. Apocalypticizing 
Rhetoric on the Net] In F.A. Balogh, I. Berszán & Cs. Gábor (Eds,), 
Újrateremtett világok (pp. 413-420). Kolozsvár-Budapest: 
Argumentum Kiadó.

Hubbes, L.A. (2011e). Ancient Voices: A Contrastive Study of 
Romanian and Hungarian Ethno-Pagan Blogs on the Net. In G. 
Drulă, L. Roşca & R. Boicu (Eds.), Proceedings of the International 
Conference on “The Role of New Media in Journalism”  (pp. 181-
206). Bucureşti: Editura Universităţii din Bucureşti.



LáSzLó ATTILA HUBBES 

291

Hubbes, L.A. (2011f). ‘Signs of Times’ – A Semiotic Content-
Analysis of Visual Apocalyptic Rhetoric on Hungarian Conspiracist 
Websites”. Acta Universitatis Sapientiae. Philologica,  2(2), 176-192.

Hubbes, L.A. (2012a). Rebellion of the Ancestors. Recombinant 
Ethno-Pagan Narratives in Romanian and Hungarian Cyber-Religiosity. 
Religion and Society in Central and Eastern Europe, 4(1), forthcoming.

Hubbes, L.A. (2012b). Overlapping Empires. Sacral Geography, 
Cyberspace. Paper presented at the 1st Conference on “Discourses 
of Space”, The Department of Humanities, Sapientia University, 
Miercurea-Ciuc, Romania, 2012. March 30-31.

Hubbes L.A. (2012c). Lázadó ősök – pogány fiatalok? Magyar 
újpogány közösségek kommunikációs rítusai a világhálón [Rebelling 
Ancestors – Pagan Youth? Communication Rituals of Hungarian 
Neopagan Communities ont he Web]. Paper  presented at I. 
Online Workshop „Műhelybeszélgetés a Magyar Etno-Pogányság 
Diskurzusairól: Retorikai fogások a hálón innen és túl: etno-pogány 
rítusok és mítoszok” Magma Contemporary Art Medium and 
Semeistos Research Group on Web-Semiotics and Online 
Communication, Sf. Gheorghe, 2012. May 22.

Hubbes, L.A. (2013). Romanian Ethno-Paganism: Discourses of 
Nationalistic Religion: with special regard to rhetorical and visual 
formations in the virtual space. In S. Simpson & K. Aitamurto 
(Eds.), Modern Pagan and Native Faith Movements in Central and 
Eastern Europe – Anthology. Series: Equinox Studies in Contemporary 
and Historical Paganism. Sheffield, UK: Equinox Publishing, forth-
coming. 

Ivakhiv, A. (2001). Claiming Sacred Ground. Pilgrims and Politics 
at Glastonbury and Sedona. Bloomingham and Indianapolis: Indiana 
University Press.

Ivakhiv, A. (2005). “Nature and Ethnicity in East European 
Paganism: An Environmental Ethic of the Religious Right?”. The 
Pomegranate 7.(2): 194-225.

Kiszely, I. (2001). A magyar nép őstörténete. [The Prehistory of 
the Magyar People.] Budapest: Magyar Ház Kiadó.

Kiss, D. (1999). Bábel előtt – Isten nyelve avagy képességünk a 
magyar nyelv. [Before Babel – God’s Language or Our Gift the 
Magyar Tongue.] Miskolc: Miskolci Bölcsész Egyesület.



argumentor

292

Lajdi P. (2009). Gondolatok egy egyházi körlevél kapcsán. 
[Thoughts in Regard to a Church Circular Letter.] Retrieved from 
Mariarszaga.hu, 29 September.

Lakatos L. (2000). Why Do People Believe In Conspiracy Theories? 
Paper, Conspiracy Theories: Genesis, Dissemination, Deconstruction 
Conference Berlin. Retrieved from http://lakatos.free.fr/Hivatalos/
Publi/files/page26_2.htm.

Lakatos z. (1998). Paál zoltán hagyatéka. In z. Paál, Arvisura – 
Igazszólás. Budapest: Püski Kiadó.

Magyar Katolikus Püspöki Konferencia (MKPK), (2009). Körlevél: Az 
Egyház élő hitével összhangban. [In Accordance with the Living Faith of 
the Church]. Katolikus.hu – Magyar Katolikus Egyház Official site of the 
Hungarian Roman Catholic Church, September 19., Saturday 18:00, 
retrieved from http://uj.katolikus.hu-/cikk.php?h=1386.

Máté, I. (2004/2005/2006/2007). Yotengrit I-IV. Budapest: Püski 
Kiadó.

Máté-Tóth, A., & Feleky, G. (2009). Civil Religion in Central and East-
ern Europe: An Application of an American Model. Americana, 5(1). 
Retrieved from http://americanaejournal.hu/vol5no1/mate-toth-feleky. 

Maxwell, A. (2004). Contemporary Hungarian Rune-Writing. Ideo-
logical Linguistic Nationalism within a Homogenous Nation, Anthro-
pos, 99, 161-175.

Paál, z. ([1972], 1998). Arvisura – Igazszólás. Budapest: Püski Kiadó.
Padányi, V. (1963) Dentu-Magyaria. [Dentu-Magyaria.] Buenos 

Aires: Editorial Transsylvania.
Pap, G. (1999). Hazatalálás. [Finding Home.] Budapest: Püski Kiadó.
Pócsik M., & Nagy M. (2009). Virtus, rítus, pászítás. [Bravado, 

Ritual, Fitting.] Virtuskutatás.blogspot. Retrieved from http://vir-
tuskutatas.blogspot.com-/2009/04/virtus-ritus-paszitas.html.

Povedák, I. (2010). ’Bawu Mária’ története. A napjainkban 
elharapódzó vallási szinkretizmusról. Új Ember, 66(39). Retrieved 
from http://portal.ujember.hu/hetilap/100919/3/babba.

Povedák, I. (2011a). Álhősök, hamis istenek? Szeged: Gerhardus 
Kiadó.

Povedák, I. (2011b). Transforming Sacred Places. In M. Köiva 
(Ed.), The Ritual Year 6. The Inner and the Outer (pp. 27-42). 
Tartu: Estonian Literary Museum. 



LáSzLó ATTILA HUBBES 

293

Povedák, I. (2011c). Transformations after the collapse of Socialism. 
Sacred spaces in Post-Soviet Hungary. In W. Bedynsky & R. Mazur-
Hanaj (Eds.), The tree, the well and the stone. Sacred places in the cul-
tural space of Central-Eastern Europe (pp. 100-107). Warsaw: In Crudo. 

Povedák, I. (2012). Pan-Hungarian Catholic Pilgrimage in Romania. 
Draft paper, manuscript – courtesy to the author.

Sărbătoare, O. (2011). Evanghelia dacilor sau viata lui Iisus Marele 
inițiat din Dacia. [Gospel of the Dacians or the Life of Jesus the 
Great Initiate of Dacia]. Bucureşti: Editura Morosan. 

Săvescu, N. (2002). Noi nu suntem urmaşii Romei (2nd ed.) 
Bucureşti: Intact. Retrieved from http://www.scribd.com/doc-
/11388212/Napoleon-Savescu-Noi-Nu-Suntem-Urmasii-Romei-
Pag-122.

Searle, J. (1969). Speech Acts. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Shnirelman, V.A. (1998). Russian Neo-pagan Myths and 

Antisemitism. Acta. Analysis of current trends in antisemitism, 13. 
Retrieved from http://www.uclan.ac.uk/ahss/education_social_
sciences/social_science/society_-lifestyles/files/nrmrussia8.pdf.

Shnirelman, V.A. (2002). ‘Christians! Go home’: A Revival of Neo-
Paganism between the Baltic Sea and Transcaucasia (An Overview). 
Journal of Contemporary Religion 17(2), 197-211.

Stoffán Gy. (2009). Jogos és fontos volt-e a Magyar Katolikus 
Püspöki Kar körlevele? [Was The Circular Letter of the Catholic 
Bishop’ Conference of Hungary Rightful and Important?] Hunhir.hu, 
26 September, 14:48.

Strmiska, Michael F. (Ed.) (2005) Modern Paganism in World 
Cultures. Comparative Perspectives. Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO.

Szakolczai á. (2002). Nemzet-eredet-mítoszok és otthon-élmény. 
A probléma. Regio, 4, 147–158.

Szilágyi T. (2008). Sacred Characteristics of the Nation: 
“Hungarianism” as Political Religion? Contribution to the REVACERN 
Young Researchers Exchange Programme, Retrieved from http://
www.revacern.eu/exchange-programme/EP-paper%20szilagyi.pdf.

Szilágyi T., & Szilárdi R. (2007). Istenek ébredése. In A. Máté-
Tóth (Ed.), Vallás a társadalomban 1. Szeged: JATE Press.

Szörényi, L., & Bródy J. (1983) István, a király [Stephen, the King] 
rock opera.



argumentor

294

Tomka M. (2000). Vallásfilozófiák az ezredfordulón. Világosság, 
8-9, 140-148.

Varga, Cs. (200?). JEL JEL JEL. avagy az abc 30.000 éves törté-
nete. [SIGN SIGN SIGN. A 30,000 Years History of the Alphabet.] n. 
d.: Fríg Kiadó. 

Varga, Cs. (2005). A Magyar szókincs titka. [The Mystery of the 
Magyar Thesaurus.] n. d.: Fríg Kiadó.

Vámos-Tóth, B. (2005). Tamana – Világnévtár. Székesfehérvár: 
Magyarországért, Édes Hazánkért Kiadó.

Vámos-Tóth, B. (2010). A név-szerkezetek világfüzére – minden 
út tamanába vezet [“The 

World Wide Chain of Name Structures – All Roads Lead to 
Tamana.”] Retrieved from http://www.maghar.hu/tamana/vilagfuz.
html.

Winters, C. (n. d.): “Tamana Culture: The Pre-Diluvial Civilization 
of Mankind”, Olmec98.net. Retrieved from http://olmec98.net/
tamana.htm.





9 789633 182604

ISBN 978-963-318-260-4

 ISSN 2285 – 682X


	ARGUMENTOR_cover_1
	ARGUMENTOR.pdf
	ARGUMENTOR_cover_2



