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ABSTRACT

Luiz Costa Lima, in his study of Montaigne, Kant, Schlegel and Kafka, hopes to find ‘a
less imperial, less imposing idea of truth, one that is historically and culturally mutable,
and that is powerless to control ‘nontrue’ discourses.” This paper seeks to take Costa
Lima’s writing of the ‘oscillating’ Law of Montaigne in a slightly different direction by
offering an alternative conception of the religious Law that Montaigne did not foresee.
This study focuses on Montaigne’s consecration of the individual through the literature
of the autobiographical essay, on the cost of the Law’s destruction (in particular, that of
Western Christendom), and then Kafka’s struggle of the self after two centuries. It then
seeks a new ‘Middle Ground’ within the literary interplay between the consecration of the
individual, the destruction of the old Law, and the spiritual autobiography and religious-
ethical-aesthetic language of Thomas Merton. Under this conception of Law and
language, both imagination and knowledge find the greatest fulfilment and freedom. The
paper therefore seeks a heuristic answer in addressing Costa Lima’s ideas within the
framework of Montaigne and the literary individual’s freedom though spiritual law.
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THE CONSECRATION AND PROBLEM OF THE INDIVIDUAL AND SELF, AND FREEDOM
THROUGH ‘SPIRITUAL LAW'’

INTRODUCTION

Montaigne’s conception of particular individualidmegins with every person@&iginality, and is intended to
find modes of expression that ensure that the quéati is not overlooketlLuiz Costa Lima postulates that the
primacy of the individual brings the issue of Lawlefined as the ‘principle of regulation’ by KamtcaSchlegel
— to the foreground. This is the so-called congemreof the individual that comes after the collaps the
Christian order, or the destruction of the old L&lewever, this alone is not sufficient for the atiop of a new
Law." The Essays are fundamentally subversive because it underméneenturies-old order established by
Western Christendom since the Middle Ages. Whataveeleft with in the wake of this subversivenesgads
completely certain: as a consequence of the quréstjcmature of thé&ssays Montaigne was left with no choice
but to lapse back into the custom of his day; heptvords, he failed to find a new Law to replasecbllapsing
counterpart and hence was forced to return toatterl His inability to rely on a Law based on theividual's
centrality was a consequence of fssays subversive power, and is a major reason for Chste’s inquiry
into the relationship between the consecratiorhefihdividual, the pressure for a concept of Lamd the rise
of literature as an autonomous discursive mode.tWghaven more uncertain is where this leaves ¢ligious
‘Law’ that Montaigne challenged.

This discussion paper is heuristic and exploratorigs objective. It seeks to take Costa Lima’sting of the
‘oscillating’ Law of Montaigne in a slightly diffent direction by offering an alternative conceptimthe
religious Law that is different to Montaigne’s umstanding. Under this conception of Law, both inmagjon
and knowledge find the greatest fulfiiment and d@®. Franz Kafka's approach is slightly differeas
elucidated by Costa Lima himself, Kafka objectifigs literature by shifting planes: ‘what had been
complimentary to the individual only — that is, gesific idiosyncrasy of his — is made the correlsfta social
threat, the threat that the (social, moral) Law wéleal its own insubstantiality, the fact that #tability no
longer holds" Already, different ‘angles’ have been revealed Wontaigne's scrutiny of Western
Christendom (which is particularly important), Kandevelopment of regulating Law, and Kafka's lieme. |
approach it differently by highlighting the insufiéncy of the ‘consecrated individual’ itself (egbt in its more
radical forms) whilst avoiding the trappings of theligious (specifically medieval Christian) ordérat
Montaigne subverted.

My interest is therefore the idea that the abandorirof radical individual consecration (as posedaby Costa
Lima in regards to Montaigne) leads to an authergirsonal, universal freedom: a questioning, cio
freedom that Montaigne was uncertain of in the faiclosing this radical individual consecration.obdedingly,
this discussion paper is split into three primaartg the question of the ‘individual’ and scepui in
Montaigne’s literature, the question left behindkafka, and the idea of the spiritual road thaséh&vo writers
unwittingly reveal in their literature. Our objeati is aligned with Costa Lima’s ultimate hope: itodf‘a less
imperial, less imposing idea of truth, one thahistorically and culturally mutable, and that iswmrless to

control ‘nontrue’ discoursed”’

PART I: INDIVIDUAL CONSECRATION IN MONTAIGNE

In the conclusion oThe Limits of Voice, Costa Lima writes that the only certain thinghiat the consecration of
the individual lost its grounding a long time d’gﬂihis is ‘backtracking’ in a sense because thedhiction of
the self was a new theme to begin with in HBssays:. it is consecrated in thEssays ‘by means of a violent
torsion: instead of harbouring conquering enthusijathe heart describes its own tortuous maze, gasatwo
dark to be lit by Christian revelatioll.’At the same time, there is a distrust of objecteason running through
Montaigne’s work due to what he seeseasessive trust in reason in his historical situation and context. By
bringing the ‘miracle and monstrosiﬂ'/’ of the self into the picture, Montaigne challengies legitimacy of
‘specialists’: theologians, philosophers, or merkonbwledge and men of God. This is because the aymm
ground between miracles and monsters is that bieothlg to the established order. ‘If we give themres of
monster and miracle to everything our reason canomtprehend, how many are continually presentedrbef

our eyes? ... it is custom rather than knowledgettiads away their strangene\é'g.’

Montaigne deplores the excessive trust that weeplathe ability of philosophers and theologiars;duse the
two kinds of phenomena in this world (the expeaatdrmal and the monstrous and miraculous) areasqu
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by lowly custom, not by philosophical or theolodicaason. It is far too easy to play modern sciienti
endeavour against the church hierarchy, especidign the former is still in its infancy. Medicinadsearch is
invalidated by the Church’s claims of divine omigse; hence there is no need to relax on one’seoqut for
either. These examples are what deny the philosagteetheologian legitimate claim to pure, noblkesan.

While the subversive Montaigne places reason @ tirough the monster, Costa Lima points out driegt
that he is unable to do: to have the individualéebehindall footholds.

Montaigne had to have a foothold on some conse&nt.tThis can be named and diversified on various
planes: the divine order, the universal order dftiregg the habits and customs of one’s time andeplac
Each of these limits behaviour in some way. If Mogihe does not intend to investigate them, if he
justifies his lack of interest either by pointirgthe futility of reason or by stressing the sirgity of his

own self, this singularity cannot be believableessl one resorts to some sort of constancy. That is,
although they are not explored by reflection, thokers point to a Law.

It is also apparent that Costa Lima sees Montagysebversion as merely paving the way for a nesingiLaw:
‘Montaigne’s heteroclite order — that is, an ortle&at was animated by a principle, the individuddjsat, which
pointed to a world view that dispensed with it —sway definition provisional.” His individual wouldoon
become Cogito itself, Man rather than ‘a man,’ Bject that understood itself to be worthy of philpkical and
scientific investigatioﬁ(. For this motive, the ‘trial of reason’ was to meléfinitely and ironically suspended
onwards from the Enlightenment. Therefore Montaigae only follow one path in the end: that of clarbe
chances that he had to read, hear, see, and expe(ie particular).

But the consecration of the individual is not liedtto a ‘philosophy’ alone. The essay itself chajkes the Law
through its ambiguity as a literary medium. Consi@eorg LukacsHis ideas on the essay form intimately
correspond with Montaigne’s: that the essay isimdhe service of the literary or artistic workthar, its true
vocation is criticism: ‘The essay may either be amtisystematic discussion of ideas or, in its camist
antisystemacity, keep close to the writing sub;zedjfe.’x' It is a dual vocation: self-portrayal and crititis
which is what renders the essay such a formidaijlecofor the subject.

Montaigne’s scepticism, therefore, helps set tlaedor pulling the Law into the light and rouglslyaking it
into self-awareness and self-critique, just asdesdvith his self in thEssays. Costa Lima writes that due to its
forcefulness of questioning, the essay's affinitithwcriticity renders it the closest form to theefary
experience, although it is not identified with“lt. The unerringness of its answers is a secondargecon
perhaps even irrelevant when compared to this :agstrelentless questioning that fundamentallyksahe
presence of the self. The primacy of this individues already mentioned, places the issue of the i
question, not merely through the various and devengans of the essayist (which would warrant maoyem
discussion papers in themselves) but ‘preciselyabige the author assumed that the self's actionseda
meaning only as a function of a stabilizing medidth.He had done one of two things: either denied aripri
that a medium within himself could be found, or fhture of the inner voice of the Law demonstratieat one
had no choice but to find the medium elsewhere ¢lwvis why custom is so important in Montaigne).

The individual is recovered, but the Law now stuesblnd falters. This is the first stage that Chstaa
highlights. Montaigne himself, as Costa Lima obeeérdid not provide any real solution to the yawniole he
tore through the old Law. Jean-Jacques Rousseaaug his example of the stolen ribbon in the
Confessions," offered a different solution: the Law is discowdia the individual's heart. Literature may be
the expression of the self, of the individual, skarg entity, but the essay can paradoxically leewssel, or
that special expression of the Law that has comsugh the author's own individual efforts. There anany
interpretations as to how laws can continue topgmken of.

It is to the question of the Law and its ‘re-esigtirinent’ that this discussion paper now turns. it segment
of this paper addresses the second ‘phase’ ofstheeibrought forth by Costa Lima through Kafka, hod a

possible answer emerges from an unlikely combinatd literature: autobiography, fictionality (or eh
necessary fiction) and an explicitly spiritual aderhat claims to free the self by unshacklingatif how it has
been conventionally understood in literature.

PART Il: LAW AND DISCOURSE

We now turn to the basic ‘rule of regulation’: whics best suited to provide foundation and meafinghe
individual life, if the consecration of the individl dispenses with the increasingly weakened Lathepast. A
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troubling concern that is relevant to philosophiaatl spiritual ‘law’ was: how can the philosophpeak of
moral law if it is already established, in Montaggand in the Costa Lima volumes, tipienomena are not
valid for the field of morals (taking into consideration the fact that Montaigslaces so much emphasis on
phenomena ‘as is observed in tEssays)? In other words, law itself is almost misleadimgits own hidden
field of language and implication. In Costa Lima/erds:

The universality claimed by moral law assumes aeraipon radically different from that claimed by
scientific law. The latter homogenizes a resultanse the intuitions of sensibility and the categgri
with which the understanding operates find the pofdheir objectivity in experience, whereas thghu
practical reason man represents only what ougéxist. . . . It may then be said that moral law ants
to a necessary fiction. The fact that moral lawhis product of the internalization of freedom aduéy
had seemed to Kant sufficient to protect it agaih&t instability brought about by fictions. What
obsesses Kafka, in contrast, is the instabilitg, ldtk of a basis in something demonstrable thghmi
translate into a precept of the moral fw.

Aside from the inadequacy of the old Law highlightdready by Montaigne, as alluded to since thenmég
of the paper, Costa Lima places great importanckafka due to fictionality's power to undermine thaw. In
fact, Kafka essentially begins a new page in thekbavhat it is the end of despite having placeslio a
situation similar to Montaigne’s, and even then tradidity of the comparison is not certalfi” A brief
discussion on this power of fictionality is requirbefore moving on to the reasons why a spiritaal must
dispense with Kafka in order to answer Montaigne.

The fundamental dichotomy between Rousseau andaKafthat whilst the former believes that wordsifgur
reveal and lay bare the heart, the latter belibe¢ words are such that they refer to waste mhttavier than
themselves. Kafka positions himself against theifian tradition, hence the old religious law ofuéation, by
denying the Augustinian assertion that the configssbul moves closer to the divine source and tir@poken
words, achieves absolutidl! No such liberation is possible for Kafka. The Trial and other works (but in
The Trial especially), he assumes that the Law’s limits wardetermined and enigmatic. He is not concerned
about whether there is a ‘solid, homogenizing cive ‘contemplation’ of which would lead to the amt
interpretation of phenomena,’ but rather denieaétsessibility to the traveller.

‘Know thyself' [Erkenne dich selbst] does not mean ‘Observe thyself.’ ‘Observe thyselfvhat the
Serpent says. It means: ‘Make yourself master afr yactions.” But you are so already, you are the
master of your actions. So that saying means: iMdig¢ yourself! YVerkenne dich] Destroy yourself!’
Which is something evil — and only if one bends doxery far indeed does one also hear the good in it
which is: ‘In order to make of yourself what youeduum dich zu dem zu machem, der su bist].*"

From this passage alone it is obvious that Kafkstaskly opposed to Rousseau and to an extent, extreme
than Montaigne. As he writes so explicitly:

There is no such thing as observation of the immeid, as there is of the outer world... The innerido
can only be experienced, not described. — Psyckiatotiie description of the reflection of the tstrel
world in the heavenly plar¥.

There is no access to the inner world. One canxyatess inner experiences descriptively because tiseno
direct expression of life. There is always thediation of the manner in which the one who lives can espte
herself and to others, her life. Thelief in the so-calledelf, then, inevitably renders one a ‘bad actor’ who
evokes her testimony so often she ends up conygruémself that she must be believ&drhe consecration of
the individual has been answered thus after twauces — and it is not entirely satisfactory. Sa gaother
empty hole is left behind by Kafka, a hole similarthe one Montaigne attempted to mend but didentitely
succeed in doing. But it is here where new pathwaythe question if the individual and the Law dam
opened.

PART Ill: THE PATH LESSTRAVELLED

An interesting point, perhaps unwittingly, is brotigip by Costa Lima in Chapter ThreeTdfe Dark Sde of
Reason, “The Joys and Sorrows of the Self.” He mentiorteorhias Merton’s autobiography as a passing
illustration of the ‘single, determined purpose ineithe impulse to tell the story of one’s lifeitbat the same
time, his description of Merton’s self-imposed tasko find freedom (a markedly spiritual freedofrgm the
contradictory impulses of that sworn enemy of alligious faithsthe false and inauthentic self. In Costa Lima’s
own words: ‘His [Merton] object is to depict himsels a young and ambitious student, perplexed by th
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crossroads and contradictory impulses that wilt@lhim on a quite unexpected road: that of freettmmugh
ascetic monasticism." Here, we see a distinct heuristic objective in é¢lxpression of the self: no longer is
literature concerned merely with entertaining teader or communicating the self. There is a pagpapiritual
objective, one that — to the surprise of many -ppus to offer greater freedom for the individugl fadically
shifting the orthodox essayist’'s perspective t@sitipn where most autobiographers would not eesognize
‘it" as the ‘selfl’ The Law, essentially, becomedaav of the spirit rather than of the institutiasf, God rather
than of society’s already-present truths. Thisatsits most basic, the intention of thermitage,xxII which for
Merton must be detached from any Law that subotdéanyone to anything except Bpiritual freedom — the
true freedom worth ‘serving.” And more importanttg, enter into a hermitage must be an active chdice
human is not born into one, nor is it an institatiof the world. Unlike the Law that one has no ckdbut to
remain in due to one’s social heritage and subatitin, the hermitage is a different way of beinge dhat,
through obeying the laws of God, frees one fromldéines that even a questioning man like Montaignegsfied
with.

We do, in fact, owe much to Costa Lima’s notabkogmition of Montaigne’s preoccupation with religiand
religious discourse. Traditionally, it has beendhtiat it is indeed possible to speak of God megully in
essentially all context€" What is required, however, is not the recoverynefaningful language about God,
but the individual's ability to write and teach Gfd meaningfully. Much of what we call ‘religiousniguage’
oriented toward the divine is in fact not based speculation per se; but on experiences common|to al
humanity. This is through the ‘literalness’ andrgyolism’ that can both be seen in Montaigne as \asll
Kafka's ethics and aesthetics.

In The Blue Octavo Notebooks, Kafka postulates (through implication), in a tiro& spiritual and religious
search, that one should not accept clich€sOne cannot confuse the classical advice with timarconplace
observation of oneself. For Costa Lima, this pritib does not derive from aesthetics, but rathemfethics,
because the principle of operation of the ethicasppposes activation of the method proper to dteerl
Another point to note is that Kafka did not enjdsoag links with religious Judaism and the TalmBdt is the
following case not a matter of ethical certaintpumnded in an aesthetic approach (although it isentitely so

or else it would be reduced to the level of comritamature)? Consider the renowned theologian Hélith,
who was famous for asserting that talk of God imlsglic, or to speak of God is to enter the realm of

symbols>.(XV It has become common in modern philosophy to iflestatements like ‘Yahweh spoke to the
prophets’ or ‘The Lord is my Shepherd’ as symbdiat a legitimate question arises: why do suctestents,
if meaningless or incoherent unless seen througheths of symbolism, still seem to provide thetiéoal’

basis for something that is stating an actual éathiruth’ of something about the world or the cosfh

In other words, there is a Middle Ground in betwéen aesthetic of literature, how it tears Kafksedf apart,
and how the spiritual law regulated the interpretabf phenomena in Montaigne’s day. This grounthéslaw
of spoken language, a fine line between Augustirdanfessionals and Kafka's ‘despising’ of wordsdan
consists of the religious-ethical-aesthetic stat@sehat characterize the credos and ‘statemehtwiing faiths
which are in themselves statements of reality, phesna and ethics — in other wordserything. Montaigne
entertained little patience for the convoluted éswie’ of philosophers and theologians, and hensenaler
‘world’ is required to step into. The statementssinibe grounded on the ontological insistence dfgestself,
of compassion, and the other saintly virtues. Blpisitual perspective provides not only these @stibut also
the stabilization of the cosmos that Kafka affectesbugh the desubstantialization of the L&W. We must
keep in mind that while Merton remained very muectduch with the world and its laws as a writeraasonk

of the hermitage, his entire life was centred talsaomething else: something that intentionally turned an
individual away from the norms and social constructs of societytiiermore, like Montaigne, Merton was
writing at a crossroads of the (worldly) Law: btitwas not that of the old medieval Christian oréad the
Enlightenment, but that of Western imperialism &nd world wars, and the global reaction againshiough
social justice and peacemaking. In this sense, dMentas not unfamiliar with glimpsing differencestlwihe
horizon overshadowed by the Law that his spirieécendants, Catholic and non-Catholic alike, giteim
transcend even today.

Seen like this, the confident and calmly sererediure of Merton is able to overcome Montaignesitation
as well as Kafka’'s desperation. Through his owigials tradition as well as the general tendencyalme
words as ‘pointing’ towards the Law (of the spiality of God) rather thadefining Law (which was a social,
institutional construct Montaigne and Kafka rightlisposed of), Merton is able to tread that linéween
literary annihilation and regulating creation, anabiography that hails from the same traditionVamtaigne
(Roman Catholic), but no longer questions the imdigl in the conventional way as Montaigne dididasl, he
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overturns it,destroying the self but attaining a spiritual freedom thatritéogne and Kafka could not find after
having overcome the Law but not the self.

This is the model for literature that is suggestethis paper. A renewed, spiritual Law of this erdliffers in
many degrees to the radical consecration of thivitheal and also, implicitly, calls into questiomgat might
be called ‘Kafka’s literary solution.” Kafka doestriconclude’ the questions and problems posed bytéigne
in any concrete sense; he merely begins a nevaedaCosta Lima himself asserts that it is uncldaatviKafka
heralds. In the previous section of this papemvdis noted that Kafka denied the Augustinian conaept
salvation through verbal confession, and hence igitlgl denied the concept of salvation through wsord
altogether. In fact, in building common ground bed¢w Gnosticism with Kafka’'s views on literature p&fn

writes that Gnosticism offers a certain form ofvatibn, whilst Kafkan spirituality offers no sucbp:e?(xv" But

extremes do not need to be taken. Through a ‘régnlaf the regulating principle,” we may yet fiadvay to ‘a
less imperial, less imposing idea of truth, ond thanistorically and culturally mutable, and tispowerless to
control ‘nontrue’ discoursed”""

CONCLUSION

In contrast to Kafka’'s desperate, palpable, alnmahic denial of the regulatory principle in litared, the
balanced conception of law that | have outlineslightly more aligned with the aim to recapture saeredness
of the individual experience, through Montaignetggimal exploration of the human self (although #act
approach is slightly different) and an increasexptiveness to Montaigne’s understated cautiomagaiuman
hubris. Hubris implies various things, but chiefarg them is the tendency to unjustifiably exaggerate’s
pride and self-confidence. In Hessays Montaigne actually provides many checks agairisttthp, but as Costa
Lima writes, ‘the assertion of the individual sutijén Montaigne is so evident that it has had tffece of

leading astray some interpretations of his work Part of such misinterpretations, apart from histertual
emphasis on the individual experience, is his scispt of everything — including his own ability tmderstand
himself and the universe. This is an important p@nMontaigne’s work, because without this discauiof
scepticism, there would stand little reason toevoit anything that could contribute something tiinfy the hole
left behind by Montaigne’s subversiveness.

Western literature, when intertwined with Westemilgsophy, has entangled itself in an aggressiveh bof
deep inner conflict that is inherently built intbet established structures that literature otherwiseks to
challenge. It is therefore the task of a new laWwa(melled through spirituality and not through sbcior
socially constructed truth) to cut away the thoansl entanglements whilst giving the freedom of iliratlal
expression of literature’ that affirms the spirittrgon-self,” as Thomas Merton achieved so suceslgsin his
own autobiography and other compositi6iis.So, the main thrust of this discussion paper heenbquite
simple in practical terms: rather than acceptirgg gbbordination of the individual to a Law, theseai middle
ground which can be walked, and it is one that been treated successfully by Merton because thehi&aw
followed was not that of the ‘world’ — it was anti#ge choice made by one already familiar with thewlof his
post-modern age, uncertain and perplexing as it Wais is the reason for his decision to live fifis &ccording
to a more meaningful, entirely different and de&thkpiritual law. Avoiding the other extreme, thaper also
suggests that we dispense with the radical consecraf the individual, which by its very natureetonot offer
any true foundation in replacement of the Law karts.
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