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The way the term, person, has been understood down through the 
centuries might be called a test-case for the path concepts cut through 
time. In ancient civilizations one looks in vain for a true concept of the 
person. Apart from the Christian revelation the notion of person does not 
even exist. Theologians in the early Church formulated a concept of the person 
in order to make some sense out of the mysteries of the Trinity and the 
Incarnation. The more the concept of person was looked at through philoso­
phical lens, the more theologians allowed this concept to move out of their 
exclusive territory. When this occurred in modern times, the notion of 
person became secularized. 1 

It is the thesis of this paper that the human person is more than can 
be contained in a univocal concept. The hUman person might best be des­
cribed as a two-legged paradox. The human person has never become 
accustomed to the tragic miracle of consciousness. 2 Perhaps "his species 
is not set, has not jelled, but is still in a state of becoming, bound by his 
physical memories to a past of struggle and survival, limited in his futures 
by the uneasiness of thought and consciousness." 3 

It will be argued that the human person might best be described as 
a bridge or mediator between a closed and an open world, between nature 
and culture, instinct and reason. The attempt to come up with a satisfactory 
definition of the human person is not entirely pointless. Past definitions 
of the human person are valid building blocks to a yet to be completed 
integration, functioning in a similar vein to comments about God's nature 
and essence. 4 

The Problem 

There are two main traditions present in Western philosophy concern-

1. A. Guggenberger, "Person" in HANDBUCH T'HEOLOGISHEiR GRUNDBEiGRIFFE 
lIed. by H. Fries (!Munich: Koesel Verlag, 1963) p. 295. 

2. J. Steinbech, SEA OF CORTEZ: A Leisurely Journal of Travel and Research (New .. 
York: Viking Press, 1941) p. 96. 

3. J. Steinbech, SEA OF CORTEZ, p.96. 
4. H. Urs von Balthasar, T'HEODRAMATIK II: Die Personen des Spiels (Einsiedeln, 

Switzerland: Johannes Verlag, 1976) p.316. 
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ing the human person. The first may be called the individualistic tradition. 
This finds its main proponent in Boethius who defined person as "rationalis 
naturae individua substantia." 5 Such a definition has a twofold thrust; 
rational individuality and subsistence. Some scholars wonder whether it 
suffices to approach the human person from the vantage-point of ousia. 6 

Correspondingly, such an approach to an understanding of person seems 
quite static, i.e., excludes becoming. Such a view of the person may have 
sufficed in the early Middle Ages, however, the contemporary philosophical 
scene puts a premium on the person as process, as project, as task and 
as becoming. 7 

The second main approach to an understanding of the human person 
may be called the relational view. Most personalist and existentialist phil­
osophers understand the human person relationally. One finds such a view 
of the person in such men as M. Buber, G. Marcel, R. Guardini, K. Jaspers, 
J. Macmurray, E. Mounier, R. La Senne, M. Nectoncelle, P. Wust, and Th. 
Haecker. This understanding of the human person has its roots in the 
christology of the early Church. St. Augustine, for example, understood the 
trinitarian persons relationally. 

This approach finds its clearest spokesman in Richard of S1. Victor, 
who understood one's relationship to God as constituting the human person. 
Richard of St. Victor defines person in this way: "Persona est rationalis 
naturae inco:mmunicabilis et singu/aris existentia." 8 Richard of St. Victor's 
definition substitutes incommunicabilis and singularis existentia for the 
individua substantia of Boethius. Richard believed that the defin:tion of 
Boethius was valid only for created persons. By using the term, existentia, 
Richard felt that he had a concept which was wide enough to encompass 
the person of God, the angels and the human person. 9 

John Duns Scotus seconded the view of Richard of St. Victor in regard 
to the human person. For Scotus human beings are persons precisely through 
their orientation to God. Scotus believed that the human person could 
stand in relationship to God in two ways: in prayerful openness to God or 
as standing alone apart from God. The latter move has the character of 

5. Boethius, LIBER DE PERSONA ET DUABUS NATURIS CONTRA EUIYCHBN 
ET NESTORUM, PL 64, 134 BC. 

6. J. D. Zizioulas, "Human capacity and human incapacity: a theological exploration" 
SCOTTISH JOURNAL OF I1HEOLOGY 28 (1976) p. 403. 

7. M. Heidegger, SEIN UND ZEIT (Tuebingen: M. Niemeyer Verlag, 1949) pp. 145ff. 
See G. Allbright, "The Person in the Thought of Jose Ortega y Gasset," INTER­
NATIONAL PHILOSOPHICAL QUAKrERLY 15 (1975) pp. 279-292 and A. TalIon, 
"Person and Community: Buber's Category of the Between," PHILOSOPHY TO­
DAY 17 (91973) pp. 62-82. 

8. Richard of St. Victor, DE TRINITATE 4,.21; PL 196,945 A as cited by H. Ml1chlen, 
DER HEILLGE GEIST AlJS PERSON (Ml1enster: Verlag Aschendorff, 1967) p. 37, 
footn. 2. 

9. H. Meuhlen, DER HEILIGE GEIST ALS PERSON, p. 37. 
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sinfulness, although Scotus never called it such. 
Philosophers in the Middle Ages, particularly Aquinas and Scotus, be­

lieved that it was impossible to come up with a satisfactory definition of 
the human person. The human person might best be termed an analogy or 
a paradox. There are at least three ways of considering the paradox that 
is the human person: as body and spirit, as man and woman, as individual 
and community. Reflection on these three polarities does not solve the riddle 
of the human person. In point of fact, they make the puzzle more pro­
found and penetrating. In each of these three dimensions the human person 
continuously runs between the two poles in search of rest and completion, 
but in such a way that he/she is orda;ned to transcend the poles. 10 

Body and Spirit (Geist) 

It is important to distinguish the human body (Leib) from other, non­
human bodies (Koerper). The human body is part and parcel of the self 
as experienced, whereas non-human bodies and things are regarded by the 
self as foreign objects. This understanding of the human body goes back 
to Max Scheler who regards the human body as being prior to the distinctlOn 
between physical and psychical. 

Soul and body refer to two entirely human principles of the one human 
being (Seienden). Body is not the same as matter. Body may be described 
as matter informed by spir;t, whereas soul (Seele) should not be identified 
with spirit (Geist). Soul may be called spirit informing matter. What is 
paradoxical about the human person is this: that the human soul is not a 
pure spirit independent of matter, but the finite and the human spirit is 
constituted in its intellectual/spiritual qualities (Geistigkeit) through its 
bodyliness. 11 

The human person, then, may be regarded as the synthesis of two, 
otherwise not to be united, kingdoms, nature and spirit, matter (matiere) 
and thought (pensee). For this reason the human person may be called a 
compendium of the world, the measure of all things, the world-sphinx. 12 

The human person mediates between the lower and the higher worlds, the 
world of the senses and the intellectual or intelligible world. The human 
person forms the border or limit (methorion) around two realities, the one 
being material, bodily, without reason, the other incorporeal and intelligible. 

The paradox that is the human person finds expression even in the 
Stoics who distinguished between life according to nature and the renun­
ciation of human passions. Aristotle has as his moral ideal the ruling of 
the passions, yet even Aristotle must concede the fact that humans are 

10. H. Urs von Balthasar, THEODRAMTIK Il, p.325. 
11. F. P. Fiorenz, J. B. Metz, "Der Mensch als Einheit von Leib and Seele" in MY­

STERIUM SALUTIS II: Die Heilsgeschichte Vor Christus, ed, by J. Feiner et al 
(Einsiedeln, Switzerland: Benziger Verlag, 1967) p. 621. 

12. H. Urs von Balthasar, l1HJEODRA.\1ATIK Il, p.327, footn. 3. 
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evil, undisciplined, yes animals. In Genesis mankind is made from the slime 
of the earth while simultaneously coming forth from the hand of God. Paul 
continues the paradox by pitting spirit and flesh in war against each other 
in Romans 7:23. 

The human person guards the border between brute, animal life and 
the intelligible, divine world. Apropos of this Peter Lomabard writes "homo 
quasi in medio collocatus, habet supra se Deum, sub se mundum;" 13 Ficino 
has a similar view. He says, "If man connects the higher and the lower 
nature as its bond, he desires both. Therefore by a certain natural instinct 
he ascends to the higher, descends to the lower. And while he ascends, he 
does not desert the lower, and when he descends, he does not leave the 
sublime." 14 

Even Pascal admits the paradoxical nature of the human person. "There 
is internal war in man between reason and the pass:ons. If he had only 
reason without passions ... If he had only passions without reason ... But 
having both, he cannot be without strife, being unable to be at peace with 
the one without being at war with the other. Thus he is always divided 
against, and opposed to himself." 15 Pascal adds that this twofold nature 
of man is so evident that some have thought that we had two souls. 

It should be pointed out that dualism does not exist merely between 
spirit and matter. Dualism is found right in spirit or Geist which for its 
own proper activity, namely, reflexion, needs the body/soul foundation while, 
at the same time, transcending it. In every act of the human person from 
digging a ditch to mystic contemplation we have a remarkable conspiratio 
or working together of spirit and matter, soul and body. 

Teilhard de Chard in, using the creat:on account in Genesis and the 
thought of Aquinas as his points of departure, sees the human person as 
a bridge between two shores, matter and spirit. Chardin distinguishes bet­
ween the outer face of things (matiere) and the inner face of things (pensee) , 
the "without" of things and the "within". For Chard in tangential energy 
acts on the outside of things. Scientists look upon the growth of the universe 
as a sequence of combinations: atoms forming molecules, molecules forming 
cells, cells forming plants and animals. On the other hand, we have cons­
ciousness or the "within" of things, which one finds in the lowest forms 
of inorganic matter. Operating on the inside, on consciousness we have 
radial or spiritual energy, separated from, but related to, tangential energy. 
Chardin formulated the Law of Complexity-Consciousness, which states that 
comp!exity increases on the outside until stopped by the loss of tangential 
energy. But, on the inside, radial energy drives the organism toward higher 

13. P. P. Lombardus, n SENT. 1,7 as cited by H. Urs von Ba],thasar, THEODRAMA­
TIK n, p. 330, footn. 15. 

14. M. Ficino, 'NlEOLOGIA PLATONlCA Ill, 2 (Opp 1576, I, I, 119) as cited by H. 
Urs von Balthasar, THEODRAMATIl{ n, p. 331. 

15. B. Pascal, PENSEES, trans, by W.F. Trotter (New York: E.P. Dutton & CO., 
Inc., 1958) p. 109. 
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levels of both complexity and consciousness. In the evolution of animals, 
complexity-consciousness reached the level of instinct and awareness, while 
in man, the level of thought. 16 

The paradox of the human person means that, spatially, the universe 
encompasses and swaEows me up like an atom, yet "by thought I compre­
hend the world." 17 Neither one of the poles, spirit nor body, has the upper 
hand; both form unum ens. The one-sided Platonic understanding of the 
person as a soul who uses a body must be corrected by the Aristotelian 
emphasis on the meson or aurea mediocritas, the golden mean. 

Man and Woman 

The polarities and tensions between spirit and body repeat themselves 
and become even more profound when speaking about the sexual differen­
tiation of the human person into man and woman. The polarity between 
man and woman anticipates the third tension, that between individual and 
community, since the man/woman relationship serves as a model for the 
orientation of the human person to community. 

Man and woman are simply two poles of a single reality, two different 
representations of a single being, two entia in a single esse, an existence 
in two lives. In no way are man and woman two different parts of a whole 
which one puts together later on much like a puzzle. The human person, 
then, is a "dual unity". What we have are two different, but inseparable 
realities. Both man and woman are ordained to a final, unfathomable unity. 18 

In this context we are dealing not so much with a problem capable of 
resolution, but with a profound mystery. 

Metaphysicians in all cultures have seen the polarity between man and 
woman as the basic rhythm of life. 19 This polarity may be seen most clearly 
in the relationship between heaven and earth. Heaven is seen as fruitful, 
invigorating the earth by means of the sun and rain, whereas the earth, 
as the passive principle, answers by reason of its own power and potential, 
materia-mater. 

Assuredly, we have here a real danger, that of identifying the heavenly / 
masculine sphere with spirit and the earthly/feminine sphere with matter 
or with nature. Thus we have the subordination of the earthly/feminine to 
the heavenly/masculine. Such a tendency may be seen in Plato's Timaeus, 
Aristotle's Physics, (Aristotle looks upon woman as matter and as an object 
to be used), and from there to the anti-woman statements in the patristic' 
period and well on into the Middle Ages. 20 

16. T. de Chardin, THE PHENOMENON OF MAN, trans. by B. Wall (New York: 
Harper Torchbooks, 1961) pp. 300-302. 

17. B. Pascal, PENSEES, p.97. 
18. H. Urs von Balthasar, THEODRAMATIK II, p.335. 
19. ibid., p.336. 
20. ibid., p.336. 
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St. Augustine, for example, believes that in relation to man Eve stands 
for body vis-a-vis ma~e spirit. Augustine defines only the male as alone 
the full image of God. Woman, in herself, is not this image, but only when 
taken together with the male, her "head". In short, for Augustine and many 
of the Church Fathers, male: female - spirit: flesh. 

In accord with Aristotelian hylemorphism, Aquinas looks upon the 
human person as composite of body and soul, in contradistinction to the 
platonized patristic anthropoIgy that sees the human being as a soul im­
prisoned in the materia1ity of the flesh. This more integrated view of the 
body/soul relationship made possible for Thomas an escape from the 
patristic dualism that identified the male with spirit, and the female polarity 
with the earthward drag of the body. 21 In a word, Thomas gives a positive 
valuation to the body. Aquinas believes that the body has an excellence 
with respect to its end as long as it serves that end. This view might have 
helped overcome the patristic pessimism about women, sex and the body 
except for the fact that Aquinas followed Aristot1e and the Church Fathers 
in their intellectualist definition of homo, so that the body-denying dualism 
and its associated androcentrism were reinvigorated. 22 Aquinas did this by 
saying that the final fulfillment or end of the human person, viz., life with 
God, is achieved by the operation of the rational soul. Thus, ultimately, 
the body is left out once again. 23 

It would appear that no metaphysical polarity can claim to be the Lnal 
answer for an understanding of the difference between the sexes. Chinese 
philosophers, perhaps even as early as 1000 B.C. distinguished two interact­
ing energy-modes within every natural object. These energy-modes or 
principles were called the yang and the yin, the former masculine in 
character, the latter feminine. Men and women, not less than inanimate 
things, were seen as the product of the interaction in varying degrees of 
the yang and the yin. They manifest differing proportions of the quaI:ties 
of each activity-mode. Not even the Chinese philosophers were able to 
achieve a perfect balance between these two principles. Men were thought 
to be heavenly, that is, predominantly yang and of great worth, whereas 
women were reckoned to be earthly, i.e., predominantly yin and of less 
account. speaking, then, about the sexual differentiation of the human person 
into man and woman we again are up against the paradox that is the human 
person. 

21. E.C. Mc Lauglin, "Equality of Souls, Inequality of Sexes: Woman in Medieval 
Theology" in RELIGION AND SEXI'SM, ed by R.R. Ruether (New York: Simon 
and Schuster, 1974) p.216. 

22. ibid., p. 217. 
23. ibid., p.217. 
24. J.B. Noss, MAN'S RELIGIONS (New York: Macmillan Publishing Co. Inc., 1974) 

pp. 242f£. 
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IndividUal and Community 

A certain polarity or tension exists between the individual and the com­
munity. At one time concern for the total salvation of the individual appears 
to predominate, while at another time the sa1.vation and well-being of the 
community seems to be the central task, even though the latter task can 
only be attained by means of the salvation or well-being of each individual. 

Pre-Christian thought looked upon both poles as a whole. The tension 
was especially felt where an invidual faEed to stay in his community or 
in cases where he was, for one reason or another, ostracized. The individual, 
so ostracized, lost his footing in society and only the precarious right of 
the "sanctuary" could, in certain circumstances, save him. 25 The indiv;dual, 
stripped of community, lived a precarious existence. In order for the in­
dividual to live and to grow, some community or other had to put a mantle 
around his nakedness. Only the slaves without rights, or those to!erated in 
some way because they were used, those who imperfectly integrated into 
society, could live on the edge of the community. 

How does the individual escape the prison of his/her own individuality? 
By insertIon into a community, be it the city, state or country, the individual 
escapes the prison of his/her own self. Even among primitive peoples this 
insertion into the community occurs only at a price. Certain limits are 
placed on the individual's freedom. The bonum commune takes precedence 
over one's own good as an individual. 

By insertion into the community the individua1 takes on certain oblig­
ations and has certain rights. Insofar as the community lives and is nourished 
within the eternal law (the[os nomos), which far surpasses the boundaries 
of a single community, the individual comes to share in this too. Does 
anyone act as the mediator between divine and human laws or rights within 
the comunity? Yes, in the pre-Christian world at least, special individuals 
possess authority and represent the established order before the gods. The 
founder, the hero, the king become mediators between two worlds, two laws, 
two rights, divine and human. In such individuals alone do we find individ­
ua1.ity represented in its fullness. These special individuals represent the 
community before God and God before the community. These special individ­
uals may be called corporative persons. Such corporative persons are not 
abstractions from the idea of a single individual, nor simply the exponent 
of a body-politic independent of themselves, but are its essential incarn­
ation, one in which every single individual is present. 26 

In community the individual qua individual feels at home. However 
much the individual questions the concrete conditions and situation of a 
city or country, he/she does not question the notion of a city or a country 
as such. The milieu or area of a city or country inserts the individual into 
the sphere of the divine. In primitive cultures, as in all developed cultures, 

25. H. Urs van ~althasar, THEODRAMATIK n, p.352. 
26. ibid., p. 354. 
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the center of the city or of the kingdom coincided with the center of the 
world. As Mircea Eliade shows using numerous examples, the axis-point 
between heaven and hell went clear through this center. If the establishment 
of a city meant inserting oneself into a new community, it was thought to 
be connected with the establishment of the world by the gods themselves. 
To settle in a territory, to build a house implied, both for the individual 
and for the community, that one make an important and even vital 
decision. 27 By creating the environment in which one would live, one 
imitated the gods who created the world. The world means "ordered multi­
plicity", community, apart from which the individual could not even imagine 
him/herself. Thus individuals understood themselves primarily and without 
question as members of a family, a group, a city, a country, all of which 
were thought to be at the very center of the world: the family, group, city 
or country to which I belong were not simply communities parallel to other 
communities, but were thought to be the community in relationship to which 
all other communities were on the fringe. 28 

In what way is the relationship between the individual and the com­
munity paradoxical? The word, individual, comes from the Greek, a-tomon 
and means in-divisible. The human person is in-divisible inasmuch as the 
human person is self-conscious and free. That is to say that there is some­
thing unique to every human, a uniqueness which excludes commonality. 
To be a person means to share in common what other persons have while, 
at the same time, excluding what others have. This statement, however 
paradoxical, is true despite the fact that persons (as centers of freedom and 
self-consciousness which exclude each other) can know each other and com­
municate with each other. 

Apart from the community the individual falls prey to loneliness. Lone­
liness might be described as a kind of exhi!arating deprivation. The lonely 
person is deprived of wordly relations, but is surfeited with the experience 
of the self. Loneliness may be called that event which invites our inward 
voice to discuss, but ultimately, nothing can be said. Loneliness constantly 
outmaneuvers the individual being here, there and nowhere. 29 How does 
loneliness arise? It wells up from our autobiographical narration. As we 
lie sick in bed what is lonely is our narrative to ourselves of our being 
there cut off from the community of our friends. 

Is it possible for the individual to free him/herself from that narrating 
voice within, which places one as the main character in one's autobio­
graphical adventure? No, the self always has as its travelling companion the 
story of how it is alone. In reflecting on one's loneliness, the individual can 
always give it a name, a place, a narrative. In a word, loneliness means 
lonely narration. One cannot touch, evoke, or call forth the story-less me. 

27. ibid., p.351. 
28. ibid., p. 35,l. 
29. A La Branche, "Autobiographical Loneliness" BHILOSOPiHY TODAY 19 (1973) 

p. 188. 
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The self may be billed as the main performer in the drama one narrates 
mentally. Far from being a virus that may be filtered out of one's experience 
loneliness is part of the narrative self which the individual weaves thick 
and fast. 30 

One may illustrate the polarity which exists between the individual and 
the community by an analysis of language. However, such a task falls out­
side the scope of this paper. An analysis of language would show that 
while, on the one hand, language expresses that which individuals share 
in common (for example, words having specific and agreed upon meanings), 
still, at the same time, language functions as a creative expression of one's 
unique individuality. 31 

Conclusion 

The human person eludes every attempt to be boxed into categories 
or to be encompassed within the limits of a definition. For this reason the 
definition of person proposed by Boethius and the relational understanding 
of person are inadequate. The human person is essent:ally a paradox or an 
analogy and is therefore undefinable. 

An analogy may be drawn between the human person and the cosmos. 
Human persons exist in the world (because the cosmic powers are amalga­
mated within the person), yet the human person transcends the world (in­
sofar as the person represents God to the rest of creation). This inner­
cosmic analogy is grounded in the analogy between God who is represented 
by the human person and the person who represents God. God as the 
original copy (Bild) can clearly be seen in the human person as the image 
of God (Abbild). However, this occurs in such a way that God remains 
Creator and the human person created, i.e., God transcends the human 
person in a yet greater dissimlar way. To the extent that the human person 
is an analogy or a paradox, to that extent does the human person approach 
God of whom we can only say what He is not. "Si comprehendis, non est 
Deus." 32 

It may well be the case that phil0sophical reflection can take us only 
so far in understanding the meaning of person. It seems to be true, at least 
on the theological level, that the paradox of the person is continued and even 
intensified when speaking of the divine persons, three persons in one God 
or the union of the divine and human nature in the person of Christ. If 
this be true, then this paper should be understood as clearing the forest to 
build a house, philosophy at the service of theology. 

30 ibid., p. 192. 
31. H.G. Gadamer, WAiHRHEIT UND METHODE (2d ed.; Tuebingen: J.C.B. Mohr 

Ver!,ag, 1964) pp. 361-465. 
32. E. Przywara, MENSCH: Typologische Anthropologie I (Nuernberg: Glock und 

Lutz, 1958) pp. 116ff. 
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THE NATURE OF "IBlIS" IN THE QUR'AN 
AS INTERPRETED BY THE COMMENT A TORS 

Fr. Edmund Teuma, O.F.M. Conv. 

In this study we shall see what some of the classical Muslim exegetes 
of the Qur'~n say about the Devil (Iblfs) as he is figured out in the Holy 
Book of Islam. 

Philological derivatiOn of name "Iblis" 

Among the six commentaries consulted only two venture to speak about 
the phi!ological derivation of the name "Iblfs": Tabarl explaining Q. 2,34; 
and Alust also explaining the same verse. From an overall glance at what 
is said by these two authors one comes to know that two are the current 
opinions circulating among the 'ulamfi' regarding the genesis of this proper 
noun. One of them retains that the noun is purely Arabic, while the other 
holds it to be of a non-Arabian origin. 

Tabari gives his own personal attempt. According to him Iblfs is shaped 
on it'll from iblas, meaning: desperation, giving up hope, remorse, grief. 
In support of his theory Tabart reports two hadith narrations, one of which 
comes from Ibn 'Abbas: 

- God caused Iblfs to despair in way of every blessing, and he made 
him a damned devil for punishment for his disobedience. From the other 
hadith we come to know that originally, before his transformation, Iblfs 
was called al-Harith. 

But although Tabari seems to interpose his own theory in the realms 
of orthodoxy, he does not make a mystery out of the foreign characteristics 
manifest in the word "Iblfs". Answering one of the gravest objections raised 
against his opinion, the fact that the noun is diptote, he said that once 
"Iblfs" is a noun with no parallel to it among Arabic nouns, the Arabs felt 
tempted to compare it with other loan nouns, which are generally diptotes. 
This gained for it a place among the nouns of the second declension, a 
place normally occupied by proper nouns of foreign derivation. According 
to Tabari similar cases to this are: IshCiq (Isaac) and Ayub (Job). 

Alust speaks in the first place about "IbIis" be:ng a loan word, diptote 
for two reasons: (a) because it is foreign, and (b) a proper noun built on 
the fi'lil form. This he retains to be the more plausible theory. But he 
also reports the other option expounding it like Tabarf, with the difference 
that he gives mit'il for paradigm instead of it'il. He then raises an objection 
about its being a diptote, once one admits its pure derivation and once it 
is clear that there are parallels to it in the language which are regular 
triptotes, such as: ihlH and iklil. Like Tabarl, AICtsl tries to solve the problem 
by presuming the fact that "IbUs" was compared to words of foreign deriv-
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ation, owing to the fact that the noun is never used in Arabic except with 
reference to the Devil. 

Apart from the commentaries, Jeftery's Foreign Vocabulary of the Qur'an 
was also consulted. Under "IbUs" the author gives the two tendencies al­
ready mentioned current among Muslim scholars, but he retains that the 
non-Arabic derivation of the noun is sustained by the more acute philologers 
among whom Nawawf and ZamakhsharL Among the few Western scholars 
who promote the Arabian origin of the word Jeffery mentions Pautz and 
Eickman, but the overwhelming majority of these scholars recognise that 
[bUs is a corruption of Greek: diabolos. The author says that when compared 
to its Hebrew equ~val.ent: satan, IbUs has merely the connotation of "the 
adversary", while in the New Testament and in other Christian literature 
the same word acquires the connotation of "the chief of the hosts of evil,'" 
Now, Qur'fmic "Iblfs" corresponds exactly to this latter connotation. This 
would justify, according to Jeffery, the search for a Christian origin of 
the word. He then discusses three possible Christian sources which might 
have passed on the word to Muhammad. He reports a Syriac transliteration 
of diabolos which might have dropped initial "dolat" (letter d) in passing 
on to Arabic and donned a new vocalic sequence to become: "IbUs". He 
also mentions the possibility that the word might have been introduced 
directly from the Greek through Arabic-speaking Christians belonging to 
the Byzantine Church. Finally the author discusses Grimme's theory which 
suggests that "IbUs" might have come from Southern Arabia through 
Ethiopic, an opinion which Jeffery judges very far-fetched. 

Qur'tlnic texts 

Before exammmg the mater;al we have in hand regarding the nature 
of IbUs as presented in the Qur'fm, we should say immediately that the 
'ulamd' are divided into two global factions when pronouncing their opinions 
about Iblfs. Some say that originally he was an angel of immense beauty 
who was then transformed by God into a damned devil after h;s act of 
disobedience. This theory is held by many Muslim scholars. Others, espe­
cially the Mu'tazilites, claim that Iblfs was never an angel but a jinnL 

The name "IbliS''' is mentioned in the Qur'fm 11 times: in Q. 2,34; 7,11; 
15,31; 15,32; 17,61; 18,50; 20,116; 26,95; 34,20; 38,74; and 38,75. Of all these 
texts only two hit directly our interest, the principal of which being Q. 
18,50 and complementary to it Q. 2,34. We shall here look into the two 
verses in their English interpretation as rendered by Arthur J. Arberry. 

- And when We said to the angels, 'Bow yourselves to Adam'; so 
they bowed themselves, save Iblis; he was of the jinn, and committed 
ungodliness against his Lord's command. What, and do you take 
him and his seed to be your friends, apart from Me, and they an 
enemy to you? How evil is that exchange for the evildoers! (Q. 18,50). 

- And when We said to the angels, 'Bow yourselves to Adam'; so 
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they bowed themselves, save Iblis; he refused and waxed proud, 
and so he became one of the unbelievers. (Q. 2,34). 

Iblis an angel 

I) Tabarl 

The major arguments reported by Tabari favouring the angelic nature 
of Iblls are three, even though they are then presented in variegated liadith 
narrations. Tabarl's major informant in this problem is Ibn 'Abbas, although 
in one instance he advances a narration which seems to expound contrary 
ideas to those he elsewhere retains. 

a) lblls came from a tribe of angels called "Jinn": 

- From Ibn 'Abbas: IbUs was from a tribe of angels called the "Jinn". 
They were created from the flaming fire (min nar alsamam) from 
among the angels. His name was al-Harith. He was one of the 
treasurers of paradise. The angels not of this tribe were created 
from light (nar). The jinn that are recorded in the Qur'an were 
created from a smokeless fire (min marij min nar) Le. from fire 
tongues which are in the extremities of fire when it flares up. 

In another nadith the same Ibn 'AbMs says that IbUs was an 
angel of the earth, coming from a tribe called Jinn, and his name was 
then 'Azaztl. 

b) Iblis was head of the treasurers of paradise; he is caCled "jinnl" in 
relation to "janna" (paradise): 

- From Qatada reporting Ibn 'Abbds: He was over the treasurers of 
the lowest heaven (al-sam(}' al-dunya). 

- From Ibn 'Abbas: IbUs was among the most noble of angels and 
came from their most noble tribe. He was a treasurer of paradise, 
and he enjoyed power over the lowest heaven and over the earth. 
He used to behave in accordance to God's will. But he saw that 
with that he acquired nobility and greatness over the people of 
heaven, and because of this, pride conquered his heart, a fact no 
one knew but God. So when the prostration problem cropped up, 
-i.e. when God ordered him to bow himself before Adam, God made 
his pride manifest and cursed him and made him fall down until 
judgement day. The words: "he was of the jinn" (kc'lna min al-jinn: 
Q. 18,5) indicate rather his relationship with heaven (janna), for 
he was a treasurer therein. Just as a man is called Makki (from 
Mekka), Madant (from Medina), Kaft (from Kfifa), or Basrl (from 
Basra). 
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c) rblts was head of the angels of the lowest heaven (al-samd' 'al-dunyd): 
- Ibn Mas'ud from some companions of the Prophet: Iblts was set 

over the dominion of the lowest heaven, and he came from a tribe 
of angels called Jinn ... 

- From Sa '"id b. al-Musfb: IbUs was the leader of the angels of the 
lowest heaven. 

There are many other itadfth narrations reported by Tabar"i both under 
Q. 18,50 and Q. 2,34, only six of which are contrary to Iblts being an 
angel. The following hadfth tries to give the philological explanation of 
root J N N. We are citing it because of its originality in sustaining rbUs, 
angelic nature through philological and h'storical arguments: 

- From Munammad b. Islidq: The Arabs say the jinn are nothing else 
but all those creatures that are hidden and are not seen (invisible 
beings). As to the words: "except rblIs, he was of the jinn" (Q. 18,50) 
they mean he was an angel, and that is because angels are hidden 
and are not seen. God, great be his praise, said: "And they set up 
a relationship between Him and the jinna ... " (Q. 37,158). That refers 
to the saying of the Quraysh: the angels are God's daughters. But 
God says: If they were my daughters, rbUs would also be such, so 
that they set up between me, rbUs, and his seed a relationship. 
AI-A 'shd, mentioning Solomon and what God conceded him, said: 

2) Rdzl 

... And he subjected nine jinn of the angels, erect before him serving 
him without payment. (Cfr. Q. 27,17; 38,36-38). He said: The Arabs 
insisted upon the fact that the jinn are all the invisible creatures. 
God did not call the jinn by this name except for the fact that 
they are hidden and not seen, and He did not call the children of 
Adam "ins" except for the fact that they are seen and not hidden. 
So what is visible is "ins" (mankind), and what is invisible is "jinn" 
(any spirit). 

Under Q. 18,50 Rdzi reports briefly the OpInIOnS in favour of rbUs' 
angelic nature. The arguments are essentially the same as those more abund­
antly illustrated by TabarL The only new element to be found in this author 
is that which puts Iblts among a more specific category of heavenly 
treasurers: the Jewellers of Paradise. 

- Sa 'id b. Jubayr says that he (IbUs) came from among the gardeners 
who work in the gardens (paradise), a tribe of angels who invent 
the embellishments (jewels) of the people of paradise since they 
were created. 

Under Q. 2,34 Rdz"i is more prolific, but unfortunately it is here that 
the author renders himself confusingly unclear. In this part of his tafsl.r, 
Rdz"i gives a whole account of the polemic contended between the 'ulamd' 
on the ever discussible point of rbUs' existential status. Strangely enough, 
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in his exposition the author sometimes does not distinguish between the 
different contrary opin:ons which he advances from various sources, neither 
does he seem to be always clear as to which opinions he is accepting and 
which he is confuting. So that the one who ventures to study Rdzf.'s text 
is faced with the grave difficulty of interpreting objectively what has 
been wr:tten. 

Among the objections brought against IbUs being a jinnf. we find 
questions like: why should it be unfitting that he is called jinnf. because of 
his relationship with paradise (janna)? And: why should it be unfitting that 
he was transformed from a magnificent angel to a damned devil? If this is 
befitting and possible, it would translate "kdna min al-jinn" of Q. 18,50 by 
"he became a jinnf./one of the jinn", and not by "he was of the jinn". 
Now this would make Q. 18,50 parallel to Q. 2,34 where of IbUs it is 
affirmed: "kdna min al-kdfirfn" which Arberry translates: "he became one 
of the unbelievers~'. 

But according to Rdzf. the two principal arguments sustained by those 
in favour of Iblts being an angel are the following:-

a) The exception "illd Iblf.s" of Q. 18,50; 2,34 cannot be an interrupted 
exception (istithna' munqatij, but it is an uninterrupted exception 
(istithnd' muttasil) and avails the expUlsion of him who intervened 
contrary to God's will and, at the same time, it stresses his being 
one of the angels. Other parallels to this sort of exception would 
be: Q. 43,26; 4,29; 4,92. 

b) Once it is established that Iblls was with the ange~s when they were 
ordered to bow themselves before Adam, and once it is equally estab­
lished that he was punished for disobeying, it follows that he should 
have been an angel for God's speech was exclusively addressed to 
the angels. Proving this there is God's question to Iblfs after his 
disobedience: "What prevented you not to prostrate yourself when 
I commanded you?" (Q. 7,12). 

3) Bayoowf 

Bay ddw f. is very generic under Q. 18,50. But under Q. 2,34 he treats 
the problem more profoundly, citing authorities and making his own much 
of the material which promotes Iblis' angelic essence. 

The author interprets the sentence in Q. 18,50 " ... save Iblts; he was 
of the jinn" saying that Iblf.s was a jinnf. with regards to his action, but 
an angel with regards to his quality (essence). But to stress the opinion 
that the jinn, in this case, are nothing but angels, the author reports a 
hadith from Ibn 'Abbds narrating that there exists a variety of angels that 
multiply by generation and these are called "jinn~'; Iblls was one of them. 
This would answer an objection from the opposite side Claiming that IbUs 
has seed and offspring while the angels have not. Bayddwf. makes it cIear 
that both Q. 18,50 and Q. 2,34 refer to at least two factions of angels 
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gathered together before God and Adam: the jinn, which constitute a tr:be 
of angels on their own; and the other angels. So that the verb "fa-sajadu" 
(so they bowed themselves) refers to all the angels who were present and 
were ordered prostration. The sentence therefore may be interpreted thus: 
"and the ones who were ordered prostration bowed themselves, except IbZts." 

But if we retain that Iblis was an angel, how could have he disobeyed, 
once it is known that angels are impeccable? Bayc!c1wi answers: angels are 
not impeccable, even though the majority of them is. It is the same thing 
when it is said that mankind is faultless but the major part of mankind is 
not. In other words, the author thinks that there is a species of angels 
that does not differ in essence from devils, but it differs from them in 
accidents as in godliness and ungodliness, which are two qualities proper 
to mankind and jinn. So Iblis was an inferior type of angel. This opinion 
is corroborated by the authority of Ibn 'Abbds. According to Bayddwf this 
merely accidental difference between jinn and angels is manifest in the 
narration of their creation reported in a hadith from 'A'isha which says 
that the angels were created from light and the jinn from a smokeless fire. 
The author explains how light and fire are one in essence but different as 
regards to accidents. 

4) AlUs! 

Anusf is abundant in explanations and evidences both when he treats 
Q. 18,50 and Q. 2,34. Under Q. 18,50 he lists three groupings of hadlth 
which promote IbUs' angelic essence from which we shall extract only some 
original elements which are not repeated elsewhere. 

- From Ibn 'Abbds: He was the noblest of angels ... He was a treasurer 
of paradise ... and he owned the congestion of the two seas (majma' 
al-bahrayn) - the sea of Byzantium and the sea of Persia ... 

- Reported by Abu al-Shaykh from Qatdda about the meaning of his 
being a jinnt: He hid from submissiveness to God, i.e. he hid and 
refused. 

In this part of AlUsf's commentary we find some important affirmations 
regarding the question of the impeccability of angels: 

- Qddf 'Iyad records that a group of thinkers believe in the impec­
cability of those angels who are messengers and muqarrabun, but 
they do not say anything about the impeccability of other categories 
of angels. So he who claims that Iblfs was an angel would not 
rid himself of opposition except in the case that he retains that 
IbUs was not one of the muqarrabun (or one of the messengers). 

- Some Suff believe that the angels of earth were not impeccable 
and that Iblls was one of them. 

Under Q. 2,34 All1s1 affirms that the great majority of the 'ulama' 
among the companions of the Prophet and their followers hold the opinion 
that IbUs was an angel. They draw their conclusions from the obvious 
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exception "Wo. IbUsa" (except JbUs) which is stressed by the following 
clause: "ko.na min al-jinn" (he was of the jinn). They also come out with 
the idea that if IbUs was one of them, then he was their leader, so that 
he was not unpopular among them. 

Explaining the disobedience of IbUs as confronted with the impeccability 
of angels, Alus! gives two possibilities. The first one is similar to that 
given by Baydo.wl, the second one is original: 

... Or because God most high deprived Ib!is from the angelic qualities 
and made him wear the satanic qualities, so that following this, 
he disobeyed. But an angel, as long as he remains an ange!, does 
not disobey. 

Commenting on the elements from which the angels are said to have 
been created, Alusl says that although the major current agrees with 'A 
'ishd's hadUh which affirms that angels were created from light, there are 
nevertheless other traditions narrating the creation of angels from fire, from 
ice, and from other contrasting elements. The author then gives a nadfth 
without isno.d (chain of authorities) which, owing to its curiosity, is not 
to be passed over: 

It is narrated that under the throne there is a river, and when Gabriel 
bathes in it and shudders, an angel is created from each drop of 
water emitted by him. 

At this point the author passes on to discuss the grammatical implica­
tions of the exception employed in both verses: "illo. Ibllsa". He explains 
that an interrupted exception is produced when a thing is excepted from 
other things not of the same genre, while the contrary for an uninterrupted 
exception. In our case, if we consider "illo. Ibllsa" an uninterrupted ex­
ception it will follow that IbUs was an angel, if on the contrary, we 
consider it an interrupted exception, then Iblis would not be an angel. Alusl 
seems to imply an accusation of a-priori judgement against those who hold 
the second position. He says: "they consider unnatural its uninterruptedness 
to hold the second opinion." 

Alusi concludes his tafsir on this subject abiding by the unorthodox 
theory of the pre-existence of Munammad. He says that after all the totality 
of created beings is crea~ed from the Muliammadan essense. But one has 
to distinguish in what way this is done. Tradition explains: heavenly angels 
were created from h:m (Munammad) with regard to beauty (jamo.l), while 
IbUs was created from him with regard to sublimity (jaW/a) ... God most 
high does what He wants... and there is no way to altering it. This is 
marked by the fact that God called him IbHs after his fall, while before 
his name was 'Azo.zil or al-Ho.rith and his kunya: Abu Marra. 

5) 'Abduh - Rido. 

The authors of Tafsir al-Mano.r are very short and sweet. In Q. 2,34 
Iblts is an individual angel, while .surat al-Khaf (18,50) indicates that he is 
a jinnl. This is no contradiction at all, for - say 'Abduh and Rido. - we 
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have nothing to show that there ds a substantial difference between angels 
and jinn, but rather a difference of species. The jinn are a class of angels. 
In fact the word jinna is applied in the Qur'fin to angels both in Q. 37,158 
and in sarat al-nas (Q. 114,6). 

IbUs a jinni 

1) Tabarl 

We have seen that the major part of the thadUh narrations reported 
by Tabarf promote the supposition that lblfs is an angel transformed into 
a devil. In fact under Q. 18,50 only two very short 'h.adf.th narrations are 
to be found in favour of his jinnf. nature. 

- From al-Hasan: Iblfs was never an angel; he is indeed the origin 
of the jinn just as Adam is the origin of mankind. 

- From Shahr b. Hawshab: Iblls was of the jinn whom the angels 
drove away, but some angels captured him and carried him to 
heaven. 

Under Q. 2,34 two tl.adtth narrations opt for Iblis being a jinnl. But 
one of these rema;ns sb~what ambiguous. The following hadf.th reported 
from Sa 'd B. Mas 'ad begins' just like the above from Shahr b. Hawshab 
but then it continues: 

- ... He was with the angels and with them he devoted himself to 
the service of God. But when they were ordered to prostrate them­
selves before Adam, they did so and Iblfs refused. That is why 
God said: Except Iblts, he was of the jinn. 

Ibn 'Abbds, who up till now has always defended IbUs' angelic essence, 
provided Tabarf with a hadtth narration which can be descrIbed as ambiguous. 
In it rbUs is said to have been created amidst certain creatures which it 
is not clear enough to define "angelic". It was these creatures who dis­
obeyed God not the angels. 

- From Ibn 'Abbds: God created some creatures and said, "Bow your­
selves before Adam." They said, "We shall not!" So God sent upon 
them a fire which burnt them. Then he created some other creatures 
and said, "I am the creator of a man from clay, bow yourselves 
before Adam." But they refused. So God sent upon them a fire and 
it burnt them. Then He created these (Le. the angels) and said, "Bow 
yourselves before Adam." They said, "Yes!" Now, IbUs was among 
those who refused to prostrate themselves before Adam. 

In one point of his commentary Tabarf gives a summary of the principal 
arguments brought forward by those who uphold the jinnf essence of IbUs: 

(a) From the Book (Le. the Qur'an) we know that God created Iblls 
from fire, while it is not said that He created the angels in such 
a way; 

(b) God himself said that Iblfs is of the jinn; 
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(c) Iblis has seed and offspring while the angels are neither begotten 
nor do they beget. 

2) Rdzl 

Under Q. 2,34 RazE reports a good argumentation brought forward by 
those who hold that Iblls is a jinnL Although from the linguistic point of 
view one can apply the word "jinn" to angels, for they are invisible, on 
the other hand, the Qur'an makes a net distiction between the jinn and 
the angels, so that it cannot be said that the ones and the others coincide. 
This is shown in Q. 34,40 which says: "Upon the day when He shall muster 
them all together, then He shall say to the angels, 'Was it you these were 
serving?' They shall say, 'Glory be to Thee! Thou art our Protector, apart 
from them; nay rather, they were serving the jinn; !most of them believed 
in them.'-" 

The apology in favour of Iblfs' jinnf nature goes on along these lines:­
a) The words: "except Iblls, he was of the jinn" constitute the motiva­

tion for his abandoning the sujud (prostration). It is not possible that he 
did so because he was a treasurer of paradise, but because he was a jinnL 
This confutes the idea of Iblts being transformed from angel to jinnl. Con­
sequently, if this is the case, the clause: "kdna min aZ-jinn" should be 
translated: "he was of the jinn", and not "he became one of the jinn". 

b) The Qur'an concedes seed and offspring to Iblls but it denies such 
a thing to angels: "And they have made the angels, who are the servants 
of the Merciful, females. What, did they witness their creation? ... " (Q. 43,19). 
When femininity is denied. procreation is also denied, and no doubt, seed 
is also denied with it. 

c) Iblis, like the jinn, was created from fire, the angels from light. In 
support of the first statement Q. 7,12; 15,27; and 55,15 are cited, while 
supporting the second we find the following hadfth: 

- From 'A'isha, from the Messenger of God, may God bless him and 
keep him, he said: The angels were created from light and the jann 
from a smokeless fire. 

d) Angels are impeccable, Iblis was not. The impeccability of angels 
is proved by the fact that they are God'ls messengers (Q. 35,1) and as such 
they must be impeccable: "God knows well where to place His message" 
(Q. 6,124). 

3) Alasf 

Under Q. 18,50 Alusi reports an authority affirming that the opmion 
that Iblls was a jinni who was captured by the angels is held by many an 
'ulama'. In this section of his tafsir the author records three hadlth narra­
tions in favour of Iblls being a jinnf, only one of which gives some new 
elements: 

- From Abu Shaykh: Iblis was never an angel; he is indeed the origin 
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of jinn just as Adam is the orIgm of mankind. This means that 
before his existence there was no jinn, just as before Adam's 
existence there was no mankind. All that is contained in the heart 
(seat of the intellect) originates from his power. This is the opinion 
held by the majority and it is nearer to truth than the other one 
which holds that before the existence of Iblts there existed jinn but 
were destroyed and no descendant was left but he. This theory wants 
to make believe that the jinn and the demons of today all have their 
orig:n from Iblfs, so that he would be among the jinn what Noah 
is among mankind, as the well-known story goes. 

The commentator's OvM point of view 

It is not always easy to deduct from the commentaries what might 
have been the personal opinions of the authors regarding the question dis­
cussed. Sometimes it is evident that the mufassiran camouflage their own 
personal ideas in the midst of polemical expositions, at other times they 
seem to be cautious not to manifest what they think. On other occasions, 
again, they show themselves uncertain as to what position should be taken. 

From a firsthand examination of the texts one would deduce the 
following: 

a) Tabari; and Tafsir al-manar agree that IbUs is a declined angel, al­
though the former ends with a note of uncertainty. 

b) Zamakhshari and Rdzl are definitely for IbUs being a jinnl. 
c) Baydawi and Alasi affirm that in Q. 18,50 IbUs is surely a jinni, 

while in Q. 2,34 he is definitely an angel. 
d) Bayddwi tries to make a compromise about which we shall speak 

further on. 
Explaining Q. 2,34, Tabari says that once it is clear that all the angels 

obeyed God's order except IbUs, it follows that Iblis was one of them. In 
support of his argument the author cites Q. 15,31-32: "Save IbUs; he refused 
to be among those bowing. Said He, 'What ails thee, IbUs, that thou art 
not among those bowing?'" Another argument in favour of Iblfs' angelic 
nature advanced by Tabari regards his being created from fire. He says 
that it is not objectionable that God created his angels from different sources, 
for He could have created some from light, others from fire, and still others 
from whatever other material. In Revelation thre is no information pointing 
to the constituting elements of the angelic essence, while there is with 
regards to Iblls' nature. But this very fact does not postulate IbUs' ex­
clusion from among the angels. Neither should the fact that IbUs had seed and 
offspring or that of his liability to sin constitute an impediment against 
his angelic nature, for these were permitted him by God. Commenting the 
incision "kdna min al-jinn" of Q. 18,50, however, Tabari plunges into un­
certainty. He says that this expression is not repelled by retaining that all 
those beings which are hidden from the eyesight are "jinn~' as is retained 
by those who hold that Iblis is an angel. 
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Zamakhsharl interprets "ktlna min al-jinn" (Q. 18,50) as an answer 
explaining why Iblis had refused to perform prostration (sujud). As if one 
had asked: why did he not bow to Adam? And the reply would be: he was 
of the jinn (Q. 18,50). In consonance with this line of thought, the author 
interprets the "fa" of "fa-fasaqa" (and be committed ungodliness - Q. 18,50) 
to be a "fa sababiyya" (fa of causality). This would mean that the reason 
for IbUs' disobedience lies in the fact that he was a jinnL Zamakhsharf 
concludes saying that once it is known that angels are impeccable, IbIts 
was surely not one of them. 

Rtlzt manifests clearly his opinion about Iblts under Q. 18,50. He says 
that in this verse God shows that Iblts was of the jinn. To prove his stand­
point Rtlzt mentions the fact that God conceded Iblts seed and offspring, 
something which He did not concede to angels. Under Q. 2,34 the author 
expounds the ideas of others not his own. 

Baydtlwi agrees with Zamakhshari in interpreting Q. 18,50. So that 
according to this author the incision "ktlna min al-jinn" must be either a 
condition with enforcing particle "qad" understood, or a renewed explan­
ation. The same goes with "fa-fasaqa", in which, Bayadawt agrees, the "fa" 
is "sababiyya", so that it is there to indicate that Iblis disobeyed because 
he was a jinnL But once in Q. 2,34 it is not that evident that IbUs is a jinni, 
and once it can be deduced from this same verse that, on the contrary, he was 
an angel, Baydtlwt makes a sort of compromise allotting to Iblts a jinnt 
nature with regards to his action, but an angelic one with regards to his 
essential quality. So that he would be an angel behaving h:mself in a 
jinnt manner. 

Alast agrees with Baydawt and Zamakhshari in the interpretation of 
Q. 18,50 from which he deduces that Iblis must have been a jinnL The 
author's position, however, is not quite clear when he discusses Q. 2,34. He 
gives ample space and importance to the defenders of Iblts' angelic nature 
whom he believes to be the great majority of the 'ulama' among the 
companions of the Prophet and their followers. Neither does AlUsi refrain 
from defending this theory, every now and then, inserting his own ideas. 
This makes one think that in this part of his tafstr AZust's personal opinion 
regarding the question of Iblts is contrary to what he actually retains under 
Q. 18,50. 

Muhammad Abduh and Rashtd Rida are more straightforward than the 
others in their exposition, and by far more coherent to their principal opinion. 
They opt for Iblts being an angel because, as they say, in all verses where 
he is mentioned it is evident that he was so. The authors do not make a 
mystery, however, out of Q. 18,50 from where it is clear that Iblls is a 
jinnL They try to solve this problem by retaining that the jinn are but a 
variation of angels. 

Conclusion 

At the end of it all one would expect to find some conclusion at hand. 
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But this is where one will get disappointed. No object:ve conclusion can 
be deduced from all the various and sometimes contradictory opinions we 
have reviewed. It is easy to note that many of the opinions studied result 
from unfounded suppositions and sometimes from pure fancy. Before we 
have in hand a good exegetical study giving an acceptable existential status 
to the jinn, we can never conclude whether it is more sound to put Iblis 
among their lot by nature or by degradation. Until then we must satisfy 
ourselves with a personal note given by the two authors of Tafs'ir al-Manar 
which concludes their talk about Iblls, the jinn, and the angels: 

"Notwithstanding all these citations referring to these names from the 
knowledge of the unseen, we do not know the right th~ngs on this 
subject, and we shall not search about it, neither shall we say anything 
relating to it which is not presented to us in a text taken from the 
Faultless (al-ma 'sum, i.e. the Prophet Munammed), may God bless h.m 
and keep him.'" 
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DIALOGO IRA MARXISMO E CRISIIANESIMO 
Battista Mondin, Ph.D. (Harv.), 

Professor of Philosophy, Pontificia Universita Urbaniana, Rome. 

All'origine (di questo tentativo) come di tanti altri esperimenti che hanno 
avuto luogo nella Chiesa cattolica durante l'u!timo decennio sta il Vaticano 
H. Questo Concilio ha prodotto un profondo cambiamento di atteggiamenti 
e di metodologia nel mondo cattolico per quanto concerne i rapporti con i 
non cattolici, i non cristiani e i non credenti. Dall'atteggiamento di ostilita 
polemica e daHa condanna si e passati ad un atteggiamento di comprensione, 
di dialogo e di tolleranza. 

Questa radicale trasformazione psicologica e metodologica ha operato 
su tutti i fronti: non solo su quelli piu v:cini delle altre chiese cristiane e 
delle re~igioni non cristiane ma anche su quelli piu Iontani e piu ostili al 
cristianes:mo rappresentati dalle ideologie e dalIe filosofie atee (positivism!), 
esistenzialismo, marxismo) e dai sistemi e movimenti politici apertamente 
contrari ad ogni forma di relig:one (comunismo, radicalismo). 

Negli uItimi anni gli incontri e i contatti sono diventati sempre piu 
frequenti in partico1are con i rappresentanti e gli esponenti del marxismo e 
del comunismo. Ai convegni dei cattolici si invitano spesso marxisti e eo­
munisti e, viceversa, ai congressi dei marxisti e dei comunisti si solleeita la 
presenza dei cattolici (purche si tratti pera cli eattolici di sinistra). COS! gli 
seambi di idee sono diventati piuttosto intensi. 

In questa atmosfera di apertura e di dialogo, e in base ad una radieale di­
stinzione tra i eontenuti della fede e le espressioni euIturali, i teologi cattoliei 
si sono spinti molto avanti anehe in direzione del marxismo. In virtu della 
eostatazione che Iacultura imperante oggi nel mondo e quella marxista, alcuni 
hanno cominciato a domandarsi se non sia possibile assumere oggi il marxis­
mo per dare espressione al messaggio cristiano. Alcuni autori piu volonterosi 
si sono messi subito all' opera. I teologi della speranza (Moltmann, Schille­
beeckx, Alves ecc.) hanno assunto la filosofia della speranza del marxista 
Ernst BIoeh per dare espressione alla dimensione escatologica della fede cri­
stiana. I teologi deHa liberazione CGutierrez, Assmann, Segundo, Bonino ecc.) 
hanno assunto l'analisi marxista della societa e la strategia marxista della 
Iotta di c1asse per tradurre in linguaggio vivo ed efficace il messaggio cri­
stiano della saIvezza. 

L'accostamento al marxismo ha fatto registrare recentemente un altro 
passo in avanti per opera di Dom Helder Camara. In una conferenza assai 
rec1amizzato, il coraggioso vescovo di Recife, ha auspicato che qualche genio 
del nostro tempo riesca a ripetere l'impresa compiuta da san Tommaso d'Aqui­
no nel Medioevo: come san Tommaso e riuscito a tradurre il messaggio cristia­
no nelle categorie metafisiche della filosofia aristotelica, cos\. qualche nostro 
contemporaneo dovrebbe tentare di esprimere il messaggio della salvezza 
mediante le categoria filosofiche, sociali e politiche del marxismo ossia dov-
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rebbe tentare di acculturare marxistLcamente il cristianesmo. 1 

Si tratta di un problema molto arduo e delicato, di cui in questa oocasione 
cercherb di individuare i punti fondamentali e di indicare sinteticamente aI­
cune linee di soluzione. 

Inizierb con le definizioni di alcuni eoncetti fondamentali, come cultura e 
acculturazione, e con la determinazione dei rapporti che intercorrono tra cul­
tura, religione e cristianesimo. 

Come e stato ben dimostrato dagli antropologi, la cultura non e un 
fenomeno accidentale non e un vestito da festa che una societa. 
pub mettersi e cambiare quando crede. La cultura e una forma 
staibile, una struttura permanente anche se dinamica: la forma, la struttura 
propria di una determinata societa.. Seeondo la classica definizione di Cristo­
ph er Dawson, "la cultura e la forma della societa.. Una societa. senza cultura e 
una societa. senza forma - un ammasso 0 coIlezione di individui, tenuti insie­
me dai bisogni del momento; mentre invece quanto piu solida e una cultura, 
tanto piu profondamente e completamente essa informa la societa e trasforma 
il diverso materiale umano di cui e composta" 2 Il teologo protestante ame­
ricano Richard Nliebuhr ha chiarito ulteriormente il concetto di cultura dicendo 
che "la cultura e l'ambiente artificiale, secondario che l'uomo sovrappone a 
queIlo naturale. Esso comprende il Iinguaggio, le abitudini, le idee, le ere­
denze, i costumi, l'organizzazione sociale, i prodotti ereditari, i procedimenti 
tecnici, i valori". 3 

La oultura si distingue essenzialmente dalla natura. La natura e tutto 
cib che esiste prima Clhe l'uomo compia qualche cosa. Invece la cultura e tutto 
cio che El frutto della creativita umana: tutto c:b che e inventato, prodotto daB' 
uomo. La cultura non e pero i1 risultato della creativita di un uomo, di un 
solo individuo, ma e il prodotto di un gruppo sociale piu 0 menD esteso ne!lo 
spazio e nel tempo. E la cultura finisce per informare, unificare, caratterizzare, 
distinguere il gruppo sociale che la crea da tutti gli altri gruppi. Si da. pertanto 
un cultura italiana, francese, tedesca, inglese, americana, sovietica, orien­
tale, occidentale, africann ecC. che informa e caratterizza gli italiani, i fran­
cesi, i tedeschi ecc. 

Acculturazione proviene da cultura e significa fare assumere una cultura. 
inserire qualche cosa (un gruppo sociale, una societa, una popolazione. un 
messaggio, una dottrina ece.) in una determinata cultura. Acculturazione occi_ 
dentale del Giappone p.es. signifiea l'inserimento del Giappone nella cultura 
occidentale; acculturazione marxista del cristianesimo vuol dire inserire il cri­
stianesimo neIla cultura marxista. 

La religione secondo un'opinione oggi assai diffusa e un elemento costi­
tutivo essenziale della oultura, anzi secondo aleuni studiosi (Luekmann, Ber­
ger, Nijk ece.) essa eostituisee il suo stesso fondamento. Pertanto anche la 

1. Per una trattazione piu ampia ed approfondita di tutta la questione, mi permetto 
di rinviare il lettore al mio volume I teologi delta liberazione, Borla, Rama 1977. 

2. C. DAcWSON, Religion and Culture, Londra 1945, pAS. 
3. H. R NIEBUBrR, Christ and C!~ltllre, New York 1956, p.32. 
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religione e un prodotto, il primo e piu importante frutto della genialita dell' 
uomo. 

Lnvece il cristianesimo (per i credenti) non fa parte ne della cultura ne 
della religione, ossia non e una creazione dell'uomo. H cristianesimo e l'azione 
di Dio neIla storia, un'azione che trova il suo momento culminante nella in­
carnazione del Figlio di Dio in Gesu Cristo. Il cristianesimo e, quindi, essen­
zialmente incarnazione umana di Dio, e quest a incarnazione si realizza, logi­
camente, in cia che e piu specifkamente umano ossia nella cultura e neUa 
religione che della cultura e il fondamento. 

'Percia per chi vuole dilucidare i fondamenti deIl'acculturazione .del cri­
stianesimo il principale problema e di intendere il senso . e le conseguenze 
dell'incarnazione, oUre che determinare le condizioni affinche l'incarnazione 
abbia luogo. 

L'incarnazione, come sappiamo, opera una unione assolutamente nuova, 
incommensurabile ed imprevedibile tra Dio e l'uomo. Tale unione ha luogo in 
Gesu Cristo che e un individuo umano e divino: per un aspetto e uomo, giudeo, 
lavoratore, per un alto aspetto e theos, pneuma, logos: L'Incarnazione e un 
evento diaIettico: essa comporta un abbassamento, uno svuotamento'(kenosis), 
un gesto di estrema bonta e dedizione da parte di Dio e, viceversa, una assun­
zione e trasformazione profonda da parte dell'umanita. NelI'incarnazione la 
priorita spetta, ovviamente, a Dio. Pera, allo stesso tempo, in Cristo si da la 
comunicazione degli idiomi, per cui gli attributi di Dio si possono predicare 
anohe del soggetto umano, e gIi attributi deIl'uomo si possono predicare anche 
del soggetto divino. Di Cristo si pua quindi dire sia che e un Dio umano sia 
che e un uomo divino. 

Vincarnazione del Figlio di Dio si prolunga neHa Chiesa: essa e stata 
costituita da Gesu Cristo per annunciare il suo messaggio e per comunicare la 
sua salvezza a tutti gli umoni. Ora; per realizzare questo obiettivo. e neces­
sario che essa esprima il messaggio di Crista e reaIizzi la sua salvezza nelle 
forme culturali proprie di una data epoca. di un deterininato gruppo sociale. 
E' necessario che si inserisci in una nazione, in un papa la. 

Ouindi l'acculturazione del cristianesimo non e sol tanto legittima e anche 
necessaria: e una proprieta essenziale della incarnazione di Dio nell'umanita 
ed e una esigenza fondamentaIe della vocazione missionaria della Chiesa. 

Senonche queIlo che fin qui sembrava COS1 Iogico e chiaro, ad un secondo 
e piu attento esame diviene complicato ed oscuro. Cio avviene quando pass:a­
mo dai principi che giustificano l'acculturazione del cristianesimo in generale, 
alla loro appTicazione ad una cultura determinata. Allora ci si pub trovare di 
fronte a culture COS1 p6vere 0 cosi chiuse da rendere assolutamente impossi­
bile una traduzione ed interpretazione soddisfacente della ParoIa di Dio, As­
sumerle come forme del messaggio cristiano significherebbe allora mortifi­
carlo e deformarlo irreparabilmente. In effetti non si otterrebbe piu una ac­
culturazione, ma una perversione, deformazione, corruzione del cristianesimo; 
invece che di autentica accuIturazione cristiana si dovrebbe parlare di una 
coloritura, infarinatura, inquinamento cristiano di una determinata cultura 

Cia significa che l'acculturazione pur essendo un'autentica esigenza deW 
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incarnazione di Dio e delIa missione della Chiesa non rappresenta una firma in 
bianco in mano ai teologi, ai sacerdoti, agli operatori culturali aIle chiese locali 
per operare a tutti i costi e ciecamente l'inserimento del cristianesimo in una 
determinata cultura, in una certa mentalita. 

Prima di compiere qualsiasi tentativo di acculturazione si deve studiare 
profondamente la cultura in cui si intende iserire il cristianesimo. Oc{:orre 
vedere se essa possiede una visione deIl'uomo e delle case cosi ristretta e 
riduttiva da pre£ludere qualsiasi incontro con Dio. Cib avviene se la cultura 
in questione esdfude positivamente la Trascendenza. 'In tal caso e evidente 
che non e lecito assumerla come forma del cristianesimo. Chi 10 facesse com­
mettE'rebbe un errore madornale e un gravissimo tradimento del cristianesimo 
stesso. 

Ecco, pertanto, il primo compito del filosofo, del teologo, del pastore d'ani­
me, del missionario, della chiesa locale, quando si propane di acculturare il 
cristianesimo. Occorre anzitutto garantirsi che la cultura che si intende as­
sumere per dare espressione aIla Parola di Dio possiede le attitudini per 
fungere da principio ermeneutico della Rivelazione. Cib si avvera sol tanto 
nel caso che si tratti di una cultura gia positivamente aperta verso la Tra­
scendenza oppure non necessariamente chiusa. Per esempio, una cultura 
aperta come queIla dei Pigmei e di molte altre popolazione dell'Asia. dell' 
Africa e dell' America centrale e meridionale, la qua.Ie pone Dio al vertice di 
ogni cosa e da Lui fa dipendere ogni avvenimento delIa natura e delIa storia, 
offre uno strumento ermeneutico sostanzialmente va.Jido, anche se non ancora 
perfettamente agibile a causa della sua poverta logico~metafisica. Invece, in 
molti altri casi si tratta di visuali culturali apparentemente chiuse 0 anche di 
fatto chiuse, ma non di diritto, ossia non in forza dei loro stessi principi primi. 
Per cui se si considerano secondo le loro apparenze oppure anche secondo la 
loro situazione di fatto non presentanto nessun aggancio con la Parola di Dio. 
Cosi e apparsa per esempio, la visuale aristotelica ai padri de1Ja chiesa e 
a molti scolastici. Invece a san Tommaso e stato possibile dimostrare che i 
principi delIa filosofia artistotelica, in quanto tali, non c3mportano nessuna 
chiusira verso la trascendenza assoluta, nessuna riduzione della realta e, per­
cib ha potuto assumerli in larga misura per la sua interpretazione ed accul­
turazione del messaggio cristiano. 

In aitre culture si pub riscontrare una inadeguatezza sostanziale in ordi­
ne ad un'acculturazione globale del messaggio cristiano; mentre vi si possono 
reperire intuizioni, istanze, categorie appropriate per un'acculturazione par­
ziale del cristianesimo, ossia di una sua parte per esempio della soteriologia, 
dell'escatologia, dell'etica ecc. 

Dopo tutti questi preamboli possiamo affrontare con lucidita e con rigore 
i1 problema scottante ed attuale dell'.acculturazione marxista del cristianesimo. 

Data perb che da un secolo in qua il marxismo ha subito molte trasfor­
mazioni e ha data luogo a molteplici interpretazioni, e bene precisare ohe qui 
mi riferirb aI marxismo classico (di Marx e Engels) e al marxismo italiano di 
Gramsci, e non al marxismo esoterico e revisionistico di Bloch, Garaudy, 
Machovec ecc., per i1 quale sarebbe necessario fare un discorso a parte e 
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certamente diverso. 
In secondo luogo, quanto all'interpretazione del pensiero di Marx fra le 

tante che oggi sono in circolazione non faccio mia quelIa che vuol lasciar in­
tend ere che il suo ateismo e anticlrelicalismo sono semplicemente casuali, 
dovuti alia corruzione delIa chiesa del suo tempo e alIa SUa ignoranza della 
vera, autentica natura della religione, della chiesa e del cristianesimo. Pur 
riconoscendo che le conoscenze religiose di Marx non furono molto profonde, 
r:tengo con la maggior parte degli esegeti del pensiero marxista che il suo 
ateismo e la sua critica della religione non siano dovuti a motivi contingenti 
ma appartengano alIa sostanza delIa sua visione della storia e della realta, 
una visione decisamente immanentistica e materialistica e, quindi, necessaria­
mente at ea. 

Del resto se diamo uno sguardo agli scritti di Marx, non ci vuol molto 
per convincersi che il suo ateismo non e soltanto pratico, ma teoretico, che 
l'ateismo teoretico e dovuto primariamente a ragioni filosofiche e solo secon­
dariamente a ragioni storiche, sociali e politiche. 

Gill nella tesi per il dottorato Marx proclama senza mezzi termini che 
"nel paese della ragione" l'esistenza di Dio non pub piu avere nessun signifi­
cato: "Portate della carta moneta in un paese in cui quest'uso della carta mo­
neta non si conosce, ed ognuno ridera della vosta soggettiva rappresenta­
zione. Recatovi con i vostri dei in un paese dove sono adorati dei, e vi 
si dimostrera che siete vittime di immaginazioni e astrazioni. E con ragione. 
Chi ai greci antichi avesse portato un dio migratore, avrebbe trovato la prova 
della non esistenza di questo dio, che per i greci caso non esisteva. Cib che 
per un determinato paese e per determinati dei stranieri, aviene nel paese 
deIla ragione per dio in generale: e una regione nella quale la sua esistenza 
cessa".4 

L'ateismo teoretico di Marx e la conseguenza di tre postulati: 
1) il materialismo metafisico 0 dialettico che considera la materia quale 

causa suprema ed unica d'ogni cosa; 
2) il materialisom storico il quale vuole che il fattore economico sia il 

fattore principale e decisivo, e che la struttura economica sia la struttura por­
tante di tutte le altre strutture che compongono la societa; 

3) I'umanesimo assoluto il quale situa I'uomo al vertice del cosmos 
l'uomo e l'essere supremo. 

A mio avviso la ragione decisiva su cui Marx fonda il suo ateismo e la 
terza. Marx e ateo per la sua passione per l'uomo. Cib che egli vuole salva­
guardare con l'ateismo e la grandezza dell'uomo. Con l'ateismo egIi intende 
escludere che ci sia qualche essere superiore, piu grande delI'uomo. E' in vista 
della grandezza dell'uomo obe egli ritiene necessario distruggere la religione, 
perch€! a suo giudizio questa e l'oppio, la droga, il surrogato che impedisce 
alI'lUomo di prendere coscienza della sua dignita. 

Addurrb qualche citazione per suffragare questa tesi. 

4. K. MAI{X. Frammento .t,lell'appendice della dissertazione dottorale, in A. SABETTI, 
Sulle Jondazione del 11iaterialisnw storico, Fireneze 1962, p,415. 



DIALOGO TRA MARXISMO E CRISTIANESIMO 27 

Nella Questione Ebraica leggiamo: "La religione per noi non costituisce 
i1 fondamento, bensl soltanto iJ fenomeno della limitatezza mondana. Per que­
st~, noi spieghiamo la soggezione religiosa dei liberi cittadini con la lOrD sog-
gezione terrena C ...... ) Affermiano che essi sopprimeranno la loro limitatezza 
religiosa non appena avranno soppressi i loro limiti terreni. Noi non trasfor­
miamo le questioni terrene in questioni teologiche. Trasformiamo le questioni 
teologiche in questioni terrene" . .'i 

Il periodo iniziale di questo passo e assai espressivo. Esso dice che la 
religione e un fenomeno (secondo il senso kantiano del termine) e non una 
rea Ita Percio la religione non da ragione, non fonda una limitatezza reale, 
una creaturalita effettiva dell'uomo, ma manifesta solamente una condizione 
storica constingente, ingiusta e transitoria. Essa esprime il mancato raggiungi­
mento della propria grandezza da parte dell'uomo. Q:.Iando questi la conqui­
stera, anche il fenomeno religioso si estinguera. 

Nella celebre Introduzione alIa Critica deIla filosofia hegeliana del diritto 
pubblico Marx da una formulazione ancora piu esplicita ed elaborata di questa 
concezione. "La miseria religiosa - egli scrive - e ad un tempo espressione 
della miseria reale e protesta contro di essa. La relgione e il gemito deIl'op­
presso, il sentimento di un mondo senza cuore, e insieme 10 soirito di una 
condizione priva di spiritualita. Essa e l'oppio del popoIo. La soppressione 
della religione in quanto felicita illusoria del popolo e il presupposto deIla 
sua vera felicita C ... ) E' innanzi tutto compito della filosofia, operando al ser­
vizio della storia, di smascherare l'autoalienazione nelle. sue forme orofane, 
dopo che la forma sacra dell'autoalienazione umana e stato scoperta. La cri­
tica del cielo si traforma cosl in critica della terra, la critica della religione 
nella critica del diritto, la critica della teologia nella critica della political!. E 
poco prima: "La religione e la consapevolezza e la coscienza dell'uomo che 
non ha ancora acquisito 0 ha di nuovo perduto se stesso. Ma l'uomo non e un 
essere astratto, isolato del mondo. L'uomo e il mondo dell'uomo, 10 Stato, la 
societa. Questo Stato, questa societa producono la religione, una coscienza 
capovolto del mondo, proprio perche essi sono un mondo capovolto. La reli­
gione e la teoria generale di questo mondo, il suo compendio enciclopedico, la 
sua logica in forma popolare, il suo point d'honneur spiritualistico, il suo en­
tusiasmo, la sua sanzione morale, il suo completamento solenne la sua fonda­
mentale ragione di consolazione e di giustificazione. Essa e la realizzazione 
fantastica dell'essenza umana, poiche l'essenza umana non possiede una vera 
realta. La lotta contro la religione e quindi indirettamente la lotta contro quel 
mondo del quale la religione e l'aroma spirituale".6 

Ancora nella stessa Introduzione si legge: "La critica della religione porta 
alIa dottrina secondo la quale l'uomo e, per l'uomo, l'essere supremo; dunque 
essa perviene all'imperativo categorico di rovesciare tutti i rapporti nei quali 

5. K. MARX, La questione ebraica, Roma 1966, pp.81-82. 
6. K. MAR..,"C, Per la critica dell'a Filosofia del diritto di Hegel, 1lItroduziolltJ, Roma 

1966, pp. 57-58. 
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l'uomo e un essere degradato, asservito, abbandonato, spregevole". 
Nelle opere di Marx abbondano anche i passi in cui egli denuncia le chiese 

e i loro rappresentanti come alleati dei governi, delle classi privilegiate, dei 
padroni, in cui mette a nudo le loro colpe e loro miserie, in cui ne invoca la 
soppressione. Ma dall'insieme dei suoi scritti risulta che per Marx i nemici 
dell'uomo non sono i preti e le chiese, ma la religione in quanto tale. E' pro­
prio la religione ne11a sua essenza piu pura, e non nelle deviazioni dei suoi 
rappresentanti che costituisce 1'0stacolo principale alle promozione umana, 
alla liberazione dell'uomo, alla conquista della sua maturita. 

I cristiani che vogliono dialogare con Marx e con i suoi discepoli devono 
tener conto di questo punto di capitale importanza. E pertanto non devono im­
postare i1 dia'logo suI materialismo metafisico (dialettico) 0 suI materialismo 
storieo, e neppure sulla storia delIa Chiesa (potere temporale, crociata, in­
quisizione, caso Galilei ecc), ma sull'umanesimo e suIla religione, e sulla va­
lenza umanistica della religione e del cristianesimo. 

I cattolici che non ignorano le ragioni de11a loro fede non avranno diffi­
colta a trovare validi argomenti per mostrare a Marx e ai suoi discepoli che la 
religione e il cristianesimo in particolare lungi dall'essere nemici dell'uomo, 
sono invece gli strumenti (i sacramenti) che gli conferiscono la possibilita di 
realizzare pienamente se stesso, ben oltre i piu alti livelli di grandezza che sia 
concesso alla ragione umana di prefigurare. 

Nel cristianesimo, l'uomo elevato alla dignita di figlio di Dio, diventa piu 
gran de e non piu piccolo, piu libero e non piu schiavo, piu nobile e non piu 
meschino, piu sereno e non piu angustiato. Infatti il cristiano e l'uomo che, 
sapendosi amato infinitamente da Dio, sa di essere diventato infinitamente 
grande. Per questo il suo cuore esplode nel canto francescano della nerfetta 
letizia. 

Se passiamo, ora, al pensiero religioso di Gramsci, credo che sia facile 
costa tare quanto siano infondate e illusorie le supposizioni che su questo 
punto, ne11a visuale filosofica gramasciana, esistano maggiori possibilita di 
dialogo di quante se ne incontrino in que11a di Marx. In effetti, il definitiv~ 
superamento della religione e ritenuto anche da Gramsci come da Marx un 
passo assolutamente necessario in vista di una piu completa ominizzazione, 
poiche questa, secondo Gramsci, coincide con l'umanesimo assoluto. 

Questo traguardo (dell'umanesimo assoluto) per Gramsci oltre che un'esi­
genza metafisiea e anche' un'esigenza storica: e il momento logico e conclu­
sivo del pensiero moderno, che e un pensiero squisitamente storicistico e im­
manentistico, e della storia moderna che e una storia sempre piu profonda­
mente caratterizzata daUa secolarizzazione ossia dalla estromissione di Dio 
da qualsiasi vicenda umana. I1 marxismo, secondo Gramsci, ha il merito di 
avere esteso la secolarizzazione, l'immanentismo e 10 storicismo, che fine al 
secolo XlIX erano privilegi della borghesia e delle classi corte, anche al prole­
tariato. La missione di fare questo per il po polo italiano spetta ai marxisti 
italiani. Ma Gramsci ritiene che tale operazione potra avere successo solo se 
i marxisti riusciranno un po' ana volta ad impadronirsi dei principali centri 
e strumenti culturali: scuo!e, universita stampa, radio, cinema, giornali ecc. 
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L'ateismo di Gramsci e di una tale crudezza da escludere qualsiasi possibi­
lita di fraintendimento. Egli identifica 11 partito comunista col "nuovo prin­
cipe" (con riferimento al Principe di Machiavelli): esso e la fonte di ogni pote­
re, di ogni diritto e di ogni legge: la sua attivita e intrinsecamente morale ed 
e morale tutto cio che serve al partito. Il "nuovo principe" prende il posto del­
la divinta e regola tutti i rapporti individuali e sociali. Il "nuovo principe" cosi 
come 10 configura Gramsci, ha tutti i tratti caratteristici del Leviathan di 
Hobbes: e assoluto e totalitario. Se Gramsci parla di pluralismo, egli 10 fa 
esclusivamente riguardo all'autonomia che spetta ai partiti comunisti nelle 
varie nazioni, ma non per i vari partiti e movimenti culturali all'interno della 
stessa nazione: qui il potere spetta di diritto solo al partito comunista. 
Gramsci non riconosce nessun pluralismo ne ideologico ne politiico 7 

Veniamo ora, finalmente, al nostro interrogativo: il marxismo, ossia la 
visione marxista dell'uomo. del mondo e della storia e assumibile dal cristia­
nesimo? In altre parole, e possibile acculturare marxisticamente il cristia­
nesimo? 

A mio parere qualsiasi tentativo di questo genere e destinato a fallire mi­
seramente, perche esso non pUG condurre che al suicidio del cristianesimo, il 
quale per essere recepito nella cult'llra marxista dovrebbe rinunciare a cio 
che gli e piu essenziale: la sua dimensione trascen::iente, soprann~turale, di­
vina e di conseguenza, dovrebbe rinnegare la propria fede nella incarnazione 
di Dio nella storia. R 

Assodata l'impossibilita di un'acculturazione globale del cristianesimo in 
chiave marxista, si' puo tentare di vedere se sia p)ssibile un;l acculturazione' 
parziale di questo 0 di quel settore della teologia mediante l'assunzione di 
alcune categorie politiche, etiche sociologiche, storiche (come alienazionc, 
lotta di classe, societa senza classi, liberazione, strutture e sovrastrutture, 
prassi rivol'llzionaria, ecc.). Ritengo che qui esista una certa possibilita dl 
lavoro, ma penso che si possa ottenere un'acculturazione assai limitata. am­
bigua e pericolosa, perche la dimensione trascendente e verticale rimane sem-

7. A. GRAMSCI. Gli intellettuali e l'organizzazione della cllltltra, Torino 1974, pp. 9-19, 
97-114; efr anche G. F. MtORRA, Marxis1J!o e l'eligione, l\ii1ano 1976. 

8. Su questo punto il Magistero eeelesiastico s'lo sempre pronuneiato negativamente. 
Anche quando nei confronti dei marxisti e comunisti ha cambiato strategia, pas­
sando dalla eondanna al dialogo, esso ha sempre continuato a respingere categoriea­
mente I'ideologia marxista. Dalla Divini Redemptoris alia Octogesima adveniens 
I'insegnemento dei Pontefici su questo punto e stato uniforme. Nella Octogesima 
adveniens, Paolo VI, ribadendo I'insegnamento dei suoi predecesori, afferma che e 
necessario rigettare l'ideologia marxista (materialismo ateo, dialettiea della vio­
lenza, negazione della Transcendenza, assorbirnento della I,iberta. individuale nella 
collettivita. ece.) due che e "ilIusorio e pericoloso accettare gli elementi dell'analisi 
marxista, senza riconoscere i loro rapporti con I'ideologia" (n. 34) 
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pre essenziale in tutte le parti del messaggio cristiano, mentre invece tutte le 
categorie marxiste, se non sono sottoposte ad un processo di profonda catarsi, 
rimangono necessariamente rinchiuse in una prospettiva orizzontale ed imma· 
nente. II campo piu fecondo e l'antropologia. 

In conclusione, un'acculturazione marxista del cristianesimo e legittima 
sol tanto a condizione che si realizzi una sostanziale trasformazione, una au­
tentica conversione delIa cultura marxista al cristianesimo. Del resto CiD e 
sempre avvenuto anche nelle precedenti accuIturazioni del cristianesimo. Oggi 
si parla con molta leggerezza di elIenizzazione del cristianesimo da parte dei 
Padri deIIa Chiesa oppure di acculturazione aristoteIica del cristianesimo da 
parte di san Tommaso. Ma in entrambi i casi, per chi e un po informato e ha 
letto gli esperti in materia, risuIta evidente che si e trattato di un'operazione 
assai complessa, che ha comportato una revisione sostanziale delle categorie 
deIIa cultura greca 0 del sistema di Aristotele; percio e piu corretto parlare 
di una cristianizzazione del pensiero greco e di Aristotele che di accuItura· 
zione eIlenica 0 aristotelica del cristianesimo. 9 

Altro discorso si puo e si deve fare quando dal dialogo culturale, teoretico, 
si passa al dialogo operativo, pratico. Qui il cristiano incontrera dei marxisti 
ohe gIi potranno far da maestri e che potranno anche essere suoi ottimi alleati. 
Quando si tratta di risolvere problemi di ordine politico, economico, sociale (in 
cui, per adoperare I'espressione di Bonhoeffer, l"'ipotesi religiosa" non puo 
essere invocata) e di elaborare programmi per la scuola, la cas a, gli ospedali, 
l'esercito, la magistratura ecc. i marxisti possono ben essere piu competenti, 
piu preparati, piu bravi dei cattolici. Anche suI terreno deII'azione (deIIa ese· 
cuzione dei programmi) i marxisti possono dare lezioni di serieta, disciplina, 
efficienza. Pertanto, nel campo deIIa promozione umana i cattolici potranno 
coIIaborare con marxisti, e qualche volta faranno bene ad imitarli ed 
emularli. 

Concludendo, in materia filosofica e teologica, il dialogo tra cattolici e 
marxisti e praticabile, ed e bene cbe sia praticato per una migliore compren­
sione delle rispettive posizioni, ma non certamente in vista di un incontro a 
meta strada 0 di un compromesso; bensi, 10 si voglia 0 no, in vista di una 
conversione intelIettuale. 

Invece in materia politica, economica e sociale il dialogo e spesso neces­
sario per iI raggiungimento del bene comune. Non e un'operazione priva di 

9. Sulla questione della ellenizzazione del cristianesimo vedi: G. L. PREST:VGE. 
God and Patristic Thought, SPCK. Londra 1964; J. DANIELOU, Message chretien 
et culture hellenistique aux lIe et lIIe siiicies, Desclee, Tournai 1961; G. BONTA. 
DINI."li1etajisica e decollenizzazione, Vita e Pensiero. Milano 1975. Riguardo alla pos. 
sibilitil. di una conversione del marxismo al cristianesimo si veda J. M. BONINO. 
Cristi.ani e marxisti, Claudiana. Torino 1976. 
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rischi, perche puo essere facilmente strumentaIizzata per finaIita inaccettrubili. 
Tuttavia iI cristiano non si Iasciera paralizzare da una prudenza eccessiva, 
che finisce per tagliarlo completamente fuori da tutto cio che riguarda l'ordi­
ne pubblico. Ma, spinto daIl'amore incondizionato e gratuito di Cristo, ohre' 
che dal coraggio e dall'entusiasmo dell a propria fede, vincendo ogni sospetto 
e diffidenza, accettera volentieri il gioco della collaborazione con tutti gli 
uomini di buona volonta, senza tener canto della loro professione reIigiosa 
e del loro partito politico. 
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