Ouachita Baptist University
Scholarly Commons @ Ouachita

Honors Theses Carl Goodson Honors Program

1969

The Philosophy of Gabriel Marcel

Mark Coppenger
Ouachita Baptist University

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarlycommons.obu.edu/honors_theses

b Part of the Epistemology Commons, and the Religion Commons

Recommended Citation

Coppenger, Mark, "The Philosophy of Gabriel Marcel" (1969). Honors Theses. 320.
https://scholarlycommons.obu.edu/honors_theses/320

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Carl Goodson Honors Program at Scholarly
Commons @ Ouachita. It has been accepted for inclusion in Honors Theses by an authorized administrator of
Scholarly Commons @ Ouachita. For more information, please contact mortensona@obu.edu.


https://scholarlycommons.obu.edu/
https://scholarlycommons.obu.edu/honors_theses
https://scholarlycommons.obu.edu/honors
https://scholarlycommons.obu.edu/honors_theses?utm_source=scholarlycommons.obu.edu%2Fhonors_theses%2F320&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/527?utm_source=scholarlycommons.obu.edu%2Fhonors_theses%2F320&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/538?utm_source=scholarlycommons.obu.edu%2Fhonors_theses%2F320&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarlycommons.obu.edu/honors_theses/320?utm_source=scholarlycommons.obu.edu%2Fhonors_theses%2F320&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:mortensona@obu.edu

THE PHILOSOPHY OF GABRIEL MARCEL

Presented to
Dr. R.A, Coppenger
for
Honors 491

Special Studies

Mark Coppenger
Mey 30, 1969



The first contact I had with the writings of Gabriel

Marcel was in his book, Being and Having. The book had

the effect of cooling me toward Marcel because so often
I really had to struggle to get what he was saying. Next,

Homo Viator came a little more easily but was still

difficult, especially the parts about hope and Rilke,

Finally, I resd the two-volume work, The Mystery of Being,

The first yolume was a lot clearer than the first two
books, but in the second volume, I really started to get
the feel for his writings. The result is a growing
interest and enthusiasm in a man, for whom I originally
had little feeling.

Ernst Breisach describes Marcel's father as a "typleal
nineteenth-century agnostic whose truth, in the new
knowledge of the soclal and biological sciences, knew
no 1imit."l His mother died early and he was raised~by a
Jewess with strong Protestant leanings, who contributed most
of his early religious influence. His first great
rhilosophical interest was in the work of Schelling, the
German. Briefly, the shattering effect of World War I
attacked his interest in speculative philosophy. The final
formative influence of note was his conversion to Roman
Catholicism and the experience of what he calls “grace".
Here is how he describes his experience--

I have no more doubts. This morning's

happlness is miraculous, For the first time

I have clearly experlienced grace. . . I am

stammering childishly. . . this 1s indeed a

birth., Bverything is different. Now, too, I

can see my way throush my improvisations. A

new metaphor, the inverse of the other--a
world which was there, entirely present, and



at last I can touch 1t.2

With World War I as a large in¥luence, Marcel came up
with the 1dea that this 1s a "broken world". In fact,
this serves as the title of the second chapter of the

first volunme of The Mystery of Belng. 1In this chapter,

Marcel guotes from one of his plays, which he does not
name, The heroine, a fashionable lady who is masking
an 1nner grief, speaks thusly:

Don't you feel sometimes that we are

living. . « if you can cell it l1living. . . in

a broken world? Yes, broken like a broken

watch, The mainspring has stopped working.

Just to look at it, nothing has changed.

Everything 1s in place, But put the watch

to your ear, and you don't hear any ticking.

You know what I'm talking about, the world,

what we call the world, the world of human

creatures. . . it seems to me 1t must have

. had a heart at one time, but today you

would say the heart had stopped beating.3
This, of course, 1s one of the themes that leads to
classifying Marcel as an Existentiallst, the recogni-
tion of a lack of order and a presence of zbsurdity in
the world., This label, Existentialist, 1is misleading,
however, and will be discussed later.

Also in accord with most Existentiallsts, he claims
that the objective and technical processes have "emancipated
themselves from the ends to which they ought normally to
remain subordinate, and have staked a claim to an
autonomous reality, or an autonomous value."u He bemoans
the confusion of the true personality as a result of the

various classifications the state and other agencies

give each person. As a Red Cross worker during the filrst



World War, Marcel was often responsible for reporting
casualities to famillies. In this job, he developed a
revulsion toward any attempt to treat human beings as data
on a filing card or as statistics.5 He also notes that

in this "broken world", such words as liberty, person and
6

democracy have lost their meaning in becoming slogans.
He speaks of these words as losing the trust of'the
people, and as depreciating as does currency. Thus
he palnts a plecture of a broken world.

In the existentialist vein of thought, Marcel is
very much concerned with exlstence and being. As a
starting point, we will use what Marcel calls "the
question on which, really, all the other questions hang."7
It consists of asking the basic question of who I am and
probing into the basic meaning of myself, With that in
mind, we wlll move to his methodology.

It is very possible that Marcel's methodology is
more important than what he actually says. Thlis methodology

is the reason why Being and Having can be such a frustrating

ook to read.. I found it next to impossible at times to
underétand what he was trying to say. This book is in the
form of a2 diary and records his existential and meta-
physical thoughts from day to day. You are forced, if you
keep reading, to follow the thought processes, however

varied and rague they are, as they are formed and experienced,
Instead of thinking out the answers and then presenting thenm
in an ordered work, Marcel takes you with him in his thinking,

It is a search, an open-ended one, He speaks with contempt

»F



of a methodology in which an answer is put forward

and then a search tries to confirm this. He holds that
this distorts the process and that "thls type of research
involves furthermore a notion or a pre-notion bearing on a
certain working and the certainty that the operations
(mental or material) entailed are within the capabilities

n8 In other words, it 1s merely going through

of anyone.

the motions. He then «ays that the orligin of philosophile

research is "a certain disquiet--a certailn exigence"9

In dealing with the "only metaphysical problem," that

of "What am I?", we are motivated by two feelings, an

out-looking curiosity and an in-looking uneasiness.lo

Sourred on by these two factors we start an unassuming

and honest journey to find a way of dealing with this

uneasiness and answer our questions. The philosopher,

according to Marcel, 1s one who ha® very urgent inner needs.11

The world’misunderstands, discredits, and gathers itself

together against these urgent needs, He says that "all of

us tend to secrete and exude a sort of protective covering

within which our 1life goes on."12
Therefore, we must respond to our uneasiness and

cUriosity, break out of this covering, and start on this

journey, which 1s both a search and 1life itself, Hence,

he names one of his books, Homo Viator, "Man in the Way".

It is a Jjourney without pre-notion, an honest and courageous
Jjourney.

Marcel spends a good deal of his writing on eplitemology.
He does very detalled writing concerning it and speaks of

reflection, contemplation, and many other terms which



sometimes overlap.l have chosen to deal with only a few
of these themes, the ones with which Marcel spends the
most time.

First, he attacks objective and scilentifilc knowledge
as do all existentialists. He speaks of our "Having"
objective knowledge, When we know something objectively,
we possess it, and it ceases to be an active entity,

It is crystalized in our minds and haé no new thing to
offer to us, In the technlcal world, such having 1s neces-
sary, but "the seat of suffering certainly seems to be

the point at which Having flows into Being."13 By

robbing Being of its vitality, Having takes over our

real self and replaces 1t with a false self. Marcel

asks, "Could not Having be thought of as somehow a way

of being what one is not?“14 He concludes this discussion
with the statement that our possessions eat us up.15

On this level of Having we present ourselves wilth
problems. Concrete, understandable obstacles,which can
be dealt with like an equation. We are comfortable in
this realm and attempt to reduce the other category, mystery,
to the level of problem., Marcel says simply, "We are tempted
to turn mystery into a problem."16 Later, he says, "Tradi-
tional philosophy has tended to reduce the mystery of evil
to the problem of evil."17 This mystery, which stands in
opnosition to the problematic, is described as follows:

". + .something in which I am mvself involved,

and it cap,therefore, only be thought of as

a sphere where the distinction between what

is in me and what 1s bhefore me 1osgs its
meaning and its initial validity.l



It "franscends every conceivable technique."19
Corresponding to these two categories of knowledge are
two levels of reflection, primary and secondary. Speaking
of the body, Marcel says, "Primary reflection is therefore
forced to take up an attitude of radical detachment, of
complete lack of interest, towards the fact that this

#2051 the other

particular body happens to be mine,
hand, secondary reflection "manifests i1tself by a refusal
to treat primary reflection's separation of this body, a
sample body, some body or other, from the self that I am,
as final,"21 Hence, the primary reflection 1is akin to
objective knowledge and Having while secondary reflection
is transcendent or more deeply involved, It is in the
realm of secondary reflection that such things as hope,
love, 2nd faith exist,

As a vehiecle for such thoughts man needs a body and
this is the subject of some of Marcel's éiscussion.
Of course, he puts a great deal of emphasis on feeling
as a part of living--"to feel is merely to receive but on
the express condltion that we restore to the notion of
receptivéness a positive value of which philosophers
have generally sought to deprive 1t."22 This is the
Existentislist in him talking. In the first few pages

of Being and Having and throughout some of his other works,

Marcel asserts that he is hils body. He speaks of his
body thusly: "I mean that it somehow transcends its
being my instrument, I am my body. . . whereas I am
not my spade nor my blcycle." 23 A theme in his writing

1s the incarnation of the spirit in the body of Christian



men, This tends not towards degredation of the spirit
but towards glorification of the f‘lesh.zLP

When it comes to speaking of God, Marecel doesg not
spend much time describing God. He speaks of Eternity
as a mystery and says it can be nothing else, Furthermore,
the Eternal is like a sea into which all rivers, mysteries,
flow.25 As far as communion with God or God's promises
g0, Marcel has this to say=-

In reality, lmmortality cannot be thought

of as the immortality of a thing or a simple

image; 1t is that of a bond; that is why 1t

1s beyond the reach of curliosity or demon-

stration,?
He speaks of prayer by saying ". . . it is nothing if not
a certain very humble and fervent way of uniting oneself
with ¢ e o "'-0"2?

As a sort of comblnation of comment on religion and

epistemology, Marcel defines opinion, conviction, and

£§1§Q.28 Opinlon gives evidence of ignorance or what

one does not know, It is caught between impression and
affirmation. Conviction appears as unshakable and defini-
tive, but lacking in the power to justify these character-
isties., Thirdly, faith moves from the closed (opinion

and conviction) to the open. To believe is not to

believe that, or believe in, but merely to believe. One
thereby opens oneself to a personal or supra-personal reality.
This faith i1s on the level of mystery and secondary reflection,
In another place, Marcel calls falth "the force of invisible
truths."29 It involves the whole being of a man and can also

be defined as "unceasing attestation."30 But Marcel holds



that ". . . there cannot be faith without fidelity."31
S0 here we have a new and important word, fidelity.

Speaking on a common Existentislist term, freedom,
Marcel says,

But what is the price of freedom?

Nothing less than a complete renuncistion

of all claims to master my life. For

mastering my life 1s in effect subordinating

it to some principle.32
Elsewhere he states that

in the end there must be an absoclute commit-

ment, entered upon by the whole in myself,

or at least by something real in nmyself which

could not be repudiated without repudlating
the whole, 33

Furthermore, he holds that ", . . all 1life is a servioe."34
Starting with the paradox on freedom and ending with the
principle of a 1life of service, we start to get an
idea of what he means by fidelity. This fidelity is
the moving and freeing force in 1life. Much could be
written about fidelity, but to sum it up, it is the open,
creative, and transcendent allegiance to and hope in
something. Marcel says that 1t cannot be separated from
the idea of an oath, meaning that it implies the con-
sclousness of something sacred, 35 Fidelity cannot be
unconditional except when 1t 1s in the form of faith
but it aspires to unoonditionality.36 Finally, it is
creative in that it transcends the prescriptions of
human limits,

Following 1s discussion of several of Marcel's mailn

themes. The scope of this paper make it impossible to do

this discussion justice, because Marcel's concepts do

poeesy



not lend themselves to easy definition and listing.

Rather, he develops an attitude in the reader toward these
themes which are very difficult to communicate objectively.
The themes include those of the spirit of fidelity, the
spirit of truth, hovpe, love, faith, disposability,
autondmy, value, =2nd indefectibility.

Marcel says that the spirit of truth and the spirit
of fidelity are different names for the same thing. At
the same time that they stand for the honesty of Sartre's
"good faith", they go farther; this spirit demsnds of
us an explicit refusal, a definite negation of the death
of those we love.37 This means that we constantly think
the immortality of loved ones. This is an unknowing and
unprovable position, and, therefore, 1s pure in intention.
This spirit is =2l1lso tied in with love since "there is no ..
human love worthy of the name which does not represent
for him who exercises it both a pledge and a seed of
1mmorta11ty."38 This love 1s centered on a Thou rather
than an It, in accord with Martin Buber's conceots,

This persistence of memory in love concept was due in
great measure to the influence his mother had on him.
She "remained present" with him despite her death when
he was four, and gave rise to an "awareness of hidden
volarity between the seen and the unseen, which he
regards as a major influence in his writings."39

This spirit of fidelity deals not only with love and
Immortality, but with a day by day replying to life's

trials with assurance and relative serenity. The degree
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of dedication or fidelity to something outslide of oneself
determines one's degree of disposability. Disposability
corresponds to a high degree of disregard for self and a
subjJugation to a transcendent goal or fidelity. The more
a person holds on to himself, the less disposable he
1s and the farther away from the spirit of truth and
fidelity he 1s. The farther away from the spirit of
truth he 1s, also the more "autonomous" he is. This
state of being autonomous and indilsposable 1s due in
large measure to pride,which Marcel calls " a source
of blindness."H0

Though the boundaries between terms are indistinct,
1f not non-existent, we should certainly bring out the
theme of hope. Marcel spends a great deal of time on
the subject, hope. Hls book, Homo Viator, 1s subtitled,

Introduction to a Metaphysi¢ of Hope. Thils hope 1is

nelther hope in nor hope that, but merely hope. 1In

the second chapter of Homo Viator, hope 1s variously

spoken of as "a response to trial", a mystery rather

than a problem, "an answer to despair", "an exchange", an
offering to us, a transcendence of desire, "availability",
and "communion".l’1 In my words, hope 1s the spirit

of truth put into effect by the practice of assured

and open communion with the center of all mystery. This
of course, 1s really cheating Marcel, but his concepts of
hope and falth cannot be put down simonly without leaving

a lot of the meaning out.

Marcel's philosopny 1s one for a man who 1s brother
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to all other men., In examining the ego, he says this--
I concern myself with Belng only in so
far as I have a more or less distinct con-
sciousness of the underlying unity which tiles
me to other beings of whose realitﬁ I
already have a preliminary notlon., 2
Furthermore, he equates hope with: communion with' the
Thou, both in fellow men and in Eternlity. Accordingly,
he equates solitude with despalr. HeASpends a chapter

in Homo Viator speaking exclusively on the importance and

sacredness of the family and the formula of hope 1is
presented--"1 hope in Thee for us.."L"3 This constitutes
an open communion with God and fellow man,

As far as a witness to this spirit of truth goes,
Marcel discounts the value of an oral witness, a set
grouv of words. He says that this witness is subject to
the alteration and crystallization coilncildent with Having,
He also maintains that splritual experience cannot be
effectively communicated verbally. He says rather that
the believer needs " to progress from a certainty which
he 1s always tempted to look on as a possession, to a
certainty that he is a tegtimony."uu He goes on to say
that since this testimony lived is transcendent to both
the objective and the subjective, it is creative. This
word, creative, i1s the key to the 1life of faith and hope,
in Marcel's oploion. It is characterized by the absence
of Having and the openness te- Mystery. This ends my
short analysis of Marcel's thought, however incomplete and
unjust it may be., Perhaps a paper on Marcel would be a

synthesis rather than an analysis, because it attempts
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to put together a thing with form where often, form is
totally lacking.

I d1d not mread any of his plays since our library
has none, but I found some of what Marcel says about
his drama and drama in general, He agreed with one student
who sald that there was more material in hils plays than
in his speculative writings that could be used for the
working out of a doctrine of truth.¥5 Marcel said, "The
role of the drama seems to be to place us at a point ov
vantage at which truth is made concrete to us, far
above any level of abstract deflnltions."46 It has been
said,

His theatre 1s not tributary to his

philosophical thought; the bond between

them 1s simply the bond of the similar

exligence from which they spring, and fo

which they are independent responses.
His drama does not proceed to 1llustrate anything; 1t
simply proceeds, It is akin to the creative 1life in
that Marcel is open when he writes 1t. Hence, it 1is
often difficult to understand.

As far as other Existentialists go, (and he discarded
the label, Existentlialist, because of the implications
that those such as Sartre gave to the word) he is, in many

ways, in accord with the German poet, Rilke, his themes

of death and change. The last two chapters of Homo Viator

are glven to a discussion of Rilke. On the other hand,
he condemns the pessimistic and atheistic Existentialism
of Camus, Sartre, Nletzsche, and Jaspers. He says that

L8

courage for the sake of courage has no value,



To close thils paper, I quote from Marcel, and feel
that thils sums up the direction and meaning of his
philosbphy:

I agree that all I have sald does not
reach as far as revelation, properly so called,
and dogma, But it i1s at least a way of approach-
ing 1ty 1t 1s a difficult road and strewn
with obstacles, but it 1s by following this
pllgrim road that we can hope one day to see
the radiance of that eternal Light of which
a reflection has continually shone on us all
the time we have been in this world--that
Light without whose guidance we may be sure
that we should never have started our Journey.49
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