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Note on Translations
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Introduction


Writing a study of E. M. Cioran is in many ways a fool’s errand. Cioran’s writing is diverse, diffuse, and scattered. Much of it consists of aphorisms, brief paragraphs, and short essays. It is deliberately fragmented, anti-systematic, and hard to pin down. It is repetitive in its themes and tone. Nevertheless, I believe that it is worthy of broad-ranging investigation, primarily for the fact that of all thinkers who seek to puncture the illusions of both humanity and philosophy itself, Cioran is one of the most potent, if not in fact the most effective.

If there is one linking theme or overall message to Cioran’s work, it is, I believe, the following: being born is a kind of disaster, and all of the efforts we make to alleviate and ameliorate the messiness of the human condition are doomed to partial and often total failure. Grim as this message may sound to some, the benefit of such a view is to relieve ourselves of many of the hopes, expectations, and outright delusions that we may have been carrying, which in their weight of promise only make our burden heavier. Ultimately, Cioran’s philosophy is one which, if it offers little hope, does at least offer a form of liberation. Whether it is a form of liberation one desires is up to each reader to decide.

In what follows, I will offer a short biographical summary of Cioran, followed by a survey of the themes that dominate his writing. I will then move into a chapter-by-chapter exploration of those themes by means of a dialogue with other more “conventional” and better-known thinkers. The first three chapters explore his views on core topics such as philosophical expression, ethics, and religion. The final three chapters explore his search for meaning and salvation in a more narrative form. I have elected this approach in the belief that it offers the best route by which the dominant obsessions of his life can best form a cohesive whole, while being fully aware that such an aim can only ever partially succeed when dealing with a thinker who deliberately fashioned his work to avoid all traces of systematic philosophizing.

Cioran’s philosophy, while well-known and respected in the French and broader European world, has thus far attracted comparatively little attention in the English-speaking philosophical community. Primary among the reasons for this are his aphoristic style and a putative “pessimism” that is largely uncongenial 
to the Anglo-American style of philosophizing. This book aims to challenge and, in however minor a fashion, combat this view. Rather than an analytical probing of Cioran’s work that would vitiate much of the spirit in which it is written, I aim to explore his thinking by means of engendering dialogue with a number of better-known mainstream philosophical figures including, among others, Martha Nussbaum and Hannah Arendt. By means of such an approach, I hope to illustrate the value of Cioran’s philosophical odyssey by demonstrating how his reflections can shed light on hitherto less illuminated aspects of contemporary thought.

In doing so, Cioran can be seen to resurrect philosophy in one of its originary forms, namely that of the provocative Socratic gadfly who disrupts any tendency or temptation toward closure or circumscription by what he frequently refers to as “the system.” In addition, by focusing in particular on theological topics such as guilt, Original Sin, natality, and apocalypse that remain constant undercurrents of his work, I hope to show how Cioran’s thought can act as a fruitful means of uncovering and “unmasking” similar if occluded themes that have been previously unnoticed in the work of more conventional thinkers. By concentrating on these recurrent issues, I hope also, among other things, to show the importance of religious categories of thought in a largely post-Christian world, an endeavor that may also help undermine the alleged incommensurability between the analytical and continental modes of philosophizing by means of deploying Cioran’s aphorisms and insights at appropriate junctures. The nature of Cioran’s unsystematic and wide-ranging philosophical explorations, and the insights his unconventional approach leads to, also offer important insights concerning the nature of the philosophical enterprise itself.


Biography

Born on April 8, 1911, in the Transylvanian village of Rășinari, Emil Cioran was the second child of an Orthodox priest, Emilian Cioran, and his wife, Elvira Comanici.1 At the time, Cioran’s village was part of the Hungarian side of the multi-national Austro-Hungarian Empire, and indeed his parents spent time in prison when Emil was six for their Romanian nationalist allegiances. A year later, Cioran’s father was one of seven delegates from the village to vote for the unification of Transylvania with the Kingdom of Romania. Respectful of his energetic and industrious father, Cioran seems to have been closer to his mother, who possessed a powerful melancholic streak inherited by her son. Upon her 
death, he declared, “Everything both good and bad in me, everything I am, comes from my mother . . . I am both her success and her defeat.”2 Although Cioran consistently claimed his early childhood had been a time of idyllic pastoral freedom in a “village [I] adored to the point of idolatry,” he had very different feelings about growing up as a newly forged Romanian, suffering as he felt in historical terms from “the drama of insignificance.”

In 1921, at the age of ten, Cioran was sent for schooling to the city of Sibiu, situated on the border of Transylvania and Wallachia. Although claiming that leaving his native village was a traumatic experience, Cioran also admitted that moving to the sophisticated, multiethnic and, more importantly perhaps given his future sojourns, multi-lingual Sibiu ingrained in him a taste for cosmopolitan living. Cioran’s school grades were fair to middling, achieving at that time only a 6 on a scale of 1 to 10 for his French. In 1924, Cioran’s father was appointed archpriest and adviser to the Metropolitan bishop of Sibiu, and so Cioran was able to reenter family life upon their relocation to the town, leading a solidly respectable middle-class existence. However, beneath the façade of normality, Emil was beginning to manifest the first serious signs of nonconformity and alienation that would define the entirety of his life to come. Aside from suffering what appeared to be borderline epileptic fits, at the age of seventeen he also began to be plagued by horrendous insomnia and spent hours wandering the town streets at night. It was around this time that the young Cioran also began to feel his Christian faith dissolving. As a counterbalance to these momentous events, Emil became a voracious reader, devouring, among others, Shakespeare, the German Romantics, and Dostoyevsky, all lasting influences in his future trajectory. To complete this heady mix, Cioran also began to become familiar with the town drunks and prostitutes, a mingling that gave him a lifelong taste for the lower depths of society, if somewhat romanticized in a manner typical to those who do not have to live there.

In 1928, at the age of seventeen, Cioran moved to Bucharest to pursue university studies in philosophy. One development of significance for his future was his discomfort and embarrassment concerning his mediocre French, which was, at this stage, the language of culture and sophistication in Romania’s elite circles. Like many alienated students before and after, Cioran attended as few lectures as possible, continuing instead his course of autodidacticism that he had begun in Sibiu. One of the few figures in the university who won Cioran’s admiration was Nae Ionescu, Romania’s leading intellectual for many decades. As Cioran slowly developed a circle of friends (one of whom was Mircea Eliade), he became known for his loquacity, endless speechifying, and a nihilism that 
had more than a hint of the melodramatic about it.3 He participated on the edges of a collection of right-wing-leaning students who formed the Criterion group, delivering to them, on one occasion, a lecture on Henri Bergson, the thesis topic for his undergraduate degree. In 1931, Cioran saw his first publication in the journal of the Iron Guard Miscarea (“The Movement”). In 1933, he wrote his first full-length volume, Pe culmile disperării (On the Heights of Despair), a Nietzschean-style lyrical meditation on his own unique brand of ecstatic despair. The book was published to wide acclaim the following year and won the “best first book” category in a competition sponsored by the Ministry of Education.

Cioran had left Bucharest for Berlin in 1933 on a prestigious Humboldt graduate scholarship. His reading and studies there further accentuated his break with systematic philosophizing in the form endowed by giants such as Kant and Hegel. Instead, Cioran opted for immersion in the work of Georg Simmel, whose boundary-breaking mixture of sociology and Lebensphilosophie appealed greatly to him. Perhaps of even greater importance was the figure of Ludwig Klages, whom Cioran served as a graduate assistant. Although now somewhat forgotten, Klages was then an enormous influence in German thought. His brand of lyrical and aphoristic vitalist philosophy was anti-Kantian and anti-Socratic and instead favored a brand of Germanic romanticism that preferred Seele (Soul) to Geist (Spirit). Such a heady cocktail proved intoxicating to Cioran and was a perfect accompaniment to his mesmerized fascination with the dramatic political events unfolding outside the university. Hitler had come to power the year of Cioran’s arrival, and the spectacle of mass marches, enormous political rallies, and the bewitching oratory of the Führer exerted a morbid fascination on the emotionally volatile Romanian, dreaming as he did of a revitalization of his own country, which he perceived to be moribund and doomed to historical insignificance. Cioran wrote numerous articles documenting the Hitler phenomenon for publication in Romania, which expressed his typically contradictory feelings of admiration, skepticism, fascination, and doubt.4 Cioran’s position was fueled by the increasing political chaos in his home country. The prime minister was assassinated by members of the Iron Guard in 1933, which had been outlawed two years previously. Following a further crackdown in 1935, it reemerged in combination with another far-right group in the shape of Everything for the Fatherland.

Cioran returned to Romania to perform his one-year National Service in spring 1935. During this time, he wrote Schimbarea la față a României (The Transfiguration of Romania), a call for the spiritual and moral reinvigoration of the country, written in his typical high-poetic and impassioned style. Having 
had close proximity to Germany’s resurgence under Hitler, Cioran was desperate for his own country to emerge from the third class of nations and take a front seat in the historical process. The book remains controversial for its chapter on Romania’s Jewish population, which Cioran depicted in characteristically contradictory fashion with both admiration and contempt.5 Cioran then taught philosophy in a secondary school in Brașov, but it was not a successful venture, with his students and colleagues deeming him mad for his impassioned mannerisms and fixation on Shakespeare. Around the same time, Cioran published two more books: Cartea amăgirilor (The Book of Delusions) and Lacrimi și Sfinți (Tears and Saints), the latter being an exploration of Christian mysticism that expressed both his longing for transcendence and his inability to truly believe in such a possibility.

At this time, Romania’s febrile political situation only grew more intense, as in 1938, King Carol II ended democratic governance in the country and replaced it with a royal dictatorship that lasted a year. The details of Cioran’s movements around this time are unclear, but sometime in 1938, Cioran left for Paris on a scholarship from the French Institute in Bucharest. In December 1940, he appeared on national radio to deliver a eulogy for the assassinated Iron Guard leader, Corneliu Codreanu. According to Mihail Sebastian, Cioran was appointed cultural attaché to Paris in January 1941, offering him a way to evade further military service in Romania.

In Paris, Cioran quickly became a habitue of the philosophical café scene, establishing himself as a familiar member of the audience that surrounded Sartre and De Beauvoir. He wrote his final book in Romanian, Îndreptar pătimaș (The Passionate Handbook), before definitively deciding to embark on the adventure of henceforth composing only in French. Having been intrigued but never fully convinced by Hitler’s movement during his time in Berlin, the war and its destruction saw Cioran fully sobered and wholly incapable ever after of subscribing to any form of ideology or group movement. In 1949, Gallimard published his first work in French, Précis de decomposition (A Short History of Decay), which won the Prix Rivarol for the best book written by a non-French author. Cioran was now a fixture in the postwar Parisian intellectual scene.

Cioran spent the remainder of his life in Paris, producing regular works that enabled him to, in his own words, “eke out a living.” Cultivating on the one hand, the image of the reclusive, solitary, and misanthropic sage, in reality (as attested in his notebooks) he led a highly sociable life and was in constant companionship with Simone Boué, an English teacher. He died in 1995.




Cioran and the Pursuit of Happiness

E. M. Cioran’s unique contribution to philosophy and theology lies in his relentless exploration of the impossibility of self-fulfillment and happiness. He is, I believe, the greatest philosopher of the twentieth century in terms of his exploration of unfulfillment, discontent, uncertainty, and doubt concerning the human condition and philosophy itself, and it is this that merits prolonged examination of his thought. In a series of works commencing with On the Heights of Despair, written at the age of twenty-two, Cioran conducts a relentless examination of each form of activity by which humans seek meaning and fulfillment, ranging across politics, religion, art, and history, and finds each wanting, largely based on an insuperable disjointedness at the core of the human condition between self and world, self and self, and self and God. From the classical position where happiness is viewed as a fraught but feasible endeavor (as also reflected in modern efforts such as the title of Martha Nussbaum’s The Fragility of Goodness indicates), Cioran arrives at a position whereby happiness is essentially unthinkable owing to the uncontrollable variables and uncertainties that constitute human subjectivity, the external world, and an inescapable agnosticism concerning God.6

Cioran does not proceed via traditional discursive methods. Proposing theses, arguing their premises, and justifying their conclusions is not his mode of philosophizing—indeed it is anathema to him. He writes mainly in the essay and aphoristic forms. Following his thoughts where they lead him, Cioran employs an aporetic method as a heuristic tool in order to highlight the obstacles that impede both complete knowledge, either of self or world, and consequently a viable eudaimonia. His approach is what may best be described as “organic” in that while his prose is carefully crafted to maximize its rhetorical effect, it also aims to remain as faithful as possible to the initial emotions that inspire the thoughts contained therein. Cioran describes himself as “the secretary of my own sensations,” a picture that combines both the original impulse to write and the necessary honing of the initial impulse to philosophize.

Although such an approach may be seen as, and undoubtedly is, a reaction to the crisis of values in European thought that began in the nineteenth century, it is still, by and large, alien to the Western philosophical tradition.7 Of those thinkers who employ the aphoristic style, only his predecessor Nietzsche may be seen to have eventually been accepted within the canon of Western philosophy. However, while the crisis of ethical discourse may be a factor in Cioran’s style, it 
can be contended that a major influence on his thought and method—and one that places him also with Plato and Aristotle in seeing a link between human fulfillment and the Divine—is one that has been by and large previously ignored in most secondary commentary, namely the Orthodoxy of his youth.

While I will explore this in more depth throughout what follows, for introductory purposes, it is worthwhile to note that Orthodoxy is generally regarded as possessing a more mystical and eschatological consciousness than Western varieties of Christianity. The focus on humanity’s ultimate end and the awaiting of the Parousia frequently lend it a more apocalyptic and otherworldly air than Catholicism and Protestantism. Its central aim is theosis, the union between man and the Divine. Such a goal implies, on the one hand, a rejection of the world, while also representing a somewhat hopeful and constructive view of human potential, with ascetic self-discipline and rejection of worldly temptations leading to a sanctified life. However, Cioran’s anthropology, as we shall see, tends far more toward views commonly associated with Western views of the irredeemably fallen nature of humanity, condemning the individual to wander in a landscape of doubt and self-division. Such an atmosphere finds a persistent echo in the writings of the Romanian, which blend Orthodox concerns with eschatology with an almost Calvinistic view of humanity, being heavily infused with a consciousness of disaster and endings, and the salvific desires of a humanity at odds with itself, irrespective of whether any such salvation is possible.

In this regard, it is hoped to demonstrate how Cioran exemplifies a certain category of thinker who inhabits the area of thought labeled by William Desmond as “the between,” referring to that form of philosophy that finds itself situated between faith and disbelief but is unable to occupy either safely or with any degree of assurance.8 Cioran also exemplifies what Erich Heller terms “the disinherited mind,” those thinkers who find themselves grappling with the remains of an exhausted cultural inheritance and seek to forge a new path.9 Finding himself operating in a cultural era broadly regarded as post-Christian, Cioran is both unable and unwilling wholly to abandon the categories of thought and judgment endowed by the Christian tradition, and as a result, occupies an unusual position on the philosophical spectrum where he offers a unique perspective on a wide variety of topics and schools. One factor among others that makes his explorations compelling and unique is his in-depth knowledge of key theological issues and the manner in which he redeploys and adapts them for his own purposes. To confirm the validity of this approach, it is important to note an observation made by one of his biographers concerning Cioran’s youth:



Not for nothing was he the son of a vigorously intellectual Romanian Orthodox priest and therefore very familiar with the doctrines of the Christian faith—doctrines that, furthermore, he had struggled both to understand and to confute . . . . His younger brother Relu recalls long nights spent over bottles of wine, during which Cioran argued intricate theological questions with his father and theological students from the seminary in Sibiu.10



His relationship with religious belief is complex and defies easy categorization. In short, he may be described as one who has lost faith and despairs of finding God but cannot, nevertheless, subscribe to an easy atheism and materialism.11 In Cioran’s anthropology, human relations with the Divine are essential and cannot be lightly discarded. Throughout his writing, there is a continual engagement with God, whether it be in the shape of an imagined dialogue with a postulated deity or a form of Job-like lamentation at God’s seeming absence or silence. This leads to continuous wrestling, albeit in a bricolage and scattergun fashion, with many religious traditions and strands of Christian theology and other religious traditions. His engagement with religion is also deeply intertwined with his ruminations on the historical process and the perceived
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