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On circles and spirals. 
From self-reference to self-transcendence 

 

 

 
On another occasion I wished to jump across a lake. When I was in the middle of it, I found it was much larger than I had 

imagined at first. So I at once turned back in the middle of my leap, and returned to the bank I had just left, to take a stronger 

spring. The second time, however, I again took off badly, and fell in up to my neck. I should, beyond any doubt, have come to 

an untimely end, had I not, by the force of my unaided arm, lifted up my pig-tail, together with my horse, whom I gripped 

tightly with my knees.  

E. Raspe, The Adventures of Baron Munchausen. 
 

 

The Adventures of Baron Munchausen have illustrated and sometimes allegedly inspired great insights 

in philosophical reflections. The essential feature that unites most of them is the issue of self-reference. 

This usually attracts the interest of those into logic and epistemology: the paradox of the liar, just to 

make an example, is one of the most famous riddles in the entire history of philosophy. Bertrand 

Russell’s solution to this and to all the paradoxes of its kind, as well as the so-called Munchausen’s 

trilemma formulated by German philosopher Hans Albert are not inferior in fame. The adventures of the 

famous Baron also sprang up, in a somehow related field, in the coinage of the computer-science term 

bootstrapping that usually refers to a self-starting process that is supposed to proceed without external 

input. 

Besides, it would be simplistic to only point out logical-semantic and epistemic aspects of this 

adventure. The Baron’s self-congratulatory rhetoric also reveals an ambiguity of an ontological-

transcendental rank: the famous scene, in fact, puts on stage more than just a confusion between truth 

and method, but also one of higher order between grounding and grounded, condition and fact. In the 

history of philosophy, this problem has popped up in many forms and under different names, from 

Aristotle’s prime mover – the thought of thought –, up to the causa sui in Spinoza, the recursive effect 

of sympathy in Adam Smith, the Kantian Prozess of Reason to reason, and to the critical-idealistic 

notion of autonomy, eventually re-emerging in Twentieth Century as hermeneutic circle. 

Self-reference is indeed said in many ways; and the relationships between these ways are yet to be 

thoroughly screened. As far as logic is concerned, it mostly gives way to paradoxes of a rather scarce 

interest, whereas in literature it offers one charming rhetorical device. In visual arts, it shows up as 

Droste effect, or as a mise-en-abyme. In Derrida’s reflection and in general in post-modern philosophy, 

it appears as a necessary consequence of the denial of any hors du texte.  

When it is said as self-foundation, it appears in its most disturbing form. In such cases, some also 

suggested to call it self-transcendence: in the murky reflections of self-referential collective practices, 



they saw the dawn and the genesis of the sacred, i.e. a violent system of differences grounded in 

violence (Girard 1972; Dupuy 1996). In other contexts, some imagined that the same logical form might 

be underlying the genesis of the socio-economic phenomenon that, after a millennium of full-fledged 

Christianity, has taken the place of the sacred, which is Capital. The latter could in fact be the result of a 

logical-ontological short-circuit in which the difference between money and goods, that is, between the 

condition of possibility of the existence of value and its very same occurrence, no longer exists. (Amato, 

2015). 

Attempts to properly explain what is involved in these and other occurrences of self-reference have yet 

to find a complete synthesis; for the time being, the only thing that seems certain is that where a 

meaningful experience is given, in one way or another, a self-referential kind of grounding principle is 

always hiding; and where self-reference shows up as such, meaning seems to be fading. 

Contributions are welcome aiming to focus on the nature of self-reference, on its various historical 

occurrences, on its links with the problems of the transcendental and of meaning in general. A multi-

disciplinary approach is more than appreciated. Though not in formalized terms, the volume aims at 

clarifying both the notions of self-reference, self-foundation, self-transcendence in themselves and their 

diverse manifestations, in epistemology, hermeneutics, aesthetics and in other domains, such as 

philosophy of economics and philosophical anthropology. 
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