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ABSTRACT 

 

In this thesis, I examine the works of Miguel de Unamuno.  I scrutinize both his 

proper philosophical writings and his literature in order to gain a better understanding of 

the positions he was putting forth.  Specifically, I examine how his views on things such 

as God and religion were all structured around the notion of immortality.  In order to 

better understand why the belief in immortality was such a major issue for Unamuno, I 

also examine Don Quixote – a work that had a major influence over him and his writings.   

 At the outset, Unamuno’s writings appear to be scattered and poorly written at 

times, but, when organized around the belief in immortality it becomes apparent that his 

writings are more than just random thoughts strung together.  Unamuno’s ultimate point 

is that irrational beliefs – for him the prime example was immortality – have a very 

important role to play in a person’s belief system.  And although others might attempt to 

rationalize or downplay these beliefs, the role they play in the lives of many — and the 

―tragic sense‖ they impart to life — must not be underestimated.   

 

Dr. Douglas C. Langston 

Division of Humanities 
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Introduction 

Immortality — specifically the uncertainty of its existence despite humanity‘s 

yearning for it — was the primary source of anguish in the life of Miguel de Unamuno. 

The problem consumed him; it is what he spent most of his life exploring.  

Why are Unamuno‘s views on this subject so interesting?  Primarily because he 

approaches this problem from a very unique perspective.  His view is summed up by the 

phrase he coined: the tragic sense of life.  Unamuno writes that this tragic sense of life 

―carries with it a whole conception of life itself and of the universe, a whole philosophy 

more or less formulated, more or less conscious.  And this sense may be possessed, and is 

possessed, not only by individual men but by whole peoples.
1
‖ 

This, of course, is what requires examination.  Within this thesis, I will attempt to 

explain what Unamuno is attempting to do when he ascribes this tragic sense to life.  I 

will attempt to show that Unamuno‘s views can be organized around the central concept 

of immortality and as a result his views become much clearer because of this organizing 

principle.   

In the first chapter of this thesis I will discuss Unamuno‘s influences.  I will 

briefly examine his life in order to gain an understanding of how his personal background 

played a role in his approach to the issues of immortality, faith and reason. Another thing 

that I will be looking at within chapter one will be the major influence that Miguel de 

Cervantes‘ work, Don Quixote, had on Unamuno and on his views of Spanish culture and 

philosophy.  I will also begin to discuss the problem of immortality.  The chapter will end 

                                                
1 Tragic Sense of Life, p. 15 
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on a rather vague note: just beginning to skim the surface of what Unamuno calls the 

―tragic sense of life.‖   

In chapter two I will examine immortality in depth.  I will sketch out exactly what 

immortality meant for Unamuno, and the role God plays in that.  I will examine several 

plausible forms of immortality, e.g., a continuation of this life as opposed to a cycle of 

reincarnation.  I will also examine an interesting distinction that Unamuno makes 

between God and the God-idea.  Then I will discuss the conflict between faith and reason 

as Unamuno sees it and how this dichotomy affects his concept of belief.  I will conclude 

this chapter with a discussion of how the Roman Catholic Church influenced Unamuno‘s 

views regarding immortality and faith.   

In chapter three I will look at some of Unamuno‘s literary works and their 

implications for his views on immortality. In particular, I will be examining San Manuel 

Bueno, Mártir and the commentary this work makes on faith and the role of Catholic 

Church; Three Exemplary Novels, which address the role of women and child bearing; 

and Mist, which deals with the precariousness of human existence and the psychological 

effects of this condition on people.   

In the conclusion, I will explain how all of Unamuno‘s work is an attempt to 

explain rationally something which is inherently irrational.  His work is an attempt to 

explore the emotions involved with believing in something which is irrational.  Through 

the use of Don Quixote he shows that it is possible to live as if what one believes is true 

and this can have profound implications for the believer.    
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Chapter I 

Too much sanity may be madness. And maddest of all, to 

see life as it is and not as it should be! 

–Miguel de Cervantes  

 

Life 

 

Miguel de Unamuno was born in Bilbao in 1864
2
.  Bilbao lies within the Basque 

region of Spain, an area concentrated mainly in northern Spain and southern France.  An 

interesting facet about the Basque region is its somewhat odd place within Spain.  

Basques have their own language and as a result feel that they should be allowed to be 

their own country.  As a result, there is always an underlying tension between the 

Basques and the Spanish, a tension that during the past fifty or so years has often 

manifested itself in violence.   

 I mention this purely as background.  Not much is said about how much influence 

this had on Unamuno‘s formative years, although early in his life he did attempt to 

become a Basque teacher at the University of Bilbao, a position he lost to another 

scholar.  Despite not getting the position, Unamuno still spent most of his life in an 

academic setting: first studying Philosophy and Classics at the University of Madrid and 

                                                
2 Encyclopedia of Philosophy 
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ultimately being appointed rector for life at the University of Salamanca
3
.  He published 

numerous works throughout his life; some were philosophical, others took the form of 

novels.  But all his works dealt with trying to find some consolation amid the conflict 

between faith and reason and the quest for immortality.   

In 1924, during the totalitarian regime of General Primo de Rivera, Unamuno was 

deported to Fuerteventura, part of the Canary Islands, for his outspokenness against de 

Rivera‘s regime.
4
 After spending six years in exile from his native Spain, Unamuno 

returned to Spain in 1930 and a year later was reinstalled as the rector of the University 

of Salamanca. Unamuno‘s candor would get him in trouble at least one more time during 

his life. In 1936, during the Spanish Civil War, he was removed from his rectorship. He 

died that same year, while under house arrest.   

Unamuno‘s philosophical struggles are by no means new or uncharted. They 

center on the tension between faith and reason, life and death.  His main mission, though, 

is to prove, in a sense, the immortality of the soul.  Unlike others who have confronted 

this debate, Unamuno brought a particularly unique point of view to it. I say that 

Unamuno wanted to prove the immortality of the soul in a sense because he really had no 

illusions about the impossibility of proving the immortality of the soul.  What he sought 

to do was to articulate the feelings that are tied up with life, death and immortality.  He 

wanted to explain how all these feelings taken together have the ability to triumph over 

reason and allow people to believe in something that is utterly contrary to reason.  Yet 

                                                
3 Ibid 
4 Ibid 
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even this triumph over reason does not remove a lingering doubt about the existence of 

immortality, and Unamuno knew that this uncertainty would always remain.        

Although Miguel de Unamuno was Basque, he felt strong ties to Spain.  He was 

born and died there.  Because of this, he approached his philosophical problems from two 

perspectives: Catholicism and Quixotism.  Unamuno writes quite a bit about both of these 

influences, and his body of work shows that he had a deep affection for Don Quixote in 

particular.   

In his masterwork, Tragic Sense of Life, Unamuno tackled many issues stemming 

from the dichotomy between faith and reason.  The main issues he addressed include: 

What does it mean to be human? How does one overcome the irrationality of faith? How 

can one come to terms with believing in something that defies all reason?  Why is the 

longing for immortality so pervasive? 

All of these questions relate to Don Quixote.  The most prominent theme in the 

novel is living life as one sees it, rather than how it actually is.  Don Quixote famously 

assaulted windmills, taking them to be giants.  He failed miserably, of course, but the 

notion that one can live in an ideal world – Don Quixote chose the world of chivalry and 

knights – is an important one for Unamuno.   

For Unamuno, belief in something makes it real.  Reason tells us that immortality 

is not possible, that God does not exist and that man is doomed to cease to exist.  For 

Unamuno, believing in these things – the immortality of the soul and of God – is enough 

to make them real.   
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Don Quixote 

This is where the character Don Quixote becomes particularly important in 

understanding the work of Unamuno. Don Quixote is a novel written by Miguel de 

Cervantes that follows Don Quixote de la Mancha and his faithful squire, Sancho Panza, 

on their adventures throughout almost all of Spain.  Don Quixote was about fifty years 

old when he set out on his journey.
5
 How long the journey lasted is unclear.  During a 

conversation between Don Quixote and Sancho, each one has a different recollection of 

how long they have been on the journey.  Sancho begins by saying, ―If my memory isn‘t 

playing me up…it must be more than twenty years, give or take a day or two
6
‖ to which 

Don Quixote replies: ―My stay in the Sierra Morena and the whole of our wanderings 

together have hardly occupied two months.
7
‖  

One of the main themes running through Don Quixote is belief in an ideal world, 

and living as though that world were real.  Throughout the novel, Don Quixote is 

constantly getting himself into situations that he might have avoided were he not 

pretending he was a knight.  He is constantly getting himself beaten up; he gets his 

squire, Sancho, beaten up as well quite a few times.  In one instance, Don Quixote 

decides to assault a group of travelers.  It turns out that these travelers were in fact 

criminals who were being transported.
8
  Don Quixote fights the guards off and releases 

the criminals, who proceed to beat him and his squire.   

                                                
5 Don Quixote, pp. 25 
6 Ibid, pp. 680 
7 Ibid, pp. 680 
8 Don Quixote, pp. 176-186 
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At this point one might ask: ―Why go around living this way? Clearly only pain 

and suffering can come from it, as is the case with Don Quixote.‖  Here is where 

Unamuno‘s views intersect with those of the novel.   

There are certain beliefs that people hold, regardless of whether or not they have 

been proven to be true; and people live as though what they believe is true.  One of the 

biggest examples of this is a belief in God – or any other supernatural beings for that 

matter.  Even though God‘s existence has not been proven, people continue to believe in 

the existence of some supreme deity.  People behave as though God exists: They pray 

regularly in the hope their prayers may be answered; they try and do no evil in the hope 

of getting into heaven, etc.  Obviously, whether or not God exists has yet to be proven – 

if it ever can be.  But to the faithful, this makes no difference.  Belief in God is a given, 

regardless of evidence or proof.  As a result, people of faith act as though certain things 

are true, whether or not they have sufficient evidence, or even if all evidence is to the 

contrary.   

 This acting out, or living life a certain way, as a result of one‘s beliefs can be seen 

as a process of creating oneself through denial and imitation.  Don Quixote did this 

throughout his life.  He would deny the reality of the situation and put in place his own 

reality, one that he was imitating.  In his case, he was imitating the chivalrous knight 

errants of the past. One of the most famous, if not the most famous example of this is 

when Don Quixote assaults windmills, insisting to his squire that they are in fact giants
9
.  

The first part of this process is complete: Don Quixote has denied the reality of the 

                                                
9 Don Quixote, pp. 63-70 
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situation and has opted instead for his own picture of reality.  He denies the fact that the 

windmills are there and that there are no giants to speak of.   

 This kind of denial does not sound healthy at all and, admittedly, Don Quixote is 

an extreme example of this process of self-creation.  Should everyone act like Don 

Quixote?  How seriously should one deny reality for this process?  Well, there are really 

two answers to this question:  the first is that if one denies reality too strongly, one risks 

insanity, as is the case with Don Quixote.  The second is that if one denies reality  too 

weakly one does not look devoted enough to the process.  

 Unamuno does not discuss this issue in great length, but an answer can be inferred 

from examining some of his other views.  Unamuno certainly does not condone a denial 

as extreme as Don Quixote‘s denial – although that level of commitment is certainly 

admirable in Unamuno‘s eyes.  Rather, a certain skepticism must accompany one‘s 

denial. This is more of a reversal of the normal sense of skepticism.  Normally, one is 

skeptical of claims that lack evidence, or claims that seem completely irrational. One 

might refer to this as a positive skepticism. Unamuno would argue for a negative 

skepticism, that is, being skeptical of claims that deny certain things. In the case of Don 

Quixote, he was skeptical of the claim that chivalry was dead, that knight errants no 

longer existed.  To prove them wrong, he took up the cause of knight errants and proved 

their existence to the world.   

The second part of this process of self-creation is imitation.  One imitates what 

one aspires to be, as is the case with Don Quixote.  He wants to be a knight errant, and so 

he imitates their ways.  He learns their code of chivalry by reading their stories.  He 
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develops into what he believes to be an authentic imitation of the knight errant.  And he 

carries out this imitation to extreme ends.  This is part of what makes Don Quixote such a 

compelling character for Unamuno.  Don Quixote lives out this process of denial and 

imitation to the extreme.  He lives as though the ideal world were the real world.  

Another interesting facet that Unamuno draws from Don Quixote is the notion 

that one can ―make himself ridiculous,‖ thereby ―achieving his immortality.‖
10

 This is a 

very odd claim, and thus it is worth examining.   

What does Unamuno mean when he says ‗be ridiculous‘?  Don Quixote once 

again becomes a paradigmatic figure in this regard.  Quixote aspired to be a knight errant.  

He took it upon himself to abide by their code of chivalry and he lived his life according 

to those rules.  As a result of this he did many things which others considered absurd and 

pointless.  Unamuno uses the following example from Don Quixote:  ―Don Quixote, after 

he had destroyed with two strokes of his sword that pasteboard visor ‗which he had fitted 

to his head-piece, made it anew, placing certain iron bars within it, in such a manner that 

he rested satisfied with its solidity, and without wishing to make a second trial of it, he 

deputed and held it in estimation of a most excellent visor.‘‖
11

 After his visor had failed 

the first test, Don Quixote decided that fixing it up and not testing it again would be the 

correct course of action.  One can see the ridiculousness of this scenario rather plainly.   

But in this act of ridiculousness one can see a certain devotion to the order of 

chivalry. It is Don Quixote‘s way of accepting the tenets of this system and making 

                                                
10 Tragic Sense of Life, pp.270 
11 Tragic Sense of Life, pp. 269-270 (Referencing Don Quixote, Part I, Chapter I) 
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himself the subject of ridicule.  By making himself ridiculous he is bringing what he 

believes to the forefront, making it visible for all to see.   

Travelling around Spain, telling everyone he is a knight errant, Don Quixote 

becomes an object of ridicule.  Everyone laughs at him; some play along for the sake of 

comedy.  Yet in the process he makes a name for himself. He becomes a legend in Spain. 

A biography is written about him even before he dies.  By living according to the 

knight‘s creed, he inadvertently makes himself immortal.   

This was not Don Quixote‘s goal at the outset, but he did attain immortality.  His 

feats were spread by word of mouth and he became a legend.  The thing that garnered all 

the attention was not that he ran around Spain saying he was a knight errant, but that he 

actually lived the life of a knight errant.  Don Quixote assaulted windmills, chased down 

monks, stayed at inns which he believed were castles.  He believed in what he was doing 

and lived accordingly; he performed all these actions with people watching; he spat in the 

face of convention. This is how he gained his immortality.   

When Unamuno says ‗be ridiculous‘ he means to say that sometimes we must 

overrule our reason with our emotion.  We must do what feels rights, even if this goes 

contrary to what our reason says we ought to do.  Don Quixote achieved immortality 

through his rejection of reason and his embrace of passion.   

All these points are crucial to Unamuno‘s arguments for immortality. In his view,, 

immortality can be taken to be one of these highly ridiculous notions.  There is no 

rational evidence for it.  As Unamuno even says, ―There is no way of proving the 

immortality of the soul rationally.  There are, on the other hand, ways of proving 
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rationally its mortality.‖
12

 He very much follows in the footsteps of David Hume on this 

issue, citing a passage from Hume‘s On the Immortality of the Soul: ―It appears difficult 

by the mere light of reason to prove the immortality of the soul.  The arguments in favour 

of it are commonly derived from metaphysical, moral, or physical considerations.  But it 

is really the Gospel, and only the Gospel, that has brought to light life and immortality.‖
13

  

 In Unamuno‘s view, belief in the immortality of the soul is as irrational as taking 

up a lance and running around Spain attacking windmills.  Ultimately, belief in the 

immortality of the soul must be grounded in something other than reason.  Holding a 

belief that opposes all reason falls into the realm of passion and faith.  There is a little of 

both at work when it comes to believing in things that our reason denies.    

 And this is one of the main reasons that Don Quixote is such an important 

character for Unamuno.  Don Quixote really embodies what it means to believe in the 

immortality of the soul.  It involves being laughed at and continuing to believe anyway.  

Even when being faced with the absurdity of such assertions, a true believer will not lose 

faith.  Reason does not help someone come to terms with such a monumental belief.   

This becomes a major source of anguish for Unamuno, which is also the major 

theme of his masterwork Tragic Sense of Life.  Obviously, believing in something against 

all reason, in the face of ridicule, is not an easy task.  This is what led Unamuno to coin 

his signature term, ―tragic sense of life.‖  

  

                                                
12 Tragic Sense of Life, pp. 70 
13 Ibid, pp. 70 
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Tragic Sense of Life 

 In the introduction to The Selected Works of Unamuno, Vol. 7, Martin Nozick has 

a fairly accurate take on Unamuno‘s masterwork The Tragic Sense of Life.  He writes that 

it is  

…a long, rambling tapestry of commentaries on quotations 

pulled out of original context from numberless sources and 

bent to his needs.  Loosely woven, para-professional, so to 

speak, it is neither an artistic tour-de-force nor a 

philosophical treatise, but the incandescent confession of a 

man whose mind is crammed with conflicting information 

and whose soul is caught in a tug-of-war between 

traditional Spanish Catholicism and the impact of European 

rationalism.
14

 

I think this description captures Unamuno‘s work fairly accurately.  The issue of conflict 

between opposites is one of the primary concerns of the work.  Nozick is right when he 

specifically states that it was a conflict between Spanish Catholicism and European 

Rationalism that explains Unamuno‘s writings.  This conflict really embodies what 

Unamuno was trying to resolve when confronting the problem of immortality.   

Unamuno does not give a very clear definition for what exactly this ―tragic sense 

of life‖ is – although in the end one can get a fairly good picture of what he means by it – 

but he does give a rough sketch of what it is: 

There is something which, for lack of a better name, we 

will call the tragic sense of life, which carries with it a 

whole conception of life itself and of the inverse, a whole 

philosophy more or less formulated, more or less 

conscious.  And this sense may be possessed, and is 

possessed, not only by individual men but by whole 

peoples.  And this sense does not so much flow from ideas 

as determine them, even though afterwards, as is manifest, 

                                                
14 The Selected Works of Unamuno, Vol 7, pp. xviii 
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these ideas react upon it and confirm it.  Sometimes it may 

originate in a chance illness – dyspepsia, for example; but 

at other times it is constitutional.  And it is useless to speak, 

as we shall see, of men who are healthy and men who are 

not healthy.  Apart from the fact there is no normal 

standard of health, nobody has proved that man is 

necessarily cheerful by nature.  And further, man, by the 

very fact of being man, of possessing consciousness, is, in 

comparison with the ass or the crab, a diseased animal.  

Consciousness is a disease.
15

 

And so we see that Unamuno‘s grand definition is not much of a definition at all.  But it 

does give us a place to start.   

 Unamuno maintains that life is contradiction
16

 and it is from this rather vague 

place that he begins to discuss the tragic sense of life in a much clearer way.  The primary 

source of this tragic sense is the contradiction between rationality and irrationality.  

Unamuno takes it a step further, though: ―For living is one thing and knowing is another; 

and, as we shall see, perhaps there is such an opposition between the two that we may say 

that everything vital is anti-rational, not merely irrational, and that everything rational is 

anti-vital.  And this is the basis for the tragic sense of life.‖
17

   

Unamuno would never say that belief in God is easy.  Believing in something that 

seems so completely irrational would appear to be ridiculous.  But this is where the 

negative skepticism comes in: One believes in God anyway, even if reason says belief in 

God is irrational or unfounded.  For Unamuno, belief in something makes it real.  The 

kind of skepticism and denial being endorsed by Unamuno is not the kind of insanity-

inducing denial that Don Quixote embodies; rather it takes a milder form.  It is more of a 

                                                
15 Tragic Sense of Life, pp. 15-16 
16 Ibid, pp. 12 
17 Ibid, pp. 30 
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healthy skepticism; it is a disbelief in claims made that seem to contradict what one might 

naturally believe. 

A key characteristic of God, in most if not all conceptions, is immortality. This is 

certainly true in the Catholic tradition, in which Unamuno was well versed. The God of 

Christianity, in the form of Jesus, promised mankind an afterlife.  Through Jesus‘ death 

and resurrection, mankind has been guaranteed immortality.   

Now this is certainly not something that one takes for granted. But this is how the 

process of denial and imitation applies to Unamuno‘s answer to the problem of 

immortality.  A certain denial has to take place when faced with the promise of 

immortality.  On its face, the claim is absurd.  Jesus may well have died two-thousand 

years ago, but that does not guarantee immortality for all of mankind.  Beyond that, it is a 

simple fact that humans die; so all sorts of questions and problems crop up: What does it 

mean to be immortal? Where will I go to enjoy this immortality?     

This is where the denial comes in: One has to suspend rationality in order to 

accept such a thing as true.  It is really difficult, if not impossible, to accept such a claim 

on the basis of rationality alone.  Faith must be a factor somewhere.  And in order to have 

faith, rationality has to be suspended.  Certain claims just cannot be rationalized, and 

immortality is one of them, in which case it is necessary to deny the rational evidence 

against immortality.   

Imitation is more difficult.  As I said before, we imitate what we aspire to be.  

According to Unamuno, we wish to be immortal; we hope for it.  Because God is 
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immortal, we aspire to be God-like.  But how are finite beings to emulate an infinite 

being who is essentially unknown?   

 In the next chapter, I will explore these major themes of Unamuno‘s work, 

including a distinction that he makes between God and the God-idea and what it means to 

have faith in God versus what it means to have faith in the God-idea.  I also will explore 

what constitutes immortality for Unamuno, the role God plays in immortality, why 

humanity longs for immortality and how this desire for immortality manifests itself in 

people.  I will conclude the chapter with a discussion of the Roman-Catholic Church and 

its role as the protector of faith in immortality.   
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Chapter II 

That God does not exist, I cannot deny, that my whole 

being cries out for God I cannot forget.  

-Jean Paul-Sartre 

 

God and the God-Idea 

 A system like the one Unamuno is trying to construct cannot be built without first 

identifying and articulating the nature of God.  As it turns out, Unamuno does speak 

about this issue at length and he does a fairly good job of giving a coherent image of 

God.  Unamuno begins by distinguishing between two conceptions of God: the thinking 

God and the feeling God. But before examining these two conceptions, let us explore the 

source of this need for God.   

 Unamuno holds that humans naturally display a need for God.  This need for God 

– or a ―religious sense‖
18

 as he also calls it – is derived from an ―immediate and simple 

feeling of dependency.‖
19

  This is not originally Unamuno‘s theory though; it is 

something he borrows from Friedrich Daniel Ernst Schleiermacher, the German 

theologian and philosopher.  Here is Unamuno‘s elaboration on this theory: ―Primitive 

man, living in society, feels himself to be dependent upon the mysterious forces invisibly 

environing him; he feels himself to be in social communion, not only with beings like 

                                                
18 Tragic Sense of Life, p. 139 
19 Tragic Sense of Life, p. 139 
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himself, his fellow-men, but with the whole of Nature, animate and inanimate, which 

simply means, in other words, that he personalizes everything.‖
20

  

 This connection to and dependency on the world is, for Unamuno, a manifestation 

of the divine.  We experience the divine through the natural world and thus we form a 

dependence on it.  This puts divinity in an interesting position; because we experience the 

divine in the world, it becomes subjective.  Initially at least, there is not an objective 

divinity that can be pointed to.  It is only through experience of the world that the divine 

is seen.  So how is the transition made from a subjective experience of the divine to an 

objective God?  Unamuno writes that the ―divine, therefore, was not originally something 

objective, but was rather the subjectivity of consciousness projected exteriorly, the 

personalization of the world.‖
21

  Initially, mankind felt the divine in the world and from 

this feeling mankind started to project the divine onto the world.  This projection of the 

divine is where God comes into the picture.  For Unamuno, God is ―reached…through 

the divine.‖
22

   

 Originally, this God ―revealed himself to the people as a whole…He was the God 

of a people.‖
23

  But this God was soon taken and transformed into a different kind of 

God; the idea of God.  According to Unamuno, philosophy ―took possession of this God 

who had arisen in the human consciousness as a consequence of the sense of divinity in 

man, and tended to define him and convert him into an idea.‖
24

   

                                                
20 Tragic Sense of Life, p. 139 
21 Tragic Sense of Life, p. 139 
22 Tragic Sense of Life, p. 138 
23 Tragic Sense of Life, p. 141 
24 Tragic Sense of Life, p. 141 
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 Unamuno argues that all of these rational attempts to reach God will end in 

failure.  They will either produce a being that is contradictory or one that is not consistent 

with the feeling God.  Proofs for the existence of God are also greeted by failure: ―The 

traditional and much debated proofs of his existence are, at bottom, merely a vain attempt 

to determine his essence…existence is deduced from essence; and to say that God exists, 

without saying what God is and how he is, is equivalent to saying nothing at all.‖
25

  Even 

if God is proven successfully ontologically, those proofs say nothing regarding His 

essence.   

 All that proofs for the existence of God do is demonstrate that the God-idea 

exists, or at least that its existence is possible.  Because the God-idea is a purely rational 

construct, Unamuno argues that it serves no practical purpose.  Again, even if the 

existence of God is proven, it does not provide any insight into the essence of God.  As 

David Hume pointed out, the ―deduction of normative judgments from factual premises is 

logically impossible.‖
26

  Knowing that God exists will not provide a basis for how one 

ought to act.  And likewise, rationally showing that God exists will not elucidate any of 

God‘s characteristics.  In Unamuno‘s words: ―they prove nothing more than the existence 

of this idea of God.‖
27

 

 Just as rational proofs for the existence of God will only yield the God-idea, in 

Unamuno‘s view, the other problem with the God-idea is that it will always be fraught 

with contradictions and complications.  In order to show this, Unamuno raises a fairly 

standard issue associated with God:  ―The question arises, on the other hand, whether a 
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thing the idea of which has been conceived but which has no real existence, does not 

exist because God wills that it should not exist, or whether God does not will it to exist 

because, in fact, it does not exist.‖
28

 This problem ties in with the issue of impossible 

things: ―…whether a thing is impossible because God wills it so, or whether God wills it 

so because, in itself and by the very fact of its own inherent absurdity, it is impossible.‖
29

  

Both of these questions are legitimate, and have been debated by theologians and 

philosophers for centuries. The point being made by Unamuno is that these questions 

may never have a resolution because there are legitimate arguments in favor of one or the 

other.   

 Each solution to the above problems arrives at a different conception of God.  If 

God is bound by logical laws it would appear as though logical laws are above God, in 

which case God would cease to be an all-powerful being.  But if God merely chose one 

way over another for no particular reason – one that we, as humans, are not privy to at 

least – then God is a ―capricious and unreasonable God.‖
30

  Each solution arrives at a 

conception that does not agree with our intuitive sense of God, that is, that does not agree 

with the feeling God.   

So if reason cannot help humanity reach the feeling God that we crave, how can 

we arrive at that feeling God? Is there perhaps another, not strictly rational, way to do 

so?  Unamuno seems to think that there is. 

 He introduces the proof as follows:  ―There remains the other famous proof of 

God‘s existence, that of the supposed unanimous consent in a belief in Him among all 
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peoples.‖
31

  This kind of proof actually comes from the ancients, as Unamuno points 

out.
32

 He cites Aristotle‘s ―ancestral dogma‖
33

 as supporting this claim of universal 

belief.  But Unamuno only finds Aristotle‘s ancestral dogma as giving people a ―motive‖ 

to believe in God, not a proof that God exists.   

 Still, Unamuno finds two redeeming qualities in the proof from unanimous 

consent.  The proof points out something very interesting, and that is the notion that there 

is a de facto belief in God among people.  What kind of God and how He should be 

worshipped is debatable, but what matters is the idea that people assume the existence of 

some kind of supernatural divinity...   

 I mentioned earlier that humanity‘s sense of the divine is derived from its sense of 

dependency.  This proof helps to reinforce that claim.  Belief in God was found originally 

in a sense of dependency, but as time went on, it ceased to be derived from that sense.  

Instead, belief in God began to get passed down from generation to generation and the 

sense of dependency was lost.  But the notion remained: there exists some supernatural 

being; a being that is greater than man and, most importantly, a being that assures 

mankind of its immortality.   

 

Immortality and Man 

 ―The unanimous consent of mankind,‖ Unamuno writes, ―this universal longing 

of all human souls who have arrived at the consciousness of their humanity, which 
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desires to be the end and meaning of the Universe…which is nothing but that very 

essence of the soul which consists in its effort to persist eternally and without a break in 

the continuity of consciousness, leads us to the human, anthropomorphic God.‖
34

 

Believing that God exists translates into a longing for immortality for Unamuno.  What is 

God‘s role in man‘s immortality? And why should a belief in God automatically imply a 

belief, or at least a longing, for immortality?   

 Unamuno utilizes intuition to try and understand man‘s desire for immortality and 

precisely what form this desire takes.  Certain forms of immortality seem to be lacking; 

they do not agree with our intuitive sense of what immortality ought to be.   

 For example, reincarnation – the notion that the soul exits the body after death 

and is reborn as something new – looks like a plausible candidate.  In this case the soul is 

immortal, so it certainly satisfies that criteria, but is this the immortality that man craves?  

Unamuno would say that it is not.  There is no sense of continuity; we do not remember 

our past life, even if our soul is the same.  Because there is no sense of continuity, it is 

not really immortality.   

 True immortality does seem to require some kind of reflective quality.  If 

immortality is a continuation of one‘s consciousness, one can look back and point to a 

time when that belief was not grounded in any proof; namely a time when one was not 

immortal.  In terms of a cycle of reincarnation, one cannot point back to a previous life as 

a way of proving the soul‘s immortality or the cycle of reincarnation.  Again, in terms of 

intuition, immortality really only means something if we are aware of it.       

                                                
34 Tragic Sense of Life, p. 147 
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Another potential form of immortality that Unamuno examines is Friedrich 

Nietzsche‘s idea of the eternal recurrence.  On this topic, Unamuno writes that the eternal 

recurrence is in ―fact the most stupendous tragic-comedy or comi-tragedy.  The number 

of atoms or irreducible primary elements being finite and the universe eternal, a 

combination identical with that which at present exists must at some future time be 

reproduced, and therefore that which now is must be repeated an infinite number of 

times.‖
35

 The implication of this is that what exists now must be repeated at a future point 

in time and, likewise, has existed at some point in the past as well.   

 In a certain sense, this can be taken to be a form of immortality.  But what kind of 

immortality is it?  Is it one that can be appreciated?  Our consciousness certainly does not 

seem to persist as this eternal recurrence takes place.  I do not remember living this life 

before, and if I have lived this life before, why do I not have a recollection of it?  

Unamuno points to this question when he says, ―But, unfortunately, it happens that I 

remember none of my previous existences, and perhaps it is impossible that I should 

remember them, for two things absolutely and completely identical are but one.‖
36

 This is 

the same problem as reincarnation. If indeed my soul is immortal – or the molecules and 

atoms that make me up are immortal – why can I not remember any of my previous 

existences?  

 I think Unamuno captures the feeling this kind of immortality invokes: ―…as you 

can see, but one not less comic – that is to say, not less tragic – than that of Nietzsche, 

that of the laughing lion.  And why does the lion laugh? I think he laughs with rage, 
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because he can never succeed in finding consolation in the thought that he has been the 

same lion before and is destined to be the same lion again.‖
37

 If immortality is truly real, 

then it feels right, intuitively, that it would be a form of immortality where we can 

remember our previous existence.   

 God, of course, does play an essential role in our immortality.  Unamuno, in order 

to try and solidify this notion that immortality is the continuation of consciousness, turns 

God into the ―eternal and infinite Consciousness of the Universe.‖
38

 Unamuno explains: 

Consciousness is participated knowledge, is co-feeling, and 

co-feeling is com-passion.  Love personalizes all that it 

loves.  Only by personalizing it can we fall in love with an 

idea.  And when love is so great and so vital, so strong and 

so overflowing, that it loves everything, then it personalizes 

everything and discovers that the total All, that the 

Universe, is also a Person possessing a Consciousness, a 

Consciousness which in its turn suffers, pities, and loves, 

and therefore is consciousness.  And this Consciousness of 

the Universe, which love, personalizing all that it loves, 

discovers, is what we call God.  And thus the soul pities 

God and feels itself pitied by Him; loves Him and feels 

itself loved by Him, sheltering its misery in the bosom of 

the eternal and infinite misery, which, in eternalizing itself 

and infinitizing itself, is the supreme happiness itself.‖
39

 

It is through the interplay of love, suffering and pity that we recognize others as a 

consciousness.  And this applies to God as well: We recognize God as embodying the 

universe.  We love God, and we feel loved by Him.  We pity God and His suffering and 

we take part in that pity and suffering.   

 Why turn God into the Supreme Consciousness?  As a consciousness, God has the 

ability to have ideas and remember ideas.  Thus, could man be merely an idea in the mind 
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God?  If so, would God remembering us constitute immortality? Unamuno certainly 

seems to think so: ―If there is a Universal and Supreme Consciousness, I am an idea in it; 

and is it possible for any idea in this Supreme Consciousness to be completely blotted 

out?  After I have died, God will go on remembering me, and to be remembered by God, 

to have my consciousness sustained by the Supreme Consciousness, is not that, perhaps, 

to be?‖
40

 Unfortunately, Unamuno does not discuss this idea in too much detail, but it is 

worth examining.   

 How is being remembered in the divine consciousness different from 

reincarnation and the eternal recurrence?  Being remembered does imply continuity – 

which is precisely what Unamuno is aiming for.  When we die, God is the bridge that 

keeps our consciousness intact.  Whether it is a resurrection of the body, or a trip to 

Heaven, God is the constant that holds everything together, that keeps us immortal.   

 The question about where this desire for immortality comes from has yet to be 

answered.  Is it part of the nature of the soul? Or does it come from the nature of God?  

Maybe it is a feeling that arises naturally from mankind? Perhaps it arises from all three?  

Unamuno‘s answer to the question of where the desire for immortality comes from does 

not provide much insight: ―I believe in the immortal origin of this yearning for 

immortality, which is the very substance of my soul.  But do I really believe in it…? And 

wherefore do you want to be immortal? You ask me, wherefore?  Frankly, I do not 

understand the question, for it is to ask the reason of the reason of the reason, the end of 

the end…But these are things which it is impossible to discuss.‖
41
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Clearly this is a problem. Luckily, Unamuno does hint at some plausible reasons 

throughout his work.  He seems to maintain that the desire for immortality is derived 

from a mixture of several things.  

Unamuno begins his discussion of the soul by introducing Baruch Spinoza‘s idea 

about the nature of things.  In particular, he discusses Spinoza‘s idea that the essence of a 

thing is its effort to persist in itself.  ―Everything, in so far as it is in itself,‖ Unamuno 

writes, ―endeavors to persist in its own being.‖
42

  This effort to be a human being implies 

the effort to never die; to persist eternally.  Unamuno also states that ―the endeavor 

wherewith everything endeavors to persist in its own being is nothing more but the actual 

essence of the thing itself.  That means that your essence…is nothing but the endeavour, 

the effort, which he makes to continue to be a man, not to die.‖
43

 Because man naturally 

longs not to die, it becomes part of our essence — not dying is incorporated into our 

essence to persist.  Unamuno writes that the ―endeavour whereby each individual thing 

endeavours to persist involves no finite time but indefinite time.  That is to say that you, 

I, and Spinoza wish never to die and that this longing of ours never to die is our actual 

essence.‖
44

  

Our effort to persist eternally becomes part of our essence.  It is in our effort to 

persist eternally that we do persist eternally.  We exist in so far as we persevere to exist.  

This kind of immortality seems to agree with Unamuno‘s conception of what immortality 

ought to be.  There is no break in continuity of consciousness and the soul remains 

immortal.   
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How can a longing for immortality be derived from the nature of God?  Within 

most traditions, God is conceived of as being immortal.  This notion holds true especially 

for the Roman Catholic tradition.  If God is immortal, and man is created in His image 

and likeness, then it seems to make sense — at least intuitively — that man is immortal.  

Unfortunately, Unamuno does not discuss this idea at length.  But God‘s existence is 

integral to Unamuno‘s system.  Without God, immortality would be impossible and 

Unamuno even goes so far as to say that if God did not exist, we would not exist.   

Another possible source for this desire to be immortal is from within man.  As 

Unamuno stated before, man has a natural feeling of dependency.  It is from this sense of 

dependency (among other things) that the feeling of God arises in man.  Because of this 

feeling of dependency, there is some connection with God.  And through this connection 

we feel as though we have some of God in us.  Our desire for immortality could be 

derived from our aspiration to be like God.  In seeking to imitate God, we seek to possess 

the traits that make Him God.   

The desire for immortality also manifests itself in certain ways among people.  

One of the most common ways this desire is made visible is through the will not to die.  

Humans have a natural inclination not to die.  Self-preservation can play a powerful 

motivating role in human decision-making and can be seen as resulting from this desire 

for immortality.  

There are also some non-conventional ways that this desire for immortality can 

manifest itself.  One example that Unamuno discusses is child bearing: children posses 

the ability to keep the memory of their parents alive either through stories or merely by 
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being alive.  Being remembered in this way can constitute a form of immortality.  This is 

an issue that Unamuno discusses in his literature and something that I will examine in 

more detail in Chapter III.   

 

 

Faith in God 

With all this discussion about immortality and God as the Supreme 

Consciousness, it almost seems as though the existence of God is presupposed.  This 

could not be further from the truth.      

As Unamuno has shown, reason cannot lead us to God.  Faith is the only way of 

arriving at the feeling God.  Unamuno‘s notion of faith is similar to Søren Kierkegaard‘s 

conception of faith as put forth in Fear and Trembling and Concluding Unscientific 

Postscript.   The similarities between Unamuno and Kierkegaard are no surprise 

considering that Unamuno was heavily influenced by Kierkegaard. Examining 

Kierkegaard‘s works will help to provide some insight into Unamuno‘s views on faith.   

In James Kellenberger‘s article Three Models of Faith, he discusses the 

similarities between Kierkegaard and Unamuno.  The idea that faith must be grounded in 

some form of uncertainty is a prominent theme in the thoughts of both of these thinkers.  

Kellenberger notes, ―In this work, then, he [Kierkegaard] too sees faith as being in what 

is uncertain and, like Unamuno, he seems to see the commitment of faith itself as 
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deriving from a passionate acceptance of what is uncertain.‖
45

 Passionate faith in God is 

grounded in uncertainty.   

What distinguishes Unamuno from Kierkegaard is Unamuno‘s emphasis on the 

emotions and passions that are necessarily associated with faith in God.  Kierkegaard‘s 

famous ‗leap to faith‘ — the notion that faith requires a risk — is probably something 

Unamuno would agree to emphatically.  But while Kierkegaard‘s leap can be construed 

as an intellectual leap, Unamuno takes the leap a step further by incorporating the 

feelings associated with taking such a leap.    

Faith is required when one believes something that is uncertain.  The belief in 

God is paradigmatic in this sense.  Many attempts have been made to prove the existence 

of God and yet none have been successful.  A belief in God will be grounded in 

uncertainty, and faith is what allows one to believe in God without any sort of proof.   

This does not imply that we can just have faith in anything; faith must have 

―matter to work upon.‖
46

 According to Unamuno, there is no such thing as pure faith.  

Faith that is free from dogmas or ―faith in faith itself‖ is a ―phantasm.‖
47

  The reason that 

pure faith is an illusion is because faith is inevitably tied to both the intellectual and the 

irrational.  Reason‘s drive to constantly try and rationalize faith is what makes it so 

difficult to have pure faith – faith free from reason.   
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 Faith really constitutes a belief in something.  If we have faith in God we believe 

that He exists, or we believe certain things that relate to the existence of God.  On the 

topic of belief, Unamuno has much to say: 

Believing is a form of knowing, even if it be no more than a 

knowing and even a formulating of our vital longing.  In 

ordinary language the term ‗believing,‘ however, is used in 

a double and even a contradictory sense.  It may express, 

on the other hand, the highest degree of the mind‘s 

conviction of the truth of a thing, and, on the other hand, it 

may imply merely a weak and hesitating persuasion of its 

truth.
48

 

In terms of the first kind of belief, some examples that come to mind are scientific truths 

and logical truths.  Certain scientific truths are believed almost blindly.  Even without 

scientific training, people have a tendency to believe scientific claims about the state of 

the world.  Scientific claims are taken to be truths because we trust the scientific 

establishment; we believe that they are not misleading us.   

 Another example of this kind of belief is logical truths.  Logical truths — such as 

the law of non-contradiction — are taken to be self-evident.  Logical truths differ from 

scientific truths in that a source is not required to verify their validity.  Logical truths are 

viewed as a basis for other truths; we believe logical truths to be true even without a 

source.    

 In terms of the latter, one can conceive of many instances where belief in 

something is founded in something much less convincing than the scientific 

establishment.  For instance, if someone I trust tells me that there is a Lamborghini 

parked outside my house, I may well be skeptical.  I take into consideration certain things 
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like the area I live in, and whether or not I know anyone who owns a Lamborghini.  Even 

if the probability of a Lamborghini being outside is low after taking into consideration 

these other factors, I might still believe my friend when he tells me that there is a 

Lamborghini outside; although not without some doubts.   

 This second kind of belief is what Unamuno is claiming to be the basis of faith.  It 

is a faith based on uncertainty: ―We do not so much believe something as believe 

someone who promises us or assures us of this or the other thing.‖
49

  It now becomes 

somewhat clear where Unamuno wants to take his conception of faith.  It cannot simply 

be defined as trust in God because ―there is implicit the idea of confidence, of surrender 

to the will of another, to a person.‖
50

 We have faith in people, in someone.  We have faith 

that what they claim is true; we believe them because we trust them.   

 But faith cannot be reduced to a belief in something that is questionable.  Faith is 

more than just believing in an idea or some theory; faith is an act of the will.
51

 But again, 

Unamuno wishes to take faith a step further.  He writes: ―But although we have said that 

faith is a thing of the will, it would perhaps be better to say that it is will itself – the will 

not to die, or, rather that it is some other psychic force distinct from intelligence, will, and 

feeling.‖
52

 Faith becomes a creative force; by believing something we create it through 

the force of our belief.   

 The ability of faith to create works out in an interesting way for God.  When we 

have faith in God we create God, but it is God who gives us faith in Him and so God 
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continually creates Himself in us.
53

  It is through this act of creation that we come to 

know God.  We begin to see God in everything around us.  We experience His love for us 

and we in turn love Him.  Although this formulation of faith and God seems to be a rather 

positive one it is important to remember that this faith is grounded in uncertainty.    

 In what is probably one of the most concise and clearly written passages in Tragic 

Sense of Life, Unamuno challenges those who think that they believe in God: ―Those who 

believe that they believe in God, but without any passion in their heart, without anguish 

of mind, without uncertainty, without doubt, without an element of despair even in their 

consolation, believe only in the God-Idea, not in God Himself.‖
54

 This is a notion that 

seems to be taken right out of Søren Kierkegaard‘s Fear and Trembling.   

 With this passage Unamuno has brought the conversation full circle back to the 

tragic sense of life.  The undeniable feeling that there will always be a lingering doubt 

about the existence of God, about the immortality of the soul, is what gives credence to 

this tragic sense.  Even the most faithful person will still be haunted by the fact that 

everything he/she believes could turn out to be false.  Nothing — not the rational 

discussion about faith creating the object of belief, or about the creative power of the 

will, or about God existing merely because we have faith — does anything to assuage 

that persistent uncertainty..   

 Unamuno‘s tragic sense is derived from this idea that any attempts to rationalize 

faith, God or immortality will inevitably end in failure.  These ideas are inherently 
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irrational.  They defy reason, but nevertheless, faith persists in believing.  It is from this 

conflict that we can see the tragic sense most clearly.   

  

 

The Roman-Catholic Church 

 

 Being a Spaniard, Unamuno felt deep ties to the Catholic Church in Spain. 

Although he was critical of the Church in certain respects, these ties deeply influenced 

his views about the nature of faith and especially the issue of immortality.  

How has the Catholic Church – over its very long history – dealt with the 

numerous issues and problems surrounding immortality?  In particular what did the early 

church, with its historical proximity to Christ, say about the immortality of the soul? And 

how did this view change over the two centuries since the death and resurrection of 

Christ? 

 The early church saw the immortality of the soul in terms of a bodily death and 

resurrection.  After the death and resurrection of Christ, the apostles believed that Christ 

would come back soon.  And with this second coming, they would die and be resurrected 

in the same way Christ was resurrected.  Because of its belief in the imminent second 

coming, early Christianity was labeled as eschatological or chiliastic.  Unamuno points 

out that these are similar notions: ―It has been asserted, perhaps somewhat precipitately, 

that primitive Christianity was an-eschatological [sic], that faith in another life after death 
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is not clearly manifested in it, but rather a belief in the proximate end of the world and 

establishment of the kingdom of God, a belief known as chiliasm.‖
55

  

 Unamuno equates eschatology and chiliasm saying that they are fundamentally 

one and the same for early Christians. Eschatology is the ―branch of theology concerned 

with the final events in the history of the world or of humankind.‖
56

 Chiliasm is defined 

as ―belief in the millennium of Christian prophecy.‖
57

  Chiliasm is essentially the belief 

that Christ will come again and rule over the earth for a thousand years.  In terms of early 

Christianity it does make sense to equate the two.  The second coming of Christ – as far 

as the early apostles were concerned – would take place during their lifetimes.  This 

second coming would simultaneously bring about the end of history and the thousand 

year reign of Christ.   

 Because of the Apostles‘ belief in the second coming, early Christianity had a 

belief in the immortality of the soul through Jesus.  And although all the apostles had a 

personal relationship with Christ, there were still questions as to what immortality would 

look like.  This notion is present most vividly when Jesus went to the Mount of 

Transfiguration
58

 and the Apostles who were there at the time heard Him say ―that he 

would rise again from the dead.‖
59

 The Apostles there were genuinely bewildered by this 

and ―they kept that saying within themselves, questioning one with another what the 

rising from the dead should mean.‖
60

  The question of the immortality of the soul and 
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what that would mean would be taken up by succeeding generations: those who did not 

know Christ personally.   

 The primary figure in early Christianity who did not know Christ personally was 

Paul of Tarsus.  The fact that Paul had no personal relationship with Christ becomes an 

extremely important point when examining his writings.  The essential idea throughout 

Paul‘s writings is the resurrection of Christ; the immortality of Christ.  Unamuno notes 

that the ―important thing for [Paul] was that Christ had been made man and had died and 

had risen again, and not what he did in his life – not his ethical work as a teacher, but his 

religious work as a giver of immortality.‖
61

 Unamuno quotes scripture to emphasize this 

point: ―Now if Christ be preached that He rose from the dead, how say some among you 

that there is no resurrection from the dead? But if there be no resurrection of the dead, 

then is Christ not risen; and if Christ be not risen, then is our preaching vain, and your 

faith is also vain…‖
62

  

 Paul‘s emphasis on the resurrection of Jesus, as opposed to his ethical teachings, 

is rather predictable.  Paul was primarily concerned with converting Jews, Greeks, and 

Romans.  In order to make Christianity appealing, he had to distinguish Christ from the 

prophets that had preceded him.  The major point of distinction was the divine nature of 

Christ.  Christ was different from the other prophets in that he was God.  And this was 

proven through his death and resurrection.   

 Because of Paul‘s focus on the immortality of Christ, Christianity became a 

religion of immortality.  It was the death and resurrection of Christ that guaranteed 
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immortality for man.  But in the course of the history of Christianity, questions arose as 

to what Christ was and why Christ came to Earth.  Paul‘s emphasis on the immortality of 

Christ as the central doctrine for Christianity started to be questioned by subsequent 

generations of Christians.   

 Two of these early heresies about the nature of Christ were Arianism and 

Socianism. Unamuno mentions the Arians and their belief that Christ was ―first and 

foremost a teacher – a teacher of morality, the wholly perfect man, and therefore the 

guarantee that we may all attain to supreme perfection.‖
63

  This position undermines the 

notion that Christ was first and foremost divine.  It reduces Christ to a teacher instead of 

the son of God and the guarantor of immortality.  Paul‘s emphasis on the importance of 

Christ‘s death and resurrection is what would cause the Arian conception of Christ to be 

labeled as heresy.   

 Socinianism also threatened the early Christians‘ view of Christ by asserting that 

he was not divine.  According to Sociniansts, Christ was a prophet with a special 

connection to God, but due to his lack of a divine nature, he could not be the guarantor of 

immortality.  In the socianists‘ view, the divinity of Christ and its connection to the 

doctrine of the Trinity was opposed to the simplicity of God‘s nature.  Thus, Jesus could 

not have been divine.  Jesus‘ death, in terms of Socinianism, was nothing more than an 

act of martyrdom.  Again, because of Paul‘s early influence, the socianist idea that Christ 

was merely a prophet was labeled a heresy, because it undermined his unique nature as a 

divine being who guaranteed immortality.    
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 In this way, early Christianity – Catholicism – became a defender of Paul‘s 

teachings regarding the divine nature of Christ, the immortality of Christ, and the 

Trinitarian nature of Christ.  Catholicism maintained that the primary distinguishing 

feature of Christ was his resurrection, due to his immortal nature.  Thus, in the Nicene 

Creed prominently features the phrase ―the resurrection of the dead and the life of the 

world to come‖.
64

  Roman Catholicism is an institution that sees its role as defending the 

doctrine of immortality.   

 The Church also defended immortality in order to protect man‘s belief in the 

immortality of the soul.  By giving in and accepting alternative explanations of Christ, it 

would implicitly be giving in to rationality.  The belief that Christ died and was 

resurrected and, through this, guaranteed our immortality, is absurd and irrational — 

Unamuno would even say anti-rational.  But the Church maintains that position even in 

the face of criticism.  The Church‘s defense of immortality is similar to Unamuno 

conception of faith: one continues to believe even in the face of overwhelming evidence 

to the contrary.   

 The Church‘s defense of immortality does have a practical aspect, however.  

Unamuno writes that ―It is the vital asserting itself, and in order to assert itself it creates, 

with the help of its enemy, the rational, a complete dogmatic structure, and this the 

Church defends against rationalism, against Protestantism, and against Modernism.‖
65

 

The reason the Church defends against all of these things is because they undermine the 

divine nature of Christ and the promise of immortality.  In undermining the divinity of 
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Christ, rationalism, Protestantism and Modernism also challenge the belief that man is 

immortal.  Unamuno draws a parallel between undermining this belief in immortality and 

the undercutting of some practical beliefs.   

 Unamuno points to a few particular examples to support his claim that the Church 

has a duty to protect against that which is rational.  He writes that ―It stood up against 

Galileo, and it did right; for his discovery, in its inception and until it became assimilated 

to the general body of human knowledge, tended to shatter the anthropomorphic belief 

that the universe was created for man.‖
66

 And again he notes that ―It opposed Darwin, 

and it did right, for Darwinism tends to shatter our belief that man is an exceptional 

animal, created expressly to be eternalized.‖
67

 It is difficult to justify the Church‘s 

suppression of these scientific discoveries, but the notion that sometimes a discovery is 

better left unsaid in order to protect people‘s belief systems is an interesting position.  

 One can liken the Church‘s suppression of these discoveries to protecting a young 

child from potentially harmful or detrimental things.  For example, parents often will 

prevent their children from watching violent movies or playing violent video games so 

that they develop some kind of belief system that does not involve excessive violence, or 

murder, etc.  It is only when the child is able to successfully incorporate violence into 

his/her world view that watching things that contain violence is allowed.  The child is 

prepared by the parents to understand that the world is not the nice, fun, kind place he/she 

thought it was.  While the world does contain these kinder aspects, it also has a violent 

                                                
66 Tragic Sense of Life, p. 64 
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side.  The child incorporates violence into his or her worldview in such a way that it does 

not destroy the previous worldview.   

 The Church‘s role is much the same in terms of these scientific discoveries.  

Galileo‘s discovery undermined the position that man was the all-important center of the 

universe (literally) and Darwin‘s discovery would have stripped away man‘s unique 

creature status.  This does not imply that the belief in immortality is false and that the 

Church is merely waiting to show this to everyone.  Quite the contrary in fact: the belief 

in immortality resides in a special place where it cannot be wholly proven or disproven.  

Thus, the belief must be protected by the Church against those who would deny it.   

 In one of his literary pieces — San Manuel Bueno, Mártir — Unamuno explores 

the role of the Church as an institution whose purpose is to protect faith in the 

immortality of the soul. In the third and final chapter, I will explore this and other works 

as a means of gaining insight into Unamuno‘s philosophical essays.  His literature offers 

insight into issues such as immortality and faith by exploring them within the context of 

actual people and situation, and thus provides a clearer depiction of what Unamuno is 

attempting to do. 
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Chapter III 

 

A character is never the author who created him. It is quite likely, 

however, that an author may be all his characters simultaneously.   

–Albert Camus 

 

Unamuno’s Novels 

  

Unamuno was not content to just write philosophical essays about his views on 

faith and immortality.  He also wrote literary works to make his views more accessible to 

people and to explore the issues in terms of actual people and situations.  Unamuno 

begins Tragic Sense of Life by distinguishing between the man of flesh and bone and the 

idea of man.  His literature is an attempt to further enhance that distinction. 

Literature allows the author to explore ideas and views in a way that might not be 

possible through standard philosophical writing.  In Unamuno‘s case, literature allows 

him to explore just how his views on faith, femininity, marriage and immortality affect 

people in the world.  Fiction, in some cases, allows for finer and more poignant 

articulations of problems and their possible solutions – or even their non-solutions.  The 

most famous example of this is Fyodor Dostoyevsky‘s presentation of the problem of evil 

in The Brothers Karamazov.  Ivan‘s formulation of the problem and the challenge he laid 
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at Alyosha‘s feet is quoted to this day by philosophers attempting to solve the problem of 

evil.        

 

San Manuel Bueno, Mártir 

 

In San Manuel Bueno, Mártir, probably one of Unamuno‘s most comprehensive 

works, he confronts the problem of the loss of faith and its implications for others. This 

work is the story of a Catholic priest who loses his faith in God and immortality.  He 

refrains from disclosing this to any of his parishioners so that their faith in immortality 

might be preserved.  San Manuel Bueno is a paradigmatic figure for Unamuno; he hides 

his loss of faith in order to protect the faith of others.   

 Don Manuel is introduced as a beloved spiritual leader in the small Spanish town 

of Valverde de Lucerna.
68

 Eventually he joins the seminary in order to ―look after the 

children of a recently widowed sister and provide for them in place of their father.‖
69

 Don 

Manuel is characterized as someone who feels it is his duty to take care of others.  He 

cares for the villagers out of love for them.   

 One does not have to be a priest in order to help people, though.  So why did Don 

Manuel become a priest?  The answer to this question lies in the fact that the villagers are 

all devout Catholics.  By becoming a priest he helps the villagers keep a coherent 

worldview.  As devout Catholics, they had certain expectations about how a priest ought 
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to act.  Priests should be kind and caring and they also should be concerned with the 

general welfare of those whom they serve.  Don Manuel fit this role perfectly.  This is 

how he came to be known as San Manuel Bueno to his followers.   

 As it turns out, Don Manuel had been coping with the loss of faith in immortality 

even while performing all the various good deeds he was known for.  Several profound 

instances of this are depicted early in the novel.  The first is during mass, while the 

Nicene Creed is being recited: ―As we reached the section ‗I believe in the resurrection of 

the flesh and eternal life,‘ Don Manuel‘s voice was submerged, drowned in the voice of 

the populace as in a lake.  In truth, he was silent.‖
70

 This is a very obvious hint at the fact 

that Don Manuel has lost his faith.  His silence during this portion of the creed – the 

profession of faith – gives credence to his difficult position.   

 In order to hide his loss of faith, he keeps himself busy by constantly working and 

helping around the village.  The narrator, Angela, notes that ―His life was active rather 

than contemplative, and he constantly fled from idleness, even from leisure…Even in 

those early days I had already begun to realize that Don Manuel fled from being left to 

think in solitude, and I sensed that some obsession haunted him.‖
71

 Don Manuel felt he 

had a duty to his people.  His loss frightened him and he felt as if merely thinking about it 

would cause him to betray the trust of the villagers.  This is not to say that he did not 

constantly struggle with his loss of faith; on the contrary, it was because he was 

constantly struggling that he focused on being active in the village rather than passive.   
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 For the most part, the source of this loss of faith is left shrouded in mystery.  Don 

Manuel does seem to be afflicted by the same ailment that afflicted Ivan Karamazov in 

The Brothers Karamazov: the suffering of children.  Don Manuel, while following the 

―doctor on his rounds‖,
72

said that a ―Stillborn child, or one who dies soon after birth are, 

like suicides, the most terrible mystery to me…Like a child crucified.‖
73

 Don Manuel did 

not react in the same way that Ivan Karamazov did, primarily because he felt he had an 

obligation to the people of Valverde de Lucerna.   

 The suffering of children should not be understood to be the only source of Don 

Manuel‘s loss of faith.  Unamuno keeps the reasons for Don Manuel‘s loss of faith 

ambiguous on purpose.  Don Manuel‘s loss of faith can be seen as a manifestation of 

Unamuno‘s tragic sense of life: the notion that rationality rejects immortality and merely 

thinking about immortality constitutes a form of irrationality.   

 Eventually, the narrator reveals why Don Manuel suffers in silence. She recounts 

a conversation she had with her brother, Lázaro, about Don Manuel: ―He told me how 

Don Manuel had begged him, particularly during the walks to the ruins of the old 

Cistercian abbey, to set a good example, to avoid scandalizing the townspeople, to take 

part in the religious life of the community, to feign belief even if he did not feel any, to 

conceal his own ideas.‖
74

  It should be noted that the narrator‘s brother was an 

intellectual; he had studied abroad and had become friends with Don Manuel after his 

return.   
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 The reason Don Manuel begs this of Lázaro is because Lázaro is the voice of 

reason.  Lázaro embodies rationality, and thus he is that which speaks out against 

immortality.  Lázaro has the ability to undermine all the work that Don Manuel has done 

in the village.  Lázaro could have easily destroyed the faith of the villagers, thereby 

shattering their lives.  When he realizes this, Lázaro says: ―It was then that I really 

understood his motives and his saintliness; for a saint he is, Sister, a true saint.  In trying 

to convert me to his holy cause – for it is a holy cause, a most holy cause – he was not 

attempting to score a triumph, but rather was doing it to protect the peace, the happiness, 

the illusions, perhaps, of his flock.‖
75

  

 In explaining his motives to Lázaro, Don Manuel also managed to convert him to 

believing – not in the immortality of the soul – but in keeping up the illusion of faith for 

the sake of the people.   

 As a priest in the Catholic Church, Don Manuel signifies the presence of the 

Church.  What Don Manuel was doing is exactly what Unamuno felt the Church ought to 

be doing.  The purpose of the Church as an institution is to protect those who believe in 

the immortality of the soul.  It is the Church‘s job to protect their belief systems and not 

to drive them to despair.   

 Since the purpose of the Catholic Church is to defend the belief in immortality, 

Don Manuel fits the role perfectly.  Maintaining the guise of belief in immortality, even 

in the face of overwhelming doubt and skepticism, is precisely what the Church must do.  

It keeps up the appearance for the sake of its followers.   
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 Don Manuel also embodies, as mentioned briefly above, the tragic sense of life 

that Unamuno explored in his proper philosophical works:  the notion that doubt forms 

the basis for faith and belief is something quite troublesome.  For Unamuno, being 

overwhelmed by doubt and never being able to find solace constitutes true faith.  Seeking 

answers to the questions only causes more problems to a believer, as the answers will 

inevitably lead to more questions and doubt.   

 The tragic sense is derived from knowing that belief in God and immortality may 

well be false.  Yet despite this, one believes anyway, while also helping others to persist 

in their belief by not revealing the doubts one might have about those beliefs.   

 

 

 

 

Three Exemplary Novels 

  

These three short novels by Unamuno explore three main issues in several 

different contexts.  The three primary concerns in these novels are marriage, the role of 

women, and child bearing.   

 Before entering a discussion about the Three Exemplary Novels, it is important to 

note that Unamuno did have some interesting ideas about women.  Unamuno 
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distinguished between two kinds of women: ―the mother or potential mother‖ and a 

female, ―hembra.‖
76

 Hembra is translated as female, but it is a female in terms of species, 

not in terms of personhood.  Unamuno was not particularly kind in his depiction of the 

latter.  Unamuno felt very strongly about the role of women in the world, but he should 

not be misunderstood as trying to demean women into a particular role.  On the contrary, 

Unamuno held women – in particular these mothers or potential mothers – in high regard.   

 There are two main reasons that Unamuno held women in such high esteem: the 

first was ―based on woman‘s will and her yearning for maternity‖
77

 and the second was 

that ―woman‘s love is simply compassion, that her surrender to the lover is through 

sympathy or self-identification with his suffering.‖
78

 According to Unamuno, women 

possess the unique ability to ―suffer with‖
79

 their partner or lover.  The ability to ‗suffer 

with‘ is derived from their ―maternal instinct to proffer asylum.‖
80

  

 Unamuno is attempting to depict the mother figure in the Three Exemplary 

Novels, and he is exploring the emotional and spiritual aspects of his mother as well as 

other potential mother figures.  Although Unamuno wrote about women and discussed 

their role in the world, he did perceive himself to be an inadequate portrayer of feminine 

roles.
81

 The reason for this was primarily because he knew only one woman intimately 

his entire life: Concha, his wife.  In Unamuno‘s own words he states that ―…el autor no 
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sabe hacer mujeres, no lo ha sabido nunca‖
82

 [The author does not know how to make 

women, he has never known how].   

 In the first of these novels, entitled The Marquis of Lumbria, the central issue is 

that of child bearing and the importance of having male heirs.  The story begins by 

introducing the Marquis of Lumbria: Don Rodrigo Suarez de Tejada.
83

 The problem that 

plagues him is his lack of a male heir, which means that once he dies the name of his 

family dies with him.  After many years of no success, the task of giving birth to a male 

heir fell onto his daughters.  Although the Marquis was nearing the end of his life, he 

persisted in order to ensure that he had a male heir before he died.  One of his daughters, 

Luisa, did give birth to a son prior to his death.   

 After the birth of the new Marquis, Luisa and her husband Tristan grow far apart.  

All that concerned Luisa was the welfare of her son and her husband suffered the 

consequences.  Luisa dies a few years after giving birth.  The cause of her death is 

unknown, but Luisa was very much aware of her impending death: ―Luisa felt that she 

was dying, for life was dripping from her drop by drop.  ‗Life takes its leave like a fine 

stream of water,‘ she said, ‗I feel my blood grow thinner; my head is buzzing, and if I‘m 

still alive, it‘s only because I am dying very slowly…‘‖
84

 Before her death, Luisa tells her 

husband that he must do everything for the new Marquis, including sacrificing himself.
85

  

 Needless to say, Tristan is rather distraught by his late wife‘s words, primarily 

because she was not worried at all about his well being.  Tristan remarries soon after 
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Luisa‘s death and the woman he marries is none other than Luisa‘s sister, Carolina.  

Although the new Marquis is still very young, he is wary of his new mother: ―The little 

marquis immediately perceived an enemy in his new mother.  He would not consent to 

call her ‗mama‘ in spite of his father‘s requests; he always called her aunt.‖
86

  

 Carolina and Tristan attempt to have a child of their own, but when Carolina 

finally gives birth, the child is a girl ―ill-formed and weak.‖
87

 The newborn dies shortly 

thereafter.  This spurs Carolina to adopt a child of her own: a male child.  There is some 

mystery surrounding this adoption and the source of this new child is left somewhat 

ambiguous.  Initially, ―Everyone thought that since Carolina had not been successful in 

having children of her own, she had brought the adopted son, this intruder, to annoy and 

quarrel with the other, her sister‘s child…‖
88

  

 As the story progresses, it becomes clear that there is much more to the new child 

than meets the eye.  Carolina begins claiming that he is in fact the true heir to Don 

Rodrigo Suarez de Tejada.  This is because, according to Carolina, Tristan had conceived 

a child with her prior to conceiving a child with Luisa.  Whether or not this is true is left 

ambiguous for two reasons: first because Tristan is portrayed as a weak character and 

tends to go along with whatever his wife at the time wants; secondly, because Carolina is 

an extremely manipulative woman, concerned only with placing her ‗son‘ as the heir to 

the Marquis‘ empire.   

 The details about whether or not Carolina‘s son is the true heir are unimportant.  

The portrayals of Caroline and Luisa, however, are important for fleshing out Unamuno‘s 
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conception of womanhood.  One of the most obvious things is the depiction of both 

women as being fiercely devoted to their sons.  A woman‘s maternal instinct is what 

drives her actions and informs her character.  Sedwick notes this in his article: ―Many 

[women] become stereotyped in their obsessive aspiration to motherhood, or if that state 

is unattainable, to a simulation of motherhood or a substitute for it.‖
89

   

 The Marquis of Lumbria helps to portray this obsessive aspect of womanhood.  It 

portrays Carolina and Luisa as being firmly devoted to the well-being of their children.  

In the case of Carolina, she shows no devotion or kindness to Luisa‘s child.  She sees him 

as a threat to her own child.  The children are, to a certain extent, an extension of the 

women themselves.  They see themselves in the child and thus they want only what is 

best for the child.   

 The second story in the series also explores this effort on the part of women to 

achieve motherhood, while also exploring the nature of marriage.  In Two Mothers, 

Raquel is the love interest of Don Juan.  While their relationship is rather complicated, 

for the purpose of brevity, I will say only that Raquel is an extremely manipulative 

woman, and Don Juan is once again a very timid, easily manipulated male.   

Raquel is unable to have a child of her own and, as a result, she forces Don Juan 

to find another woman to conceive a child with him.  Don Juan initially wants to marry 

Raquel, but Raquel has no interest in marrying Don Juan; she only wants a child.  She 

manages to convince Don Juan to abandon his thoughts about marrying her when she 

says: ―Marry me? But that, sweetheart, is senseless!...What for?  Why should we marry 
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according to the Church and the Civil Law? Marriage, according to what we were taught 

in the Catechism, was established for the purpose of wedlock, to give God‘s blessing to 

married people and to have them bring up children for His glory.‖
90

  Her argument 

against marrying Don Juan is essentially that because she is unable to have children, there 

is no reason to get married.  According to the Catechism of Trent, the "A second reason 

for marriage is the desire of family…to bring up children in the true faith and in the 

service of God.‖
91

  Raquel‘s argument then was not wrong or in any way misleading to 

Don Juan who no doubt understood marriage in this way as well.   

Within this passage is Unamuno‘s criticism of the institution of marriage.  Raquel 

utilizes the strict definition of marriage, i.e. the Catechism, against Don Juan in order to 

coerce him into marrying another woman and conceiving a child with her.  Although the 

marriage is ‗legal‘ or ‗accepted‘ as far as the Catechism is concerned, there does seem to 

be something fundamentally wrong with that marriage.  Don Juan and Raquel are using 

Berta – Don Juan‘s actual wife – as a means to an end.   

Even if the marriage satisfies the conditions set in the Catechism, is it truly a 

marriage if there is no love between the two partners?  Intuitively – and I think this is the 

problem Unamuno is pointing at – the answer seems to be no.  Berta is being used to 

fulfill Raquel‘s desires to be a mother.  Berta does not have a child in order to give glory 

to God; she has a child because Don Juan is doing as Raquel wishes   

The other, more explicit, part of this story is Raquel‘s determination to become a 

mother.  In this case, she uses others as a means to attain this end.  She manipulates and 
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deceives her way to attaining a child.  And the reason for all this, according to Unamuno, 

is her natural drive to be a mother and to partake in motherhood, a theme also explored in 

The Marquis of Lumbria 

The third and final story in the series, Nothing Less Than a Man, actually explores 

masculinity and the nature of love.  Nothing Less Than a Man centers on Julia, a beautiful 

woman who constantly has to fight against her father.  The problem for Julia is that her 

father is rather poor, and subsequently he sees her as his ―last hope of economic 

salvation.‖
92

 Against the wishes of her father Julia sees men who are not capable of 

providing the economic security her father desires.  Julia does not see these men purely 

out of spite – she is curious about the nature of love: what it means to love and to be 

loved.   

Initially, Julia seems to think that actions constitute being loved.  In one example, 

her first suitor, Enrique, claims that he does love her and that he would do anything for 

her.
93

 She begs him to take her away from her father so that they might be able to live in 

peace together.  Although Enrique agrees to do this for Julia, he never fulfills his 

promise.  Another suitor by the name of Pedro is also tested by Julia.  At first Julia asks 

Pedro if he is willing to run away with her, just as Enrique promised.  Pedro‘s answer is 

somewhat similar in that he thinks it would be great if they could run off together. But 

Pedro does bring up some practical considerations: where would they go and how they 

would survive?  Julia answers these considerations by raising the stakes – she 
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recommends they commit suicide.
94

 At this request, Pedro decides not to continue the 

relationship.  

 This leads Julia to the conclusion that neither of these men really loved her; that 

they were interested only in her beauty. This connection between actions and love (at 

least in the sense of doing things for the other person) is a rather immature conception of 

love.  At least intuitively, it appears to be very juvenile to believe that someone can only 

love another if he/she performs certain actions or partakes in certain activities at the 

behest of the other.   

 Soon after, a rich foreigner, Alejandro, arrives at their village, buys a large estate, 

and begins to settle down in the village.  Alejandro hears about Julia and her beauty and 

insists on making her is wife.  At first Julia rejects his advances, but Alejandro is 

persistent and in a letter he sends her he says to her: ―You will eventually be mine.  

Alejandro Gomez knows how to get what he wants.‖
95

  

As I mentioned earlier, Julia‘s father had many bad debts and he was on the verge 

of losing everything.  A marriage between Alejandro and his daughter would save him.  

But before this can occur, Alejandro settles all of the father‘s bad debts.  It is through the 

use of his vast fortune that Alejandro gets Julia.  ―I am utterly dependent upon him – we 

all are,‖ says Julia‘s father, ―I am living upon his generosity and you, yourself, are 

dependent upon him.‖
96

 Julia realizes that Alejandro ―knows how to get what he wants‖ 

and she agrees to go along with her father‘s wishes. 
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 Partly because of this, their marriage gets off to a rather tumultuous start.  But the 

question of love is still very much at play within Julia. On more than one occasion she 

asks Alejandro whether or not he loves her and his answers are usually cryptic and 

unsatisfactory.  On one occasion he replies to her by saying ―I have already told you that 

I don‘t like phrases from sentimental novels.  The less one confesses one‘s love for 

another, the better it is.‖
97

  

 Julia, of course, would not be the ideal mother figure, in Unamuno‘s eyes, if she 

did not have a child.  Subsequently she does give birth to a male child, a child who 

receives no love or compassion from Alejandro, primarily to ―make a man of him.‖
98

  

 Alejandro‘s detachment leads Julia to feel quite alone and she starts looking for 

love elsewhere.  A family friend, known only as the Count, begins to court her.  The 

Count tries to exploit her compassion in order to begin an illegitimate affair with her.
99

  

The question of Alejandro‘s love still remains in the mind of Julia and she is filled with 

doubt – even if she is not willing to admit it.  ―What do you mean? Who has told you he 

doesn‘t love me?‖ Julia says to the count. ―You yourself…You have told me so with your 

eyes, with your gestures, with your bearing.‖
100

 Eventually she gives in to the Count‘s 

pressure and has an affair with him.   

 Some time passes and eventually Julia becomes fed up with her husband and 

decides to divulge her secret.  Alejandro seems unfazed by this revelation; he responds by 

calling Julia insane and locking her up for several days.  Once Alejandro lets Julia out, 
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she is greeted by the Count and two doctors.  Alejandro has managed to scare the Count 

into denying there ever was an affair and because Julia continues to insist that there was 

an affair, she is declared insane.   

 Within the walls of the sanatorium, Julia is still tortured by the question of 

whether or not Alejandro truly loves her.  Oddly enough, she never doubted her love for 

him: ―Here, in the madhouse, she began once more to wring her heart and torture her 

mind with the painful dilemma; ‗Does he love me – or doesn‘t he?‘ Then she would say 

to herself: ‗As for me, I love him madly.‘‖
101

  

 Julia eventually recants her claims about the affair with the Count and is released 

to Alejandro.  Even though Alejandro takes her back with open arms, the question of his 

love for her still remains. Julia‘s doubts are finally put to rest when she becomes deathly 

ill.  It is at this point that Alejandro‘s love for her pours out.  While she is in her death 

bed, Alejandro begs Julia‘s forgiveness and pleads with her to show her just how much 

he does love her.  His final words to her are: ―My blood for yours…Death has taken you 

away and now I am going to come and get you.‖
102

 They are both found the following 

morning ―bathed in the blood that had been drained completely from him.‖
103

  

 I think the major point that Unamuno is trying to convey is that Julia‘s narrow 

conception of love was inadequate.  Although Alejandro showed very little or no love in 

the traditional sense, he was clearly very devoted to his wife in her greatest time of need.  

While the other two suitors were unwilling to die with her, Alejandro was willing to do 

so. He showed his devotion to her by dying for her.  The overarching issue in all three 
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stories is child birth.  Why is it so important for the male characters to have an heir?  

Why do the female characters became almost fanatical about their inability to have a 

child?  Why are children so important? 

 The desire to have children represents a manifestation of the desire for 

immortality.  Children have the power to keep a family name or legacy in existence.  

They grant their parents immortality in the sense that, through them, their parents are 

always ‗alive.‘ By keeping, for example, the customs of their parents, they in turn keep 

their parents alive as well.  The children can tell stories about their parents and they will 

always be living proof of their parents‘ legacy.  Children then can be viewed as a way to 

attain immortality.   

 This would also explain why the females are almost driven to insanity when they 

come to the realization that they cannot have children.  In this same vein of thought, the 

inability to have children constitutes a loss of immortality.  They are doomed to non-

existence once they die.  They are remembered by no one.   

  The will to live forever can manifest itself in a variety of different ways.  In the 

Three Exemplary Novels, Unamuno explores how the will to live can be manifested in 

terms of actual situations and people.   
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Mist 

 Mist, or as it is known in Spanish, Niebla, is a novel by Unamuno that explores 

issues about existence, particularly whether or not it is possible for a creation to became 

more real than the creator.  These issues can be traced back to Unamuno‘s deep interest 

in Don Quixote.  He felt very strongly about the characters in Don Quixote, not 

Cervantes himself.  Unamuno at one point said that he considers himself ―more Quixotist 

than Cervantist, and…I attempt to free Don Quixote from Cervantes himself, permitting 

myself on occasion to go so far as to disagree with the manner in which Cervantes 

understood and dealt with his two heroes…‖
104

 He maintained that Don Quixote and 

Sancho Panza were far too real to be regarded as pure creatures of fiction.
105

 As such, 

they acquired a sort of true existence; they became men of flesh and blood.   

 Unamuno did set a high standard for what it means to be an authentic human 

being, and so it seems curious that he would confer true existence on fictional 

characters.
106

 Unamuno utilizes a pragmatist criterion of authentic existence, namely, 

operari sequitur esse (―action follows being‖).
107

 This is the notion that ―something, or 

somebody, can be said to exist inasmuch as it produces visible and enduring effects on 

the surrounding world and/or on the minds of his neighbours, whether in the present or in 

the future.‖
108

 In this sense, it is easy to see why Don Quixote and Sancho are more real 

than Cervantes for Unamuno.  It is at this point that a very interesting reversal takes place 

between creator and creation.  Unamuno, in one of his essays about Quixote, states: 
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Though we oftentimes consider a writer to be a real, true, 

and historic person because we see him in flesh, and regard 

the characters he invents in his fictions as purely imaginary, 

the truth is exactly the reverse.  The characters are real, it is 

they who are the authentic beings, and they make use of the 

person who seems to be of flesh and blood in order to 

assume form and being in the eyes of men.
109

 

 

The reason this reversal takes place is because the creations have to, in a certain sense, be 

more human in order to be believed as actual characters.  Characters in fiction have to act 

a certain way and respond to situations in certain ways.  In other words:  

A well-constructed literary character cannot act arbitrarily 

(precisely because he is well-constructed): on the contrary, 

he will have to act coherently, and – because of that – all 

his moves, all his doings within the narrative – in some 

unmistakable way – will be indicative of the ultimate limits 

of the concept of humanity.  In order to be convicting, the 

literary characters must be already exemplary; they cannot 

afford the luxury of being ‗simply‘ humans, they must be 

humans at their very best.
110

 

 

The implications of this are that the author is bound by a certain set of rules in terms of 

what he can do with the characters.  The author becomes ―subordinate to or dependent 

upon them‖
111

 because he is no longer able to do what he wishes with his characters.  He 

is bound by the role of the characters and in order to create a good work of fiction, he 
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must be able to abide by this internal logic.  The more believable the characters are, the 

better he is as an ―author of fiction.‖
112

  

 Unamuno is attempting to draw a parallel between an author and his characters 

and God and human beings.  The notion that he is putting forth is similar to George 

Berkeley‘s notion that all things in the world are being perceived by God, who chooses to 

keep them in existence.
113

 Unamuno takes this thought from Berkeley and pushes it 

further.  Unamuno at one point said: ―I say that we are a dream of God.  God is dreaming 

us and woe to that day when He awakes.  God is dreaming.  It is better not to think of 

that, but continue to dream that God is dreaming.‖
114

  

 Mist can be seen as dealing with these issues.  In the most profound chapter of the 

novel, Unamuno comes face to face with his creation.  A conversation ensues about what 

kind of existence and freedom a fictional character might possess.  The conversation 

between Unamuno and his creation helps to illuminate certain issues about actual human 

existence.  Namely, ―from our understanding of what a creature of fiction is we derive the 

acute awareness of what it is the case [sic] as far as the ultimate nature of our selves is 

concerned: that is, we grasp the fact that we are ontologically precarious and uncertain, 

lacking in destiny and any deeper ground.‖
115

 

 The story revolves around Augusto, a wealthy man and an intellectual who falls in 

love with a woman named Eugenia.  Augusto is completely awestruck by her beauty and 

decides to court her.  Eugenia rejects his advances primarily because she is already in a 
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relationship with Mauricio.  Even though Eugenia‘s family approves of a marriage 

between her and Augusto, she refuses to partake in it.  There is a strong financial aspect 

to her family‘s approval of this marriage, though, as Augusto actually pays off her 

mortgage and other debts.   

 Although Eugenia rejects Augusto‘s advances, he does not give up.  Augusto 

finally does come out and propose to her outright, and, although she never displayed an 

interest in him before, she accepts his proposal.  This is a delightful surprise for Augusto, 

as he never thought she would agree.   

 Not long before the marriage, Augusto gets a letter from Eugenia, telling him that 

she has run away with Mauricio.  This turn of events completely shatters Augusto‘s 

world and he is driven to despair.  He contemplates committing suicide, but prior to 

doing that, he decides to go and talk with Unamuno about it.  The reason Augusto decides 

to see Unamuno is because he has ―read an essay of mine [Unamuno] in which I made a 

passing reference to suicide and this, together with some other things of mine that he had 

read, had evidently made such an impression upon him that he did not wish to leave this 

world without having met me and talked with me for a while.‖
116

  

 It is during this encounter that Unamuno decides to reveal himself as Augusto‘s 

creator.
117

 Unamuno explains to Augusto that he is merely his creation, that he has no 

free will and subsequently that he has no power over whether or not to kill himself.  

Unamuno asserts that Augusto is ―neither waking nor sleeping…alive nor dead.‖
118
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 Later on in the conversation, Unamuno says to Augusto, ―No, you do not exist 

except as a fictitious entity, a character of fiction.  My poor Augusto, you are only a 

product of my imagination.‖
119

 At this point, the conversation takes an interesting turn: 

Augusto questions Unamuno‘s existence and they begin an intellectual game where they 

try to arrive at what constitutes existence.   

 Augusto claims that Unamuno is nothing but an imagined character in the mind of 

God, much as Augusto is an imagined character in the mind of Unamuno.  Augusto 

reasons that if he does not exist then neither does Unamuno.  This in turn raises questions 

about dreaming when Augusto asks Unamuno: ―When a man who is lying asleep in his 

bed dreams of something, which is it that more truly exists, he as the consciousness that 

dreams or the dreams themselves?‖
120

 To which Unamuno replies: ―And what if the 

dreamer dreams that he himself exists?‖
121

 Unfortunately, no answer is given to either of 

these questions, as is usual with Unamuno.  The conversation continues with Augusto 

trying to show that he exists independently of Unamuno, that he has free will, and that 

this free will constitutes his existence as a being independent of Unamuno. 

 Unamuno very strongly disagrees with Augusto, pointing out that Augusto cannot 

commit suicide unless Unamuno allows him to do so.  This angers Augusto and as a 

result he threatens Unamuno.  This insubordination infuriates Unamuno: ―Hold your 

tongue! I don‘t wish to hear any more impertinence! And from a creature of mine, too! 

And since I have had enough of you and I don‘t know, moreover, what more to do with 
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you, I have now decided, not that you may not now kill yourself, but that I shall kill 

you.‖
122

  

 This drives Augusto into a fit of madness.  Even though he wanted to commit 

suicide, he pleads with Unamuno and tries to make him change his mind.  Unamuno 

refuses and insists that his edict cannot be undone.  Augusto will go home, only to die.  

―This supreme effort of the passion for life – of the thirst for immortality,‖ writes 

Unamuno, ―left poor Augusto utterly weak.  I pushed him towards the door. He walked 

out with his eyes fixed upon the ground, passing his hands wonderingly over himself as if 

he were uncertain of his own existence.‖
123

 

 Augusto dies shortly thereafter for unknown reasons.  It may have been that the 

realization of his peculiar situation was too much to bear, but it is ultimately a mystery.  

The story does not end with the death of Augusto though; Unamuno adds an equally – or 

possibly more – bizarre epilogue.  It is in the epilogue that Augusto‘s dog, Orfeo, gives 

his thoughts on the matter of his master‘s death.   

 Orfeo‘s speech can be seen as reiterating a lot of the problems that Unamuno 

confronted in Tragic Sense of Life.  Orfeo is musing over man and the problems he 

perceives in man, which is very similar to what Unamuno is doing in his work.  One of 

the first considerations that helps to exemplify this point concerns Orfeo‘s relationship 

with Augusto.  Orfeo is no stranger to death, but his master‘s death had a profound effect 

on him: ―…and he had scented the death of men; but his master he supposed to be 

immortal.  Because his master was for him a god.  And when he saw now that he was 
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dead he felt that within his own soul all the foundations of belief in life and the world 

were crumbling; and his heart was filled with an immense desolation.‖
124

 This is another 

instance where Unamuno is exploring the relationship between God and man.  Orfeo 

views Augusto as someone who had existed prior to his own existence and he presumed 

that Augusto would continue to exist long after he had died.  This mirrors man‘s 

relationship with God.   

 I do not believe that Augusto‘s death should be seen as Unamuno conceding that 

there is no God, or that God has ceased to exist  He is merely pointing to the notion that 

one can never be absolutely certain about God‘s existence.  There will always be doubt 

and Unamuno does not rule out the notion that it is quite possible that God does not exist.   

 In another passage, Orfeo again discusses man‘s tragic situation: ―He is a sick 

animal, there‘s no doubt about that.  He is always sick! Only when he is asleep does he 

seem to enjoy any measure of health, and not always then; for there are times when he 

even talks in his sleep!‖
125

 The sickness that Orfeo is referencing is the tragic sense of life 

that Unamuno wrote so passionately about.  The doubts about God and immortality will 

always exist; one can never be certain, but one believes anyway.   

 It is curious that Unamuno chooses a dog to give the final word in his novel.  He 

does this in order to show that sometimes man‘s primal instinct is what is right.  Orfeo 

represents these primal emotions in man.  Orfeo even notes that he understands man best 

when he howls
126

 and that man is what has forced him to learn to bark. It is fitting that 
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Orfeo gives the last word as he represents the instinctive nature of man that Unamuno is 

trying explore.   

 Unamuno‘s literature is an attempt to explore some of his major issues in context.  

He wrote literature in order to be better understood by others and to better understand his 

own views. Julian Marías states that the purpose of the novel in general is ―to make us 

aware of ‗the history of the person, allowing it to develop before us, in full light, its 

intimate movement, in order to reveal thus its inner nucleus.  The novel pretends, simply, 

to reveal in its truth the human existence…It is not a matter of showing statically the 

makings of, for instance, a psychic structure…but of attending to the very constitution of 

the personality in time.‖
127

 

 In writing his literature, Unamuno attempted to put the issues that he was 

confronting in his philosophical essays into context.  In writing literature, he was able to 

do certain things and experiment with certain ideas that would not be possible in standard 

philosophical writing.  A purely intellectual discussion about emotions is difficult and 

can sometimes be unsatisfying.  The purpose of Unamuno‘s literature is to discuss 

emotions in their natural setting, namely, in people.   
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Conclusion 

 After completing the last chapter of my thesis, I sat back and wondered what 

Unamuno‘s purpose was when he wrote Tragic Sense of Life.  What does it actually do 

for anyone?  Is there a value to what Unamuno has to say about issues of faith, God and 

immortality? Certainly, Unamuno does make some interesting distinctions, such as: God 

versus the God-idea and the man of flesh and bone versus the purely rational man.  Being 

a Classicist, Unamuno undoubtedly was aware of Aristotle‘s emphasis on the particular 

as being relevant to human beings, as opposed to the abstract-universal that Plato 

emphasized.  And while Unamuno does make an effort to keep his discussion in terms of 

particulars, it unfortunately does slip into the abstract rather often.    

 Another problem with his writing is that he often -- *knock, knock*-- well that is 

odd.  I wonder who could be knocking on the door this late at night.  Excuse me a minute 

while I check the door… 

 As implausible as it may seem, the person knocking on my door is none other 

than Miguel de Unamuno himself.  With his arrival, I am presented with the unique 

opportunity to ask him some questions about his work.   He was more than happy to 

oblige.   

 ―Thank you for stopping by, Miguel,‖ I said, ―I was just finishing a thesis about 

you.‖   

―It is really not a problem,‖ he said, ―I always enjoy visiting those who read my 

works.‖ 
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―Which really cannot be too many,‖ I said, half-jokingly.   

―Well,‖ he said, ―you are much closer to the truth than you might think.‖  

―Yeah, I know, it was quite a pain finding anything worthwhile about 

you…especially in English.‖  

―Even in Spanish there is not much either, so you should not feel too bad about 

it.‖   

 ―Do you feel bad that more has not been written about you?‖ I asked.   

―Not particularly,‖ he responded, ―Remaining relatively anonymous does have its 

benefits; for instance, my works are not scrutinized on a daily basis for inconsistencies 

and flaws like some of my predecessors‘.‖  

―I suppose anonymity does have its benefits. But moving on,‖ I said, ―do you ever 

feel bad that you never reached the level of fame of, say, Kierkegaard or Dostoyevsky?‖  

―On a certain level, I am sometimes disappointed that I am not more widely read.  

But at the same time, one does not write philosophical works in order to gain fame.  I 

highly doubt anyone becomes a philosopher thinking: ‗This is my chance at fame and 

fortune.‘ Talk about irrational beliefs…‖  

―Point taken,‖ I continued. ―Let‘s move on to more important things. Perhaps you 

can take this opportunity to sell yourself to people.‖  

―Very well,‖ he said. ―What questions did you have in mind?‖  
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―Why don‘t we begin with a simple question: Why should your works be read at 

all?‖  

―So you want me to justify my work? Very well.‖ He continued, ―I wrote Tragic 

Sense of Life, and indeed all my other works, as an attempt to describe the condition of 

the person of faith.  In a sense I was doing what Kierkegaard had done not too long 

before me.  I was examining all these issues that are wrapped up in religiosity and trying 

to articulate what distinguished a true religious believer from a false one.  Of course, that 

is quite a task and, for what it‘s worth, who am I to say whether or not someone is truly 

religious? This is a problem that Kierkegaard faced as well and it is also something that 

he addressed.  His notion that one cannot determine a person‘s internal state of mind from 

an external point of view really tends to undermine our ideas about what true faith 

actually consists of in that we can never really know for certain what is taking place 

within a religious believer.‖ 

 Pausing for a moment to gather his thoughts, he continued after a brief sigh: ―My 

work is an attempt to understand some of the more deeply held beliefs of man.  Man‘s 

belief in immortality could certainly be placed at the top, or at least very close to the top, 

of this list.  God and the afterlife can be seen as human attempts to justify our belief in 

immortality.  This is a scary thought as well: What if God is merely a creation of man and 

does not actually exist?  It is at this juncture where my work, I think, really deserves 

some credit.  There seems to be some kind of circularity within this line of reasoning.  

These closely held beliefs begin to crumble when questioned and yet one cannot help but 

continue to believe anyway.   
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 ―Irrational beliefs such as these do have some benefits for the people that hold 

them.  This is one of the things that I was attempting to explore in San Manuel Bueno, 

Martir.  The notion that people hold irrational beliefs that guide them throughout their 

life is an interesting one.  My goal at the outset was to try and explain, understand and 

justify these feelings.  Whether or not that actually happened successfully, I leave for 

others to judge.‖ 

―Well, if it is any consolation,‖ I said, ―I think your literature did a rather good 

job of articulating the concerns you raise and address in Tragic Sense of Life.‖  

―Well thank you,‖ he said, ―I really did enjoy writing those works. I found they 

were a much easier way to explore these issues in context.‖  

―As I read Tragic Sense of Life, I found that a lot of the problems you were 

addressing were very human-centric.‖  

―Indeed they were,‖ he replied. ―I had a hard time balancing the abstract with the 

concrete when I was writing my proper philosophy.  I did not want to be so abstract that 

no one would get anything of value from it and yet I did not want to be so concrete as to 

alienate others.  I think this is why I enjoyed writing the literature so much; it allowed me 

to explore these issues in concrete terms while addressing these other abstract issues.‖  

I interjected: ―I think the French Existentialists thought that same way.‖  

―Who?‖  
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―Oh, right, I guess you wouldn‘t know them.  They saw the value of literature 

when trying to express their ideas, similar to Dostoyevsky, although probably not as 

eloquently.‖  

―I do know Dostoyevsky well,‖ he replied, ―quite a writer.‖  

 ―Before we slip into a discussion about Dostoyevsky, which is quite easy to do,‖ I 

said, ―let us move on to something else. In my thesis I quoted someone who described 

your masterwork crudely, but rather accurately, I felt.  He described it as ‗…a long, 

rambling tapestry of commentaries on quotations pulled out of original context from 

numberless sources and bent to his needs.‘ And furthermore, he said, it is ‗the 

incandescent confession of a man whose mind is crammed with conflicting information.‘ 

Do you feel this is an accurate representation of your work?‖  

 ―I am not sure how I feel about that analysis. On the one hand, it is true that I take 

many quotations from other authors and philosophers, but I would not describe my using 

them to explain what I am attempting to do as a bad thing.  I think on a certain level when 

we take any quotation it is for the sole purpose of bending it to our needs.  In terms of the 

latter criticism, if it can be called that, I think that is absolutely right.  My ultimate point I 

suppose is that we all have these conflicting beliefs; the problem is what do we do with 

them? And that is really what I am trying to explore and answer.‖ 

 ―Take a look at any philosopher and their corresponding work,‖ he continued. 

―Can it be said to be correct? No, not at all.  Whether you are a philosophy student or a 

professional philosopher, you come to realize rather quickly that there are holes and 

inconsistencies within any philosophical system that one is trying to construct.  
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Objections are raised here and there, counter-examples are provided and soon other 

modified theories begin to develop.  In a sense, this is philosophy.  It is what Aristotle did 

to Plato and what Kierkegaard did to Hegel and so on. 

 ―Whether you look at Aristotle, Kierkegaard, Nietzsche or any of the others, no 

one system can be said to be ‗right.‘  But with that said, each system has something of 

value that can be taken from it.  For Aristotle, it was virtue ethics; for Kierkegaard, it was 

his insights about faith and religious belief.  My system, if it can be called that, is subject 

to the same problems that face all these other systems.  Life cannot be so neatly defined 

and systematized.  As long as you are trying to answer questions about life, such as, what 

is the purpose of life? why is there something rather than nothing? etc., you will always 

fall short in some respect.‖ 

 He continued: ―Aristotle had this insight over two-thousand years ago and it was 

one of his main criticisms of Plato, namely, that life is constituted by particulars.  For 

Aristotle, Plato‘s notion that one had to gain knowledge of these esoteric and abstract 

forms did not really help anyone much in day-to-day life.  This criticism does not render 

Plato‘s views useless though.  Plato is still seen as a profound thinker to this day whose 

insights are not really minimized by Aristotle‘s objections.‖ 

 ―All systems can be criticized,‖ Miguel concluded, ―but that does not mean they 

do not have something valuable to offer.  In Tragic Sense of Life, my goal was to explore 

and articulate the human condition; to understand it without attempting to solve it.  And 

that, I believe, is what is valuable about my writings: I let people make their own choices 

about how to interpret what I say.  Whether they reject it outright or accept a tiny sliver 
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of it does not matter all that much.  What matters to me is that they took it seriously 

enough to judge it in the first place. 

 ―But I have been rambling somewhat, and it seems that I must be on my way.‖  

―But why so soon? You just arrived,‖ I said.   

He replied, ―I think I hear my dog barking outside and I think he is trying to tell 

me something.‖  

―Fair enough I suppose. It has been a pleasure speaking with you.‖  

―I enjoyed the conversation as well. Thank you for taking the time to listen to 

what I had to say.‖  

―If I did not enjoy what you had to say I probably would not have spent so much 

time trying to understand it. It was worth every minute.‖ 

―Thank you for the praise. But I must really be off now. Take care.‖ 

―You as well.‖ 

After Unamuno left, I started to think more deeply about what he was trying to 

articulate and it seemed to me that he certainly had a valid point.  Irrational beliefs do 

have a very important place in many people‘s lives. These convictions tend to guide 

people‘s lives in more substantial ways than some other beliefs do.  A belief in God, for 

example, is deemed irrational because it is not grounded in empirical evidence, or 

because the concept of God is internally inconsistent.  For Unamuno, immortality is one 
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of these kinds of beliefs.  It is an unfounded belief that nevertheless becomes a guiding 

principle in the lives of many.   

One of the interesting things about Unamuno is his relative obscurity.  His 

insights about faith and the nature of God are not that far removed from the insights 

Kierkegaard had almost a half-century before.  That might be part of the reason why 

Unamuno never reached the fame of Kierkegaard; he can be seen as merely tweaking 

what Kierkegaard had done previously and not originating anything.   

Dostoyevsky is another writer who is considerably more famous than Unamuno.  

They were not writing about the same things but they both used the philosophical novel 

as a way of articulating their thoughts.  Unamuno‘s novels, though, were quite different 

from Dostoyevsky‘s and, although interesting in terms of topics, they were rather boring 

in literary terms.  They were not written in a very memorable way, like Dostoyevsky‘s 

novels were.  Mist was really the only memorable novel and that is only because it had 

such a peculiar ending.  Unamuno‘s novels were purely an attempt to contextualize 

Unamuno‘s proper philosophical writings, and not much else.   

But just because Unamuno was not as good philosophically as Kierkegaard or as 

good of a writer as Dostoyevsky does not mean he should be marginalized.  Unamuno 

had several interesting ideas that deserve recognition: the distinctions between God and 

the God-idea, between the man of flesh and bone and the abstract man and, most 

importantly, how the immortality of the soul is wholly un-provable, yet almost 

universally accepted and how man tries to cope with these conflicts.  Even if Unamuno‘s 



71 

 

exploration of these topics was not very rigorous philosophically, I do think he did an 

excellent job capturing the spirit of these ideas and their effects for man.   

When confronting some of the questions that really have no answers – such as the 

ones Unamuno was exploring – there is a virtue in the exploration.  In fact, that is the 

essence of philosophy – and in attempting to find answers for some of the most complex 

questions facing mankind, then certainly there should be some room for error.   
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