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Abstract 
 

I first present a general analysis of the different  types and kinds of philosophical dis-
courses. The second part examines why images have been and are still rejected in philo-
sophy. In the third part, I explain the different ways to fruitfully use images to develop 
philosophical thinking and discourse, in particular by giving various significative exam-
ples. 
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1. Philosophical Discourse  
 
1.1. General Considerations about Speaking and Writing  
 
Nowadays in philosophy, like in other academic fields, researchers generally 
give courses and lectures, and also write papers and books. We have the fol-

lowing table: 

 

 
There are many different ways to proceed. On the one hand, each person 

has his/her own style. On the other hand, there are different available tech-

niques. Images can both be used when speaking and when writing. Although 

they are widely used in science, few philosophers use them. 

Some scholars are more speaking scholars, and others are more writing 

scholars. One of the most famous philosophers, Socrates, did not write any-

thing, like Buddha and Jesus. However, their followers wrote a lot. This was 

ÔÈÅ ÃÁÓÅ ÏÆ 3ÏÃÒÁÔÅÓȭÓ followerȟ 0ÌÁÔÏ ÁÎÄ ÈÉÓ ÓÔÕÄÅÎÔ !ÒÉÓÔÏÔÌÅȢ 2ÅÎï $ÅÓȤ

Speaking Courses 

Lectures 

Writing  Papers 

Books 
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cartes also wrote  quite a lot but did not speak too much, Schopenhauer 

even less. Quine, as he admitted (see Quine 1985),1 was a terrible  speaker 

but a good writer ; see, e.g. Methods of Logic (1950). Heidegger was a good 

teacher, and some of his books, such as What is a Thing? (1962), are close to 

the teaching he was giving, showing a harmony between writing and speak-

ing. 

)Î 7ÉÔÔÇÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÃÁÓÅȟ ÔÈÅÒÅ ÉÓ Á disparity  between his teachings, which 

his students transcribed and the elaborated notes he wrote. Ray Monk de-

ÓÃÒÉÂÅÓ 7ÉÔÔÇÅÎÓÔÅÉÎȭÓ ÔÅÁÃÈÉÎÇ ÓÔÙÌÅ ÁÔ #ÁÍÂÒÉÄÇÅ ÁÓ ÆÏÌÌÏ×Óȡ 

 
His lecture style has often been described, and seems to have been quite different  

from that of any other university  lecturer: he lectured without notes, and often ap-

peared to be simply standing in front of his audience, thinking aloud. Occasionally he 

×ÏÕÌÄ ÓÔÏÐȟ ÓÁÙÉÎÇȟ ȬÊÕÓÔ Á ÍÉÎÕÔÅȟ ÌÅÔ ÍÅ ÔÈÉÎËȦȭ ÁÎÄ ÓÉÔ ÄÏ×Î ÆÏÒ Á ÆÅ× ÍÉÎÕÔÅÓȟ ÓÔÁÒȤ

ing at his upturned hand. Sometimes the lecture would restart in response to a ques-

tion from a particularly brave member of the class (Monk 1990, 289). 

 
1.2. Oral Presentations   

 
Apart from teaching courses or giving presentations of lectures at seminars 

and conferences, we can distinguish four different techniques which are 
nowadays used for oral presentations by professors/researchers in all fields: 

 

 
This table represents a pretty exhaustive description of the situation, but 

the four categories are not necessarily exclusive. For example, someone may 

write on a board and waive hands between different intervals. To make this 

table exhaustive and exclusiveȟ ×Å ÃÁÎ ÃÁÌÌ Á ȰÂÏÁÒÄÉÎÇ ÓÐÅÅÃÈȱȟ Á ÓÐÅÅÃÈ 

where writing on the board is predominant, the same with the other three 

categories. 
 

 

 

 
1 I had the pleasure to attend the last talk of Quine, at the 20th World Congress of 

Philosophy in Boston, USA  in 1998. 

 
Speaking 

Waiving hands 

Writing on the board 

Reading 

PowerPoint 
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Boarding lectures are rare in philosophy, but philosophers use the board 

in the classroom. Mathematicians use the board both in the classroom and 

for conferences. In philosophy, whether continental or analytic, there is still 

a strong tradition of reading lectures, despite the emergence of PowerPoint. 

Reading speeches in mathematics would make no sense. Analytic philo-

sophers also use some symbolic formulas, but far less than mathematicians. 

They often perform reading lectures giving handouts to the audience. 

For a broad audience, waiving speeches are nowadays standard, including 
in philosophy, cf. TED talks. They have a theatrical dimension that can de-

generate into the sophistry of persuasion. 

There are also philosophical discussions on TV where people are seated, 
interviewed or debating with colleagues. 
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These discussions require a mise-en-ÓÃîÎÅ, generally alternating plans 

ÁÍïÒÉÃÁÉÎÓ with  close-ups and shots/reverse shots. Although the visual aspect 

is important, images dealing with the subject of the talk/discussion are not 

in general used in these TV shows. 

However, this is done in videos whose quantity  has increased due to 

YouTube channels, including philosophical videos. 

 

 

 
1.3. Written Works  
 

Most written works in philosophy, papers or books are only black and white 
scriptures. There are some exceptions for introductory books or books for 

young people, where images are used: 
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The techniques of writing in philosophy have been quite diverse and still 

are. Here is a table: 

 

 
The first important w riting philosopher, Plato, used dialogues, influenced 

by Socrates and Greek theatre. Most of the time, his dialogues include stories 
in the form of myths or allegories. The dialogue tradition has been used sub-

ÓÅÑÕÅÎÔÌÙ ɉÓÅÅ "ïÎÁÔÏÕāÌ ÁÎÄ )ÅÒÏÄÉÁkonou 2019) but has progressively van-

ished ÁÎÄ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÍÕÃÈ ÕÓÅÄ ÎÏ×ÁÄÁÙÓȢ (ÅÇÅÌȭÓ ÄÉÁÌÅÃÔÉÃ ÉÓ Á ÄÉÁÌÏÇÕÅ ÏÆ ÒÅÁȤ

ÓÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÉÔÓÅÌÆȣ 
Aristotle  was the first to promote declarative writing systematically. 

Declarative writing can be argumentative, but Aristotle was not a sophist! 

Declarative writing can be more or less descriptive, more or less normative. 

It can present, explain, discuss, comment, justify a theory, for example, the 

theory of causality. 

We have to remember that the distinction between a thought and its as-

sertion was clearly emphasized only by Frege at the end of the 19th century 

by the introduction  of his famous stroke: Ṳ (1879); and that contrarily  to 

what Bertrand Russell funnily claimed, a written sentence, starting with 

a capital letter and ending with a full period, is not necessarily an assertion. 

Aphorisms are terse sayings/writings  that can vary in their affirmative 

tenure and length and how they are combined with other aphorisms or writ-

ings. There are famous aphorisms from Pre-Socratic philosophers, like Anax-

ÉÍÁÎÄÅÒȭÓ ÏÎÅȡ Ȱ4ÈÅ undetermined is the structure  ÏÆ ÅÖÅÒÙÔÈÉÎÇȢȱ2 Before 

ÔÈÁÔȟ ÔÈÅÒÅ ×ÅÒÅ ÔÈÅ Ȱproverbsȱ ÏÆ 3ÏÌÏÍÏÎȟ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÅ proverb σȡρσȡ Ȱ*ÏÙÆÕÌ ÉÓ 

ÔÈÅ ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ×ÈÏ ÆÉÎÄÓ ×ÉÓÄÏÍȟ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÅ ×ÈÏ ÇÁÉÎÓ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇȢȱ 7ÉÔÔÇÅÎȤ
stein in the Tractatus (1921) presented a series of terse writings organized 

in the form of a tree. This organization is not the same as the one promoted 

by Spinoza in his Ethics (1674), plagiarizing mathematical discourse. How-

ÅÖÅÒȟ ÉÔ ÉÓ ÍÏÒÅ ÓÔÒÕÃÔÕÒÅÄ ÔÈÁÎ 3ÐÉÎÏÚÁȭÓ Tractatus Intellectus Emendatione 

(1662), 0ÁÓÃÁÌȭÓ Thoughts ɉρφχπɊȟ .ÉÅÔÚÓÃÈÅȭÓ Gay Science (1882), or Descar-

ÔÅÓȭÓ Rules for the Direction of the Mind (1628). 

 
2 This aphorism was commented by Heidegger ( 1946), but he focused on another 

aphorism by Anaximander. Marcel Conche gave a one-year class at the Sorbonne in 1987-

88 on Anaximandre, mainly concentrating on this aphorism. 

 
Writing  

Aphorism  

Dialogue 

Story 

Declarative 
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Among terse writings , there are also quotations. Their statute is often 

ambiguous because it often has been extracted from a text, and the source is 

ÎÏÔ ÓÅÃÕÒÅÄȢ 4ÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÎÏ×ÁÄÁÙÓ Á ÌÏÔ ÏÆ ȰÉÌÌÕÓÔÒÁÔÅÄȱ ÑÕÏÔÅÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÔÅÒÎÅÔȟ 

but the relation of the image and the meaning of the quote is often random: 

 

 

 
Quine put the following quote from Lewis Carroll at the beginning of his 

book Philosophy of Logic (1970): Ȱ#ÏÎÔÒÁÒÉ×ÉÓÅȟ ÉÆ ÉÔ ×ÁÓ ÓÏȟ ÉÔ ÍÉÇÈÔ ÂÅȠ ÁÎÄ ÉÆ 

ÉÔ ×ÅÒÅ ÓÏȟ ÉÔ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅȠ ÂÕÔ ÁÓ ÉÔ ÉÓÎȭÔȟ ÉÔ ÁÉÎȭÔȢ 4ÈÁÔȭÓ ÌÏÇÉÃȢȱ 

Philosophical aphorisms could be accompanied/ supported by images, 

but this is not generally the case. However, !ÌÉÃÅȭÓ !ÄÖÅÎÔÕÒÅÓ ÉÎ 7ÏÎÄÅÒÌÁÎÄ 

is an illustrated book (originally by Carroll himself, but the famous version is 

with drawings by John Tenniel). The following famous short dialogue 

 
Ȱ7ÏÕÌÄ ÙÏÕ ÔÅÌÌ ÍÅȟ ÐÌÅÁÓÅȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ×ÁÙ ) ÏÕÇÈÔ ÔÏ ÇÏ ÆÒÏÍ ÈÅÒÅȩȱ Ȱ4ÈÁÔ ÄÅÐÅÎÄÓ Á ÇÏÏÄ 

deal on where you waÎÔ ÔÏ ÇÅÔ ÔÏȟȱ ÓÁÉÄ ÔÈÅ #ÁÔȢ Ȱ) ÄÏÎȭÔ ÍÕÃÈ ÃÁÒÅ ×ÈÅÒÅɂȱ ÓÁÉÄ !ÌÉÃÅȢ 

Ȱ4ÈÅÎ ÉÔ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÍÁÔÔÅÒ ×ÈÉÃÈ ×ÁÙ ÙÏÕ ÇÏȟȱ ÓÁÉÄ ÔÈÅ #ÁÔȢ 

 
has been pictured: 
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Jacques Lacan claimed that Alice was the forerunner  of ÂÁÎÄÅ ÄÅÓÓÉÎïÅ 

ɉÃÏÍÉÃ ÓÔÒÉÐɊȟ ÓÅÅ ɉ%ÓÔîÂÅ ςππρɊȢ 4wo questions arise: is Alice a philosophical 

book? In which sense are the images used in Alice? 

 
2. Against Using Images in Philosophy?  

 

4ÈÉÓ ÐÁÒÔ ×ÉÌÌ ÃÒÉÔÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÅØÁÍÉÎÅ ÓÏÍÅ ȰÒÅÁÓÏÎÓȱ ×ÈÙ ÉÍÁÇÅÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÒÅȤ

jected in philosophy. 

 

2.1. The Illusion of Perception  

 

In Ancient Greece, there was a rejection of sense data. In contrast, in Indian 

civilization, the main alternative beyond appearances is the religious world. 

In Greece, what was promoted is understanding, knowledge and wisdom, 

with rÅÁÓÏÎ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÉÍÁÒÙ  ȰÔÏÏÌȢȱ 0ÌÁÔÏ ÉÓ famous for having promoted this 
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ȰÖÉÅ×ȱ ÂÙ presenting the visual allegory of the cave, placed between two 

rational declarative discourses about the rejection of direct perception, one 

at the end of book VI of Politeia, and the other being comments/explanations 

after the metaphorical image of the cave has been described.3 

 

 

 
The rejection of sense data does not necessarily mean the rejection of im-

ages. For example, in Hinduism, images are widely used to access/express 
a reality different  from what is directly experienced in everyday life. The 

idea is not picturing reality as we can ordinarily see it but promoting an ima-

ginary ÔÈÁÔ ÓÕÐÐÏÓÅÄÌÙ ÂÒÉÎÇÓ ÕÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ȰÔÒÕÅȱ ÒÅÁÌÉÔÙȢ 

This use contrasts with religions, like Islam and Christian Calvinism, 

where images are considered human representationsȟ ÖÅÉÌÉÎÇ 'ÏÄȭÓ ÔÒÕÅ 

ÒÅÁÌÉÔÙȢ 4ÈÅ ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ×ÏÒÄ ȰÉÃÏÎÏÃÌÁÓÍȱ ÈÁÓ ÂÅÅÎ ÅØÔÅÎÄÅÄ ÁÓ Á ÒÅÊÅÃȤ

tion not only of images but of superstitions and ideologies, represented by 

statues, monuments, ceremonies, and even scriptures. 

 

 
3 I did a Master thesis at the Sorbonne on the cave (see Beziau 1988). 
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Islam, however, does not wholly reject visuality . In particular, there are 

some plastic artworks and monuments (cf. The Taj MahalɊȟ ÂÕÔ ÔÈÅÓÅ ȰÖÉÓ-

ÉÏÎÓȱ ÁÒÅ ÎÏÔ representative. They are, at best, indicative. One of the most 

famous figures of Islam is the octagon, often presented as the interlacing of 

two squares. In Calvinism, the pictures were thrown out. The only surviving 

ÉÃÏÎ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ȰÎÕÄÅȱ #ÈÒÉÓÔÉÁÎ ÃÒÏÓÓȟ which can also be seen as a geometrical 
sign, a long vertical line perpendicularly crossing a shorter horizontal one. 

Although Plato rejected images of perception, he promoted abstract 

ÍÁÔÈÅÍÁÔÉÃÁÌ ÉÍÁÇÅÓȟ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÅ 0ÌÁÔÏÎÉÃ ÓÏÌÉÄÓȢ !ÒÉÓÔÏÔÌÅ ȰÄÅÓÉÇÎÅÄȱ ÔÈÅ ÓÑÕÁÒÅ 

of opposition,4 a diagram pivotal in developing the theory of opposition, 

which includes other geometrical figures: triangles, hexagons, octagons, 

cubes, dodecahedrons, etc. Catholic Church has adopted The triangle of con-

trariety to figure the Trinity. It is also possible to consider an octagon of op-

position, result of the interlacing of two squares of opposition, fitting with 

the Islamic tradition: 

 
4 Aristotle did not explicitly  draw a diagram, this was later done by Apuleius and Boe-

thius, but he clearly had this figure in mind, as pointed out by Larry Horn. For recent 
works on the theory of opposition see (Beziau 2003, 2012), (Beziau/Lemanski 2020), (Be-
ziau/ Vandoulakisi 2021). 
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The above image is made of a photograph I took of an octagon in a wall 

inside the Hagia Sophia mosque in Istanbul upon which I have placed      

a square of contrariety  in blue and a square of subcontrariety in green, 

tightened together with red lines of contradictions, the origin of the theory of 

n-opposition developed by Alessio Moretti (2009).5 

Magritte entitled his famous painting of a pipe The Treachery of Images, 

but picturing  reality, by precise drawings or photographs, can help under-

ÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÉÔ ÂÅÔÔÅÒȟ ÈÁÖÉÎÇ Á ȰÃÌÏÓÅÒȱ ÌÏÏË ÁÔ ÉÔȢ 0ÈÏÔÏÇÒÁÐÈÙ ×ÁÓ ÕÓÅÄ ÔÏ ȰÓÅÅȱ 

the actual way the legs of a horse are moving by Muybridge in The Horse in 
Motion (1878). 

 

 
 

That is nice for exact sciences. Nevertheless, how can images be used to 

develop philosophy? Can we precisely picture truth, beauty and goodness? 

 
5 I myself introduced the coloring of the oppositions and put forward  the idea to 

generalize the hexagon of opposition into a octagon of opposition based on the interlacing 
of squares of contrariety and subcontrariety. 
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2.2. The Childish Aspect of Images 

 
!ÎÏÔÈÅÒ ȰÒÅÁÓÏÎȱ ÔÏ ÒÅÊÅÃÔ images is to consider that images are childish. 

This can be related to simplifying  reality, seen as the first  step to a more 

complex understanding. If you want to be able to explain to a child what  

a giraffe is, then you draw a picture which is a simplified  image of reality  

corresponding to the main features of this animal, allowing us to capture any 

instance of it, identifying  it through the picture, by distinguishing it from 

ÏÔÈÅÒ ȰÔÈÉÎÇÓȢȱ 4ÈÅ ÐÉÃÔÕÒÅ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÓÅÅÎ ÁÓ Á ÓÙÍÂÏÌÉÃ ÓÔÅÐ ÔÏ×ÁÒÄÓ ÔÈÅ ÁÒÂÉȤ

trary abstract word, creating a mental image associated with the word. 

 

 

 
However, instead of seeing the pictural stage as the first step of our lin-

guistic, cognitive development, we can promote a continuous dialectical 

interaction between pictures and abstract understanding, not leading to the 

burning of images, keeping alive our childish dimension, but making it 

evolves in a more mature stage, developing images in a more sophisticated 

×ÁÙȢ )ÎÔÅÒÅÓÔÉÎÇÌÙȟ ÍÁÔÈÅÍÁÔÉÃÓ ÈÁÓ ȰÓÅÒÉÏÕÓÌÙȱ ÅÖÏÌÖÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÓÙÍȤ

bolism (cf. Serfati 2005), which is closer to ideogrammatic languages like 

Chinese than to alphabetic languages where there is no direct connection 

between the signs and meaning. 

The famous mathematician !ÌÅØÁÎÄÅÒ 'ÒÏÔÈÅÎÄÉÅÃË ×ÒÏÔÅȡ  Ȱ$ÉÓÃÏÖÅÒÙ 

is the privilege of the child: the child who has no fear of being once again 

wrong, looking like an idiot, not being serious, not doing things like everyone 

ÅÌÓÅȢȱ ɉ'ÒÏÔÈÅÎÄÉÅÃË ρωψσ-86). One may think that images are not serious, 

but is it the case? What is the scientific basis for that, if any? Furthermore, 

on the other hand, what is the problem with being funny? The expression 

ȰÃÏÍÉÃ ÓÔÒÉÐȱ ÈÁÓ linguistically  concretized the relation  between fun and 

images. Furthermore, now there are also memes, like the following one: 
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!Ó 3ÃÈÏÐÅÎÈÁÕÅÒ ÐÕÔ ÉÔȟ Ȱ! ÓÅÎÓÅ ÏÆ ÈÕÍÏÕÒ is the only divine quality of 

ÍÁÎȢȱ "ÏÒÉÎÇ ÁÄÕÌÔÓ ÃÅÁÓÅ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÈÉÓ ÑÕÁÌÉÔÙȢ 

4×Ï ÆÁÍÏÕÓ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÓÔÏÒÉÅÓ ×ÅÒÅ ÉÌÌÕÓÔÒÁÔÅÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÉÍÁÇÅÓ ÂÙ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÁÕȤ

thors, !ÌÉÃÅȭÓ !ÄÖÅÎÔÕÒÅÓ ÉÎ 7ÏÎÄÅÒÌÁÎÄ by Lewis Carroll and Le Petit Prince 

by Antoine de Saint-%ØÕÐïÒÙȢ )t is worth pointing out that if these two stories 

are two of the most famous stories of humanity, it is because they are not 

ÏÎÌÙ ÃÈÉÌÄÉÓÈȣ 4ÈÅÙ ÈÁÖÅ Á philosophical dimension, being philosophical 
(story) discourses incorporating images, and it makes perfect sense to study 

these works in a philosophical class. This is also the case of some famous 

tales like the story of Eros and Psyche and Little Red Riding Hood, originally 

not presented with images but which widely appeal to our imaginary and 

have consequently inspiring many plastic artworks. 
 

 
 

Images may be childish, but the lapidary condemnation of images is infantile. 
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2.3. Advertisement and Propaganda  

 
Advertisement and propaganda use the full power of images. Images are 

striking. They strike our nerves, our emotions, our desires. They can be very 

provocative, disturbing and shocking. 

A sentence ÌÉËÅ Ȱ! ÎÁËÅÄ woman lying on a sofa is drinking  a glass of 

whiskeyȟȱ ÂÅ ÉÔ spoken or wr itten , has few effects on our mind, nothing 

shocking there. You can imagine ÍÁÎÙ ÔÈÉÎÇÓȣ ÂÕÔ ÉÎ ÆÁÃÔȟ ÙÏÕ generally 

imaging quite nothing. Imagination is not fired up by such words. It is much 

stronger If you see a picture because you jump into reality, or ÔÈÅ ȰÒÅÁÌÉÔÙȱ ÏÆ 

the image makes you jump! If it is a moving image, it can be even stronger.  

People attending the movie ,΄!ÒÒÉÖïÅ Ä΄ÕÎ ÔÒÁÉÎ ÅÎ ÇÁÒÅ ÄÅ ,Á #ÉÏÔÁÔ by Louis 

,ÕÍÉîÒÅȟ $ÅÃÅÍÂÅÒ ςψȟ ρψωυ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ 3ÁÌÏÎ )ÎÄÉÅÎ ÄÕ 'ÒÁÎÄ #ÁÆï were really 

ȰÍÏÖÅÄȢȱ 

This substantial impact of images can be used constructively or detri-

mentally. Advertisement images are used to sell products. It can be for good 

or bad products, and it can be done ambiguously, like using sexual attraction 

or based on phantasmagoria and promoting illusions. 
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In communist countries, advertisement was prohibited , but political 

propaganda used pictures or sculptures. In a country like Morocco, you see 

pictures of the King everywhere. In Nazi Germany, ideological propaganda 

was mixed with commercial propaganda (Pamela 2013), and the famous 
Swastika flag is a strong image that used a religious symbol from India. This 

flag was pivotal for the development of Nazism. Coca-#ÏÌÁ ×ÁÓ ȰÓÕÃÃÅÓÓÆÕÌÌÙȱ 

mixed with the mythical figure of Santa Claus, an explosive cocktail! Images 

ÁÒÅ ÐÏ×ÅÒÆÕÌȣ 
 

   


