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Foreword

The works of the German biologist, philosopher and sociologist Helmuth
Plessner (1892-1985) have remained relatively unknown to the English-
speaking world until now. Without doubt, one of the most important reasons
for this is the fact that so far only a few of his works has been translated into
English. Moreover, the majority of the large corpus of secondary literature
is also in German. For these reasons, the “Plessner Renaissance” that took
place in the past decades went largely unnoticed among English scholars
in the humanities and in the natural and social sciences. In order to widen
the audience, the organizers of the IVth International Plessner Confer-
ence at the Erasmus University Rotterdam in 2009, which was devoted to
Plessner’s magnum opus, The Levels of the Organic and Man: An Introduction
to Philosophical Anthropology [Die Stufen des Organischen und der Mensch.
Einleitung in die philosophische Anthropologie, originally published in 1928],
decided to hold the entire conference in English. Although the confer-
ence did not attract a large group of participants from English-speaking
countries, it resulted, for the first time in the history of Plessner scholarship,
in a substantive collection of papers on Plessner’s philosophical anthropol-
ogy written in English.' The present volume contains a selection of the
papers presented at that conference, offering an excellent introduction to a
philosopher whose work has proven to be inspiring for several generations
of scholars.

I wish to thank Dr. Maarten Coolen from the University of Amsterdam,
and Prof. Dr. Huib Ernste from Radboud University of Nijmegen, who acted
as co-organizers of the IVth International Plessner Conference and helped

1 As only some of Plessner’s works have been translated so far, the papers presented at the
Rotterdam Plessner conference lacked a uniform translation of Plessner’s key terms. In some
cases it was just a matter of different spelling. For example, whereas in some contributions the
German exzentrisch was translated as “eccentric”, in other papers “excentric” was used. In other
cases the differences concerned the entire word. The German Grenze for example, was translated
as “boundary” by some authors and as “border” by others. In order to avoid conceptual confusion,
in almost all cases the editorial choice has been a uniform translation. For that reason, the word
exzentrisch is consistently translated as eccentric (a motivation for this particular choice is given
in footnote 2 on page 12). However, in a few cases where different translations were caused by
differences in context, for which the English language has different words, the choice has been
made to keep the different translations. For that reason the German Grenze is translated with
“boundary”, but in some cases as “border”. When an author used synonyms for stylistic reasons
(for example by alternatively using “corporeality” and “corporeity”), the different translations
have also been maintained.
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with the selection of the papers for this volume. I would also like to thank
Laurens van den Berg and Marjolein Wegman for their encouraging sup-
port while organizing the conference, and my research assistants Sassan
Sangsari and Julien Kloeg for their help during the editing of the text. I
also wish to thank the anonymous reviewers for their critical comments
that have helped us to improve the book. Last but not least I would like
to thank Inge van der Bijl, Ed Hatton, and Jaap Wagenaar of Amsterdam
University Press for their first-rate assistance during the final editing and
production of this book.

I also wish to express my sincere gratitude to the Helmuth Plessner
Gesellschaft, the Erasmus Trustfonds, and the Faculty of Philosophy of
Erasmus University for their generous financial contributions, without
which the organization of the conference and the coming open source
edition of this volume could not have been made possible.

Last but not least, I would like to thank the authors of this volume. Hope-
fully, their contributions mark the beginning of a fruitful reception and
application of Helmuth Plessner’s work by the English-speaking community
of scholars.

Rotterdam, March 2014
Jos de Mul



Artificial by Nature

An Introduction to Plessner’s Philosophical Anthropology

Jos de Mul

Those who want to find a home, a native soil, safety, must make the sacrifice of
belief. Those who stick to the mind, do not return.

— Helmuth Plessner

The past few decades have been marked by a remarkable rediscovery of the
work of the German philosopher and sociologist Helmuth Plessner (1892-
1985), who for along time remained in the shadow of his contemporary, Mar-
tin Heidegger. During the first International Plessner Congress in Freiburg,
in 2000, the organizers even dared to speak about a “Plessner Renaissance.”
However, with regards to the Anglo-Saxon academic community, it appears
too premature to speak about a revival. Given that only a few of his works
have been translated into English,' the interest in Plessner’s work has mainly
been restricted to Germany and, to a lesser extent, Netherlands, Italy, and
Poland, so far. One does not come across his name, for example, in the
Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Yet, the publication of The Limits of
Community: A Critique of Social Radicalism in1999 — a translation of Grenzen
der Gemeinschaft: eine Kritik des sozialen Radikalismus (1924) — and the
forthcoming translation of his philosophical magnum opus, The Levels of
the Organic and Man [Die Stufen des Organischen und der Mensch], which
originally appeared in 1928, indicate that there is an up-and-coming interest
in Plessner’s work among the Anglo-Saxon scholars.

One feasible explanation for the renewed acuteness of Plessner’s
philosophical anthropology lies in the virtues of his concept ‘eccentric
positionality™ and the related concept of the ‘natural artificiality’ of man.

1 Until recently, except for some smaller texts (Plessner1964;1969a;19969b;1970a;1970b), no
works of Plessner haven been translated into English. For an overview of Plessner’s writings,
translations in Dutch, French, Italian, Polish and Spanish, and secondary literature, see the
website of the Helmuth Plessner Gesellschaft: http://www.helmuth-plessner.de/.

2 Some authors prefer to translate the German “exzentrische Positionalitit” with “excentric
positionality” in order to avoid association with the meaning “deviating from conventional or
accepted use or conduct,” which is attached to the English word “eccentric.” Nevertheless, we
decided to use the terms “eccentric” and “eccentricity” throughout this volume, not only because
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These concepts not only enable us to grasp the fundamental biological
characteristics of the human condition, but they also have proven to be
fruitful in the social sciences and humanities. Plessner’s writings not only
foreshadow current — phenomenological, hermeneutic, and feminist — criti-
cisms of rationalistic and instrumental approaches to the study of human
life, culture, and technology, as well as the embodied, enacted, embedded,
and extended alternatives that are currently being developed (Thompson
2007), but they also remain fruitful and worth studying in their own right.
Demonstrating this will be the aim of this volume.

This introduction consists of four parts. As Plessner is not well-known
in the Anglo-Saxon world, I shall first briefly sketch Plessner’s life and
works as well as place him in the context of twentieth-century continental
philosophy. In the second part, I will introduce the concept of ‘positionality,
which is central to Plessner’s philosophical anthropology, and contrast this
spatially oriented concept with Heidegger’s temporally oriented concept of
Dasein, and subsequently comment on the synchronic nature of Plessner’s
anthropology. In the third part, Plessner’s three ‘anthropological laws’ will
be presented. Lastly, a cursory overview of the contents of this book will
be provided.

In the shadow of tomorrow: The life and works of Helmuth
Plessner

Helmuth Plessner was born in 1892 in Wiesbaden, Germany, into an affluent
family of partly Jewish descent.? His father was a doctor and the director
of a sanatorium. In the then still prosperous city of Wiesbaden, Helmuth
witnessed the grandeur of the last years of the German Empire. After suc-
cessfully completing his studies at the gymnasium in his hometown, he went
on to study medicine in Freiburg, followed by zoology and philosophy in
Heidelberg. While in Heidelberg, he met highly acclaimed German scholars
such as Windelband, Weber, and Troelsch. In 1914, he went to Gottingen
to study phenomenology under Husserl and became fascinated with the
philosophy of Kant. After obtaining his doctoral degree in Erlangen in 1918,

this is in accordance with the spelling used in most dictionaries, but also because it has been
used in previously published translations of Helmuth Plessner’s works, such as Laughing and
Crying: A Study of the Limits of Human Behaviour [Lachen und Weinen. Eine Untersuchung der
Grenzen menschlichen Verhaltens, 1941] (Plessner 1970).

3 This biographical sketch has largely been taken from the biographical notes of his Dutch
student Jan Sperna Weiland (Sperna Weiland 1989).
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he worked under Max Scheler in Cologne, where he wrote his Habilitations-
schrift, the thesis which qualified him for a professorship (1920). It was
not until 1926 however, until he was appointed extraordinary professor of
philosophy in Cologne. Between these periods, Plessner published his book
The Unity of the Senses [Die Einheit der Sinne, 1923], and, partly inspired by
Max Scheler, he worked on the first large-scale design of a philosophical
anthropology. His The Levels of the Organic and Man, written in a rather
obtuse German, appeared in 1928, only one year after the groundbreaking
and highly influential publication of Heidegger’s Being and Time [Sein und
Zeit]. Moreover, Scheler’s short but compelling study of The Position of Man
inthe Cosmos [Die Stellung des Menschen im Kosmos] also appeared in1928.

At the time, Plessner’s philosophical anthropology received only little
scholarly attention. However, this was not only due to his rather inaccessible
writing. When the National-Socialists took power in Germany in 1933, Pless-
ner was dismissed because of his Jewish ancestry. He emigrated to Istanbul
in Turkey, but his attempt to obtain a professorship there failed. Upon being
invited by his friend FJJ. Buytendijk, he went to Groningen, in the north
of the Netherlands, where he was appointed extraordinary professor of
sociology in 1939, thanks to a number of sociological studies Plessner had
previously published, such as the aforementioned The Limits of Community:
A Critique of Social Radicalism (1924) and The Fate of the German Spirit at the
End of Its Civil Era [Das Schicksal des Deutschen Geistes im Ausgang seiner
biirgerlichen Epoche, 1935), reprinted in 1955 under the title The Delayed
Nation [Die verspdtete Nation] — in which he analized the religious, social
and philosophical roots of National Socialism. According to Plessner, the
political barbarism of National Socialism could largely be attributed to the
fact that, unlike most other states in Europe in the nineteenth century,
Germany had not experienced civil revolution, which meant that the Ger-
man people followed the path of cultural emancipation instead of political
revolution. Given this background, it was not in the least surprising that to
Plessner, philosophical anthropology — first and foremost — had a practical
aim. In 1936, he gave an address on the task of philosophical anthropology
in which he argued that the degeneration of the classical and Christian
legacies had created a cultural void which fundamentally threatened the
essence of humankind. The task of philosophical anthropology is to remind
people of their possibilities, hidden in ‘the shadow of tomorrow.

The fact that philosophical anthropology remained important to Plessner
during his sociology professorship can be seen from publications such as
Laughing and Crying: Inquiries to the Boundaries of Human Behavior [Lachen
und Weinen. Eine Untersuchung der Grenzen menschlichen Verhaltens, 1941].



14 JOS DE MUL

In1943, after the German occupation of the Netherlands, his Jewish lineage
forced him to go into hiding. After the war he was reappointed to a post in
Groningen, but this time as full professor of philosophy. In 1951, he returned
to Germany and was appointed professor of philosophy and sociology in
Gottingen. In this position, he carried out various administrative functions,
including that of dean, rector magnificus (vice chancellor) in Gottingen, and
chairman of the German Association of Sociologists. Upon invitation by
Adorno and Horkheimer, he also contributed to the research of the Institut
fiir Sozialforschung (the Frankfurt School). In 1962, he was appointed for
a one-year term as visiting professor at the New School for Social Research
in New York City. In the last period of his academic career, from 1965 to
1972, he was professor of philosophy in Ziirich, Switzerland. Plessner died
in Gottingen at age 92 in198s5.

Between 1980 and 1985, Suhrkamp published Plessner’s Collected Writ-
ings [Gesammelte Schriften] in ten volumes.* It will probably take quite
some time before the entire collection is available in English. However,
the English-speaking community can duly anticipate the translation of
Die Stufen des Organischen und der Mensch, a book that occupies a key
position in his oeuvre and presents both Plessner’s philosophy of nature and
the building blocks of his philosophical anthropology, social philosophy,
and philosophy of culture and technology. Without a doubt, Levels of the
Organic and Man is Plessner’s magnum opus. It will also be the chief point
of reference of this volume.

Eccentric positionality

We can only understand the importance of Plessner’s concept ‘eccentric
positionality’ (exzentrische Positionalitdit) if we place it in the light of hu-
man finitude, a theme that dominates modern philosophy as no other
(cf. De Mul 2004). Of course, the finitude of man is not an exclusively
modern theme, as it already played a prominent role in medieval thinking.
However, as Odo Marquard has shown, in modern philosophy there has

4 A selection of texts of Plessner not included in the Collected Writings, entitled Politics —
Anthropology — Philosophy: Essays and Lectures [Politik—Anthropologie—Philosophie: Aufsditze und
Vortrdge], has been published in 2001 by Salvatore Giammusso and Hans-Ulrich Lessing (Plessner
2001). In addition, Hans-Ulrich Lessing has published a series of previously unpublished lectures
of Plessner, in which his philosophical anthropology is presented in a broad philosophical
context: Elemente der Metaphysik: Eine Vorlesung aus dem Wintersemester 1931/32 [Elements of
Metaphysics: Winter Semester Lectures 1931/32] (Plessner 2002).
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been an important shift in the meaning of the concept. Where the finite,
in contrast to a transcendent, self-causing (causa suf) God, was initially
understood as that which is created — that is to say, that which does not
have its ground in itself — in modern secularized culture it is defined
immanently as that which islimited in space and time (Marquard 1981, 120).
A crucial difference between Plessner and Heidegger lies in their diverging
points of departure with regards to their reflection on man, marked by
related though distinctively different dimensions of human finitude. In
Being and Time, Heidegger’s focal point is finitude in ¢ime. In this context,
finitude is primarily understood as mortality and the human way of being
(Dasein, literary translated: there-being), characterized by the awareness
of this mortality, consequently is defined as a Being-unto-death (Sein zum
Tode). In The Levels of the Organic and Man, however, Plessner’s point of
departure is finitude in space, in which finitude is primarily defined as
positionality and human life, in its specific relation to its positionality,
as decentered or, in his vocabulary, eccentric positionality (exzentrische
Positionalitat).

The fact that Heidegger takes the experience of temporality as his
departure point vastly determines his abstraction from the corporality of
man, and as a consequence shows an affinity to the idealistic rather than
the materialistic tradition (cf. Schulz 1953-1954). In contrast, by putting
the emphasis on the spatial dimension, Plessner assigns a central role to
(our relationship to) our physical body. In Plessner’s anthropology, the
biological dimension plays a crucial role and an important part of his
analysis aims at demarcating man from other - living and lifeless — bodies.
However, although Plessner, as a trained biologist, pays much attention
to the empirical knowledge about life, his focus is on the transcendental-
phenomenological analysis of the material a priori of the subsequent life
forms, particularly that of the human. In the first part of this volume,
various aspects of Plessner’s method and anthropology will be discussed
and compared to competing paradigms in more detail. Here, I will restrict
myselfto a short introduction of some of the key concepts of his philosophy
of nature and anthropology.

According to Plessner, the living body distinguishes itself from the lifeless
in that it does not only possess contours but is characterized by a boundary
(or border) (Grenze), and consequently by the crossing of this boundary
(Grenzverkehr). Moreover, the living body is characterized by a specific
relationship to its own boundary, that is, by a specific form of positionality.
The positionality of living creatures is linked to their double aspectiv-
ity (Doppelaspektivitit): they have a relationship to both sides of their
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constituting boundary, both to the inner and the outer side (GS V, 138f.).5
Anticipating Ryle’s later critique, Plessner’s concept of double aspectivity
explicitly opposes the Cartesian dualism of res extensa and res cogitans, in
which both poles are fundamentalized ontologically. Conversely, Plessner
considers life to encompass a physical-psychic unity; a lived body which,
depending on which aspect is disclosed, appears as either body or mind.
The manner in which positionality is organized determines the differ-
ence between plant, animal and human being. In the ‘open’ organization of
a plant, the organism does not express a relationship to its own positional-
ity. Neither the inner nor the outer has a center. In other words, the plant
is characterized by a boundary which has no one or nothing on either
side, neither subject nor object (GS V, 282f.). A relationship with its own
positionality first appears in the ‘closed’ or centric organization of animals.
In an animal organism, that which crosses the boundary is mediated by a
center, which at a physical level can be localized in the nervous system, and
atthe psychiclevel is characterized by awareness of the environment. Thus,
what distinguishes the animal from the plant is that not only does ithave a
body, it is also in its body. Furthermore, the human life form distinguishes
itself from that of the animal by also cultivating a relationship with this
center. Although we inevitably also take up a centrist position, we have, in
addition, a specific relationship to this center. There is therefore a second
mediation: human beings are aware of their center of experience or being,
and as such, eccentric. “Man not only lives (lebf) and experiences his life
(erlebt), but he also experiences his experience of life” (GS'V, 364). In other
words: as eccentric beings we are not where we experience, and we don’t
experience where we are.® Expressed from the perspective of the body: ‘A
living person is a body, is in his body (as inner experience or soul) and at
the same time outside his body as the perspective, from which he is both”
(GS 'V, 365). Because of this tripartite determination of human existence,
human beings live in three worlds: an outer world (Aussenwelt), an inner

5  GSstands for Helmuth Plessner’s Gesammelte Schriften (GS), edited by Giinter Dux et al., 10
vols. (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1980-1985). Volume V of these collected works contains
Die Stufen des Organischen und der Mensch. Some of the authors in this volume refer to the
edition published by De Gruyter (Berlin and New York, 1975). Unfortunately the pagination of
these two editions is not identical.

6 With this emphasis on the decentred position of the subject, Plessner’s philosophical
anthropology clearly anticipates the (neo)structuralist conception of man as we find it, for
example, in the writings of Jacques Lacan (see Ebke and SchlofSberger 2012).
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world (Innenwelt), and the shared world of culture (Mitwelt).” Because of
life’s double aspectivity, each of these three worlds appears to human beings
both from an inner and an outer perspective. Our body (as part of the outer
world) is both physical body (Kérper) — that is to say, a thing among things
that occupies a specific space in an objective space-time continuum —and a
living body (Leib) that functions as the center of our perception and actions.
In its turn the inner world is both soul (Seele), the active source of our
psychiclife, and lived experience (Erlebnis), the theatre in which the psychic
processes take place. With regard to the world of culture we are both an I
(Ich), which participates in the creation of this world of culture, and a We
(Wir) insofar as we are supported and formed by this shared world.

In closing this brief exposition of some of the key concepts of Plessner’s
philosophical anthropology, I wish to make one critical comment. Accord-
ing to Plessner, eccentric positionality is the highest level of positionality:
“A further development beyond this point is impossible, because the living
thing here really has reached a position behind itself” (GS'V, 363). On a
formal level, Plessner’s dialectics of life here seems to remain bound to the
closed dialectics of German Idealism. Moreover, this comment is difficult
to interpret in any other way but as anthropocentric.® Given Plessner’s
biological background, this is rather surprising. On the basis of the (Neo)-
Darwinian theory of evolution, it seems naive to presuppose that evolution
oflife has reached its completion with man. Plessner undoubtedly had good
methodological and political reasons for placing the diachronic dimension
of life between parentheses in his The Levels of the Organic and Man. His
analysis is not so much directed towards the evolutionary or historical
development of life; but is rather a synchronic analysis of the conditions
of the possibility of the different life forms on earth. As Lolle Naute, one of
Plessner’s students in Groningen and later successor of his professorship,
has argued, this exclusively synchronic approach excludes the possibility
of posing a number of important questions — for example, regarding the
non-parallel historical development of the inner world (Innenwelt), the outer

7 A similar distinction has been made by Popper in Objective Knowledge: An Evolutionary
Approach (Popper 1972, 118f.).

8  Though Plessner in his anthropology speaks in a universalist and anthropocentric terminol-
ogy about ‘man,’ the notion of eccentric positionality cannot be termed ethnocentric. As we
will see in the next section, the fundamental openness that characterizes the eccentricity of
human beings is the very condition of possibility of cultural and individual differences. In this
sense Plessner’s philosophical anthropology is a non-essentialistic ontology, ‘for forms of life
are not defined on the basis of distinctive attributes but in terms of realized scopes of action’
(Kockelkoren 1992, 207).
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world (Aussenwelt) and the cultural world (Mitwelt). He therefore suggests
supplementing Plessner’s synchronic approach with a diachronic one (Nauta
1991). He argues, for example, following the sociologist Norbert Elias, for an
examination of the decentralizing processes, in order to clarify the histori-
cal discovery of the three mentioned domains of eccentric positionality.
However, according to Nauta, for Plessner the synchronic typology of the
three life forms remains the fundamental conceptual framework. This
implies that in Plessner’s work, the impact of evolutionary, historical and/
or technological developments on the existing types of positionality largely
remains untouched. In my view, this restriction is neither theoretically nor
practically fruitful. As we will see in the third part of this book, present-day
converging technologies challenge the very ontological structure of human
positionality. However, we will also notice that Plessner’s terminology is
apt to describe this ontological transformation of man.

Three anthropological laws

In Plessner’s philosophical anthropology, culture and technology are
inextricably linked with eccentric positionality: “As an eccentric being
man is not in an equilibrium, he is without a place, he stands outside time
in nothingness, he is characterized by a constitutive homelessness (ist
konstitutiv heimatlos). He always still has to become ‘something’ and create
an equilibrium for himself” (GS V, 385). This observation gives rise to the
first of the three basic laws of anthropology, which in the last chapter of The
Levels of the Organic and Man Plessner derives from the notion of eccentric
positionality, stating human beings are artificial by nature.

Man tries to escape the unbearable eccentricity of his being, he wants to
compensate for the lack that constitutes his life form. Eccentricity and
the need for complements are one and the same. Given the context, we
should not understand “need” psychologically or as something subjective.
It is something that is logically prior to every psychological need, drive,
tendency or will. In this fundamental need or nakedness, we find the
motive for everything that is specifically human: the focus on the irrealis
and the use of artificial means, the ultimate foundation of the technical
artefact and that which it serves: culture (GS 'V, 385).

In other words, technology and culture are not only — and not even in
the first place — instruments of survival but an ontic necessity (ontische
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Notwendigkeit) (GS V, 396). In this sense, we are justified in claiming that
human beings have always been cyborgs, that is: beings composed of both
organic and technological components. Strictly speaking of course, techni-
cal and cultural artifacts such as knives, cars, books and computers are not
part of the biological body. Yet, as soon as they become part of human life
they also become part of the human body scheme and cognitive structure.

The world of culture and technology is the expression of the desire of
human beings to bridge the distance that separates them from the world,
their fellow man and themselves. Since time immemorial technology has
been directed at crossing the boundaries that are given in time and space
with our finitude. This applies to ‘alpha-technologies,” such as writing,
which compensates for our finitude in time by enabling us to make use
of the knowledge and experience of our ancestors and to pass on our own
knowledge and experience to our descendents. It also applies to ‘beta-
technologies, which have been developed abundantly, particularly since
the birth of natural science. The telescope and the microscope, for example,
have made it possible to (partially) overcome the spatial limitations of
our senses. For this reason, Peter Weibel argues that technology must be
primarily understood as teletechnology:

Technology helps us to fill, to bridge, to overcome the insufficiency
emerging from absence. Every form of technology is teletechnology
and serves to overcome spatial and temporal distance. However, this
victory over distance and time is only a phenomenological aspect of
the (tele)media. The real effect of the media lies in overcoming the
mental disturbance (fears, control mechanisms, castration complexes,
etc.) caused by distance and time, by all forms of absence, leave, separa-
tion, disappearance, interruption, withdrawal and loss. By overcoming
or shutting off the negative horizon of absence, the technical media
become technologies of care and presence. By visualizing the absent,
making it symbolically present, the media also transform the damaging
consequences of absence into pleasant ones. While overcoming distance
and time, the media also help us to overcome the fear with which these
inspire the psyche (Weibel 1992, 75).

On the basis of Plessner’s second anthropological law — that of meditated
immediacy — there is also a comment to be made regarding the hope that
culture and technology allow us to take control over our lives. Plessner
rightly points out that although human beings are the creators of their
technology and culture, the latter acquire their own momentum: “Equally
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essential for the technical artifact is its inner weight, its objectivity that
discloses the aspect of technology that only can be found or discovered,
but never made. Everything that enters the sphere of culture shows its
dependence on human creation. But at the same time (and to the same
extent) it is independent from man” (GS'V, 397).

Technological actions and cultural expressions have all kinds of un-
intentional side-effects which place strict limits on predictability and
controlability. Furthermore, as we are not alone in the world but interact
with other persons, we are constantly confronted with interests and powers
that conflict with our desires. And while life as we know it remains depend-
ent on finite, physical bodies, the dream of immortality will always persist.

In Plessner’s view, illusions of control no less than the religious hope to
find eternal bliss are doomed to remain unfulfilled dreams. We find this
expressed in Plessner’s third anthropological law, that of man’s utopian
standpoint. The promise to provide that which by definition man must do
without — “safety, reconciliation with fate, understanding reality, a native
soil” (GSV, 420) — can be no other than a religious or secular illusion. The fact
that for many people in a society such as ours, technology has taken over the
utopian role of religion does not make this law any less valid. In reality, at-
tempts to find or create a paradise often result in the very opposite. However,
this should not surprise us, given that irhumanity is inextricably linked
with human eccentricity. Or as Plessner expressed it in Unmenschlichkeit:
“The inhuman is not bound to any specific era, but a possibility which is
inherent to human life: the possibility to negate itself” (Plessner 1982, 205).

Overview of the contents of this volume

In this volume, the focus is on Plessner’s philosophical anthropology as he
developed it in The Levels of the Organic and Man (1928) and a number of
his subsequent writings. The reason for this focal point not only has to do
with the great number of publications that Plessner devoted to philosophical
anthropology in general and to various specific anthropological themes,
but also because his philosophical anthropology constitutes the foundation
for his writings in other disciplines, such as sociology, politicology and
aesthetics. The volume is divided into three parts.

The chapters in Part I of this volume discuss Plessner’s philosophical
anthropology by situating it within the landscape of contemporary Dar-
winistic life sciences and competing philosophical accounts of human life
in continental philosophy that are already more familiar in the Anglo-
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Saxon academic community, such as those of Kant, Bergson, and Deleuze.
Although various aspects of Plessner’s philosophical anthropology come to
the fore, the eccentric positionality of the human life form plays a central
role in almost all of the contributions in this part. This is not surprising, as
from Plessner’s anthropological perspective — which focuses on the essential
characteristics (Wesensmerkmale) rather than on gradual empirical develop-
ment — it is especially in this eccentric positionality that Homo sapiens
sapiens differs radically from other, non-human animals. It is because of
this eccentricity that our species is artificial by nature and has developed
itself in an abundant variety of cultural and technological expressions.

The contributions in Part II discuss a variety of phenomena of human
culture, from the perspective of Plessner’s anthropology, applying key con-
cepts like boundary, positionality, and the three anthropological laws. The
authors discuss cultural domains like human dwelling, multiculturalism,
law, medicine, and social work, and throw light on dimensions like masks
and role playing, as well as on the constitutive homelessness of man. In this
part, too, Plessner’s ideas are compared and confronted with the works of
thinkers that are more familiar to the Anglo-Saxon world, such as Hannah
Arendt, Johan Huizinga, Niklas Luhmann, and Richard Sennett.

Part Il is devoted to technology, a dimension of the natural artificiality
of the human life form, which seems to have become the most dominant
feature of globalized postmodern societies. One of the themes in this
part is the impact of converging technologies, like neuroscience, genetic
engineering and information technology on human self-understanding. In
connection with this, other chapters focus on the technological mediation of
human identity, the cyborgization of man and the future of the human life
form. Some of the chapters go beyond the human life form and discuss the
eccentricity and criminal liability of artificial life forms. Within this context
also the implications of these developments for philosophical anthropology
as a paradigm for human self-understanding are being questioned. As the
comparison with some leading theorists in the domain of philosophy of
technology, such as Don Ihde and Stiegler will show, Plessner’s views on
technology continue to be of utmost relevance for today’s thinking.

In the following I will give a more detailed overview of the subsequent
chapters in this volume.

Part I: Anthropology

In the first chapter, Philosophical Anthropology: A Third Way between
Darwinism and Foucaultism, Joachim Fischer distinguishes between two
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different meanings of the word ‘philosophical anthropology.’ One can either
use it to refer to a specific (sub)discipline within philosophy, or as the name
for a specific paradigm. According to Fisher, Plessner’s philosophical anthro-
pology offers a paradigmatic shift in our conception of man, which enables
us to bridge the gap between two competing paradigms of naturalism and
culturalism. According to Fisher, Plessner’s philosophical anthropology not
only enables us to combine the approaches of naturalism and culturalism,
but it also limits the range of application of each of these paradigms.

Hans-Peter Kriiger continues the discussion of the relationship between
Plessner and theories of evolution in The Nascence of Modern Man: Two Ap-
proaches to the Problem — Biological Evolutionary Theory and Philosophical
Anthropology. In his contribution, Kriiger discusses the interdisciplinary
contribution of Plessner’s philosophical anthropology to the study of the
nascence of modern man (in the biological sense of Homo sapiens sapiens) in
contemporary evolutionary research. Against the background of Plessner’s
notion of eccentric positionality and Tomasello’s related notion of collective
intentionality, Kriiger discusses a number of topics that play a crucial role
in the remarkably fast sociocultural development of modern man, such as
mimesis, role playing, the emancipation of ontogeny from phylogeny, the
transformation of human drives, as well as the specific relationship between
generalism and specialism.

Heike Delitz also takes a comparative approach in her contribution. In
“True” and “False” Evolutionism: Bergson’s Critique of Spencer, Darwin & Co.
and Its Relevance for Plessner (and Us), she approaches Plessner’s relationship
to theory of evolution from the perspective of his ‘sparring partner’ Henri
Bergson. In Creative Evolution (1907), Bergson criticizes Darwin, Spencer
and other contemporary evolutionary theorists for failing to understand the
process character of the evolution of life. Although Plessner strongly criti-
cizes Bergson for being a “philosopher against experience,” Delitz explains
that at the same time, Bergson was an important source of inspiration for
Plessner. Not only do Plessner and Bergson both distinguish between the
‘open’ life form of plants, the ‘closed’ life form of animals and the ‘natural
artificiality’ of the human life form, but they also share a fundamentally
non-mechanistic approach to life. Especially this last characteristic gives
both Bergson and Plessner a renewed relevance to our present “biological
age.”

In Life, Concept and Subject: Plessner’s Vital turn in the Light of Kant
and Bergson, Thomas Ebke continues Delitz’s analysis of the relationship
between Bergson and Plessner. According to Ebke, the philosophy of both
thinkers is characterized by a ‘vital turn, which implies that life itself
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dictates the concepts we employ to understand whatlife is. Contrary to the
explicit claim of Plessner and many of his commentators, Ebke argues that
this vital turn cannot be conceived of as a transcendental turn in a strict
Kantian sense. Whereas Kant'’s transcendental deduction of the conditions
of the possibility of objects leads back to the a priori forms and categories
of the subject, Plessner’s “deduction of the categories of the vital” leads him
to a ‘material a priori’: the boundary-realization of living things, which is
in the vital performance that is carried out both by ourselves and by the
objects we experience. We are only able to deduce the specific boundary
realization of other life forms because, as eccentric beings, we are able to
take a transcendental perspective at the world that is no longer attached
to our specific (centric) organic shape. Referring to a similar tension in the
work of Bergson, Ebke argues that both philosophers of life were caught
in a struggle between a transcendental analysis and the insight into the
material a priori of life.

In Bodily Experience and Experiencing One’s Body, Maarten Coolen shows
that, concerning the bodily dimension of human life, Merleau-Ponty’s
existential phenomenology has remarkable similarities with Plessner’s
philosophical anthropology. Both thinkers emphasize the embodied
intentionality of our being-in-the-world. However, according to Coolen,
Merleau-Ponty underemphasizes the double aspectivity of human exist-
ence. As Plessner has shown, because of this double aspectivity, man not
only is a living body (Leib), but he also fas its living body as a physical
body (Korper), that is a ‘thing’ amidst other objects in the world. Discuss-
ing Plessner’s three anthropological laws, Coolen points at some crucial
implications of this double aspectivity. Seen from the perspective of the
law of mediated immediacy, human corporeality is characterized by the fact
that as a living body, we mediate our (immediate) contact with the world by
getting our physical body to do things. While we share this ‘instrumental’
use of our body with other animals, as human beings that are eccentric as
well, we distinguish ourselves from sheer centric animals by experiencing
the relationship between the living body and the physical body. Man'’s
natural artificiality is closely connected with this: being aware of the
inherent instrumental nature of his corporeality, man also experiences
the shortcomings of his body and is being forced to supplement it with
artificial (cultural and technological) means. In Plessner’s view, the law of
the utopian standpoint is another necessary consequence of our eccentric
positionality: both being a body and having it, we can never find a fully
secure place in the world, but instead maintain an perpetual longing for
such a ‘safe haven. In the remaining sections of his contribution, Coolen
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argues that the notion of eccentric positionality makes it possible to answer
some questions that remain unanswered in Hubert Dreyfus’s account of
learning skillful action (which was inspired by Merleau-Ponty). Taking
learning to skate as an example, Coolen shows that our body is not only
familiar with the world, but also always remains alien to itself.

In Plessner and the Mathematical-Physical Perspective: The Prescientific
Objectivity of the Human Body, Jasper van Buuren continues the discus-
sion about the experience of our body as a physical body (Korper). In his
contribution the focus is on the question whether the body as a physical
object should be understood from a scientific or a prescientific perspective.
Taking the scientific perspective of the body as a stepping stone, Van Buuren
argues that, in spite of some passages in The Levels of the Organic and Man in
which Plessner seems to endorse the primacy of the scientific perspective;
this perspective is actually rendered possible by the prescientific objectiv-
ity of the body. Referring to Plessner’s analysis of the difference between
phenomenal things and Descartes’s res extensa, Van Buuren argues that
although our own physical body is not phenomenal, it does not fit into the
Cartesian concept of res extensa either. In a sense, Van Buuren argues that
both our physical body and our embodied subjectivity are intermediate
layers between the interior boundary of eccentricity and physical things
in Cartesian “directionless space.” In his view the physical body is our body
insofar as it is not yet subject, insofar as it does not yet reach out for a world
that transcends it, even insofar as it is not yet organic, i.e. it is not yet a
living body. In the final analysis, there appears to be a gap in the (ec)centric
human life form between the physical and the living body. Both aspects
inevitably exist next to each other, leading to two separate worldviews.
Although Plessner’s ‘perspectivist dualism’ should not be identified with
Cartesian substance dualism, both dualisms point at a fundamental tension
in the human life form.

Plessner’s perspectivist dualism returns in Janna van Grunsven’s The
Exploited Body: Torture and the Destruction of Selfhood. In this contribu-
tion, Van Grunsven uses Plessner’s notion of our twofold corporeality — of
simultaneously being a body and having a body — to analyze one of the dev-
astating aftereffects of torture as it is consistently mentioned by its victims,
namely the permanent loss of trust in the self. Essential for understanding
this phenomenon, as Van Grunsven takes it, is the consistently mentioned
experience of having one’s very own body turn against oneself during these
horrific events. By first exploring David Sussman'’s insightful, yet conceptu-
ally flawed Kantian attempt to understand this peculiar encounter with
our own body, she argues that it is Helmuth Plessner’s rich conception of
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human corporeality that allows us to understand its nature and conditions
of possibility. Because our body can respond for us beyond the reach of our
control, it is also the involuntary regions of our corporeality that make
us deeply vulnerable to others, who can induce our involuntary bodily
expressions even without our consent. Even though the victim is rendered
completely defenseless at the mercy of another subject as she is obstructed
in her autonomous control of her body, her eccentric positionality makes
it impossible for her not to take up a position. It is precisely because we
are condemned to always take up a position, and because we do this even
when we have no autonomous control over our body, that torture through
deliberate exploitation can turn the victim’s body against herself, causing
a permanent distrust within the victim, not just towards the world, but
towards herself.

In Plessner’s Theory of Eccentricity: A Contribution to the Philosophy
of Medicine, Oreste Tolone discusses the relevance of Plessner’s work for
medical anthropology and the philosophy of medicine. His starting point,
like several other authors in Part I, is the tension between being a body
and having a body, aiming to balance these two positions. Referring to
Plessner’s three anthropological laws, Tolone claims that a healthy person
is he who manages to stay in balance between naturality and artificiality,
mediacy and immediacy, rootedness and utopia. However, as human life is
characterized by a constitutional lack of balance, health is not something
given, but rather something we always still have to achieve. When we fall
back to either our centric pole or our eccentric pole, physical or mental
illness and suffering are the result. As long as an ill person doesn’t lose
his eccentric position, he never coincides entirely with his own illness.
According to Tolone, this has important implications for the doctor-patient
relationship. Modern medical practice often reduces the patient to a sheer
physical body, and thereby disturbs the balance required for a healthy
life rather than restoring it. Although Plessner did not write extensively
on the topics of health and illness, Tolone shows that his conception of
the compound nature of man has certainly contributed to contemporary
medical controversies, influencing authors such as Gadamer and Habermas.

Although Plessner uses the words “subject” and “object” occasionally,
he predominantly refers to individuals that are characterized by eccentric
positionality as persons. In The Duty of Personal Identity: Authenticity and
Irony, Martino Enrico Boccignone investigates the phenomenon of personal
identity, focusing on the relationship between personal and collective
identity in our present globalized and medialized world. The author argues
that, from a Plessnerian point of view, personal and cultural identities are
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not essentialist entities, but rather open and dynamic structures involving
differences in the way they change and are open to self-correction and
reorientation. Taking up the Plessnerian notion of role playing already
introduced in Kriiger's contribution, Boccignone emphasizes that because of
his eccentric positionality, every person is a ‘double’ (Doppelgdnger), having
both a private and a public dimension. From this point of view, Plessner
criticizes both the Romantic ideal of a complete integration of individual
and community, as well as the Frankfurt School notion of alienation that is
based on this ideal. Referring to Levels of the Organic and Man, the author
especially emphasizes the inscrutability and natural artificiality of human
beings. Natural artificiality is not just a negative divergence or aberration
from the naturality of the other living beings, but it is also the very basis
for individual freedom, self-determination, and individual responsibil-
ity. The undetermined character of its agency implies the possibility of a
relative emancipation from both natural and cultural environments and
their constraints. It also opens fruitful perspectives for conceptualizing
intercultural understanding and dialogue and mutual cultural fertilization.
In the final section, Boccignone makes some critical remarks about the
notion of (Heideggerian) authenticity, as the natural artificiality of man
makes every individual and cultural identity inescapably temporal. Against
such dangerous enthusiasm for authenticity, the author defends the ‘ironic
self, which can be seen as an equilibrist that always tries to keep a delicate
balance between the lack of a homeland and cosmopolitanism.

Part II: Culture

In Anthropology as a Foundation of Cultural Philosophy: The Connection of
Human Nature and Culture by Helmuth Plessner and Ernst Cassirer, Henrike
Lerch opens the second part of this volume. She introduces Plessner’s phi-
losophy of culture from the perspective of the hermeneutic life philosophy
of Wilhelm Dilthey, one of Plessner’s main sources of inspiration. She then
compares Plessner’s philosophy of culture with Ernst Cassirer’s kindred
position, as developed in his Philosophy of Symbolic Forms. Both Plessner
and Cassirer continue Dilthey’s project of expanding Kant'’s critical analysis
of human knowledge, which was mainly directed at the sciences that study
nature, to the domain of the humanities (Geisteswissenschaften), which
have culture as their object. Following Dilthey, both Plessner and Cassirer’s
focus on the dimension of the ‘expression’ (Ausdruck) in their theories
on culture. However, Lerch argues that while Cassirer restricted himself
mainly to an analysis of the symbolic forms (such as language, myth, and
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science), Plessner connects these expressions to the bodily and biological
dimension of human culture. Moreover, in the case of Plessner, expression
is not restricted to human life, but becomes a key characteristic of all living
beings.

Robert Mugerauer also emphasizes the narrow relationship of biology
to culture in Bi-Directional Boundaries: Eccentric Life and Its Environment.
Taking Plessner’s notion of ‘boundary’ as his starting point, Mugerauer
focuses on the analogous, though potentially misleading relationships
between membrane/cell, skin/body and wall/house or city. The skin of
the body and the wall of a house or around a city play the same role as the
semi-permeable membrane of a cell, which is not so much something that
closes the cell off from the environment, but rather a boundary that both
opens up the cell to the surrounding world and constitutes a shelter against
it. These two aspects form part of a circular, self-sustaining process, in
which the cell, body and city all show organizational closure coupled to a
structural openness. Mugerauer argues that Plessner’s basic insights with
regards to these analogous pairs are in line with current scientific and
phenomenological theories and research. He not only refers to the work
of Maturana and Varela on autopoetic systems, but also to Heidegger’s
writings on human dwelling, and Deleuze and Guattari’s reflections on
territorialization.

In The Unbearable Freedom of Dwelling, Jetske van Oosten goes deeper
into the built environment. In her contribution, Van Oosten discusses the
effects of globalization and information networks on human dwelling. She
discerns a growing uniformity in lifestyles, value systems and patterns
of behavior, which can also be recognized in urban spaces throughout
the world. In order to interpret and evaluate the emergence of such non-
places, she confronts New Babylon, the visionary architecture of Constant
Nieuwenhuys, with Plessner’s notion of the “constitutive homelessness of
man.” First, Van Oosten argues that eccentric man, unlike other animals,
indeed lacks a place he can call home. However, being an ambiguous life
form that is characterized by both centric and eccentric positionality, man
constantly longs for a home and - following the law of natural artificiality
— has to create one for himself. Open for limitless possibilities of dwelling,
man creates artificial homes, ranging from tents to skyscrapers. However,
in everyday life, the law of ‘mediated immediacy’ implies that as soon as
limitless possibilities become reality, they acquire an independent and
unpredictable autonomy that resist man’s freedom. In everyday life, tradi-
tions and habits rule. Constant’s New Babylon, a visionary architectonical
world in which nothing is permanent, glorifies man’s limitless openness
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and freedom to dwell. However, as a glorification of possibilities, it does
not offer its inhabitants the (temporary) security and trust of a home. As
such, New Babylon foreshadows our postmodern fleeting, transient and
contingent world, full of non-places. However, according to Van Oosten,
man never ceases to search for a definitive home. As the law of utopian
standpoint predicts, man keeps oscillating between possibility and reality,
between eccentric homelessness and a centric longing for a home.

In his contribution Eccentric Positionality and Urban Space, Huib Ernste
continues the discussion about human dwelling. As a human geographer,
he focuses on the relationship between human beings and the environment
and that between man and space. However, whereas in the tradition of
human geography, space got a lot of theoretical attention, the role of man
has been underestimated. While Simmel still wrote his famous essay “The
Metropolis and Mental Life” with a profound ‘anthropological sensitivity,
under influence of modernism and the postmodern proclamation of the
death of the subject in the work of Wirth and later urban geographers a
growing neglect of the human dimension can be discerned. Ernste pleads for
an anthropological return in human geography and he argues that because
of the prominent role of the spatial dimension of human life in Plessner’s
philosophical anthropology, this theory holds special relevance. Notions like
‘boundary’ and ‘eccentricity’ can help us shed new light on the relationship
between human beings and urban spaces, and can help us develop another,
more human forms of urban policy. Following a suggestion of Delitz in her
work on architecture, Ernste points at comparable developments in the
contemporary French ‘sociology of life, for which Deleuze, taking up the
work of Bergson, is an important source of inspiration.

In Strangely Familiar: The Debate on Multiculturalism and Plessner’s
Philosophical Anthropology, Kirsten Pols takes up a topical theme that has
already been mentioned briefly by Boccignone in Part I of this volume.
Referring to the often antagonistic debates on multiculturalism and iden-
tity politics, Pols demonstrates the relevance of Plessner’s philosophical
anthropology for this debate and for social and political philosophy and
theory in general. The starting point of her investigation is the notion of
Unergriindlichkeit, one of the key concepts in Plessner’s anthropology, which
Pols translates as indeterminacy. It is because of the radical indeterminacy
that characterizes the eccentric form oflife and expresses itselfin its natural
artificiality, mediated immediacy and utopian character, that man not
only lacks a home, but also a fixed self-identity. As a result, we are never
completely familiar with ourselves. Our own self always already carries
within its boundaries, aspects of the unknown and unfamiliar. Moreover,
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indeterminacy also characterizes the political struggle for power in inter-
subjective relations among individuals. From a Plessnerian point of view,
human history cannot be reduced to a single principle or purpose. The
principle of indeterminacy not only excludes essentialism, historism and
determinism with regard to Western culture, but it also has implications for
the way we think of and deal with other cultures and eras. In the second part
ofher contribution, Pols focuses on the way our bodily existence affects the
sphere of politics. Connecting to Plessner’s analysis of Laughing and Crying
[Lachen und Weinen, 1941], Pols argues that in multicultural encounters in
which we are confronted with ambiguous or overwhelming meanings and
emotions, our bodies temporarily take over the control over the situation.
Awareness of these kinds of ambiguities and impotence may warn us against
oversimplifying ethical discussions about cultural identity, group rights
and cultural practices.

The next two contributions focus on masks, a phenomenon we find in
all cultures and of which Plessner offers an interesting interpretation. As
Veronica Magyar-Haas explains in De-Masking as a Characteristic of Social
Work?, the phenomenon of the social mask is an immediate consequence of
man’s eccentric positionality and artificiality. To her, our life is character-
ized by a gap between ourselves and our experiences. Our experience of our
own inner life and our bodily existence is always mediated by our eccentric
experience of our experience, and so is our social life. Our interactions with
other persons are always mediated by the social roles we play. Social masks
are an integral part of our personality. As Plessner argues in The Limits
of Community [Grenzen der Gemeinschaft, 1924] and Power and Human
Nature [Macht und menschliche Natur, 1931], it is precisely the fact that
we are both centric and eccentric that characterizes our existence with
an ontological ambiguity. Social masks both unveil and cover ourselves,
and as such they are closely connected with the need for recognition and
shame. In her contribution, Magyar-Haas investigates the implications of
these general insights for social work. Connecting to a distinction Plessner
makes in Laughing and Crying between involuntary mimic expressions
and instrumental gestural expressions, the author analyzes a meeting of a
group of girls in a youth center, in which the dialectics of de-masking and
re-masking, shame and need for recognition, are used to realize changes
in experience and behavior. Referring to related analyses of Butler, Sartre,
and Levinas, she shows how shameful situations can serve as a method for
stimulating individuals to internalize the predominant norms of the group.

In Helmuth Plessner as a Social Theorist: Role Playing in Legal Discourse,
Bas Hengstmengel argues that Plessner’s analysis of public life as a public
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sphere of social roles, prestige, ceremonies, and tact, has a clarifying
potential to legal discourse. Legal subjects in a process can be regarded
as prototypical role players, as their action potential is strictly framed by
process law, practices and customs. According to Hengstmengel, Plessner’s
notion of social roles can offer a model for the legal subject as an abstract
bearer of rights and duties. After a discussion of several key elements in
Plessner’s social philosophy, which he developed in his social and political
works — next to the aforementioned Limits of Community and Power and
Human Nature Hengstmengel refers to the later work On This Side of Utopia
[Diesseits der Utopie, 1966] — he briefly compares Plessner’s theory with some
related thoughts of Sennett, Tonkiss, Arendt, Huizinga, and Luhmann. They
all seem to share the idea that artificiality and formality of roles, forms and
masks contribute to a healthy distance between inner and outer life. Man
inevitably has to be a double (Ddppelganger) in order to protect the self
and society. After a concise discussion of the required skills of diplomacy
and tact, Hengstmengel concludes his contribution by pointing at some
threats to both the stability of the self and the stability and functioning of
the legal system.

That Habermas'’s reception of Plessner’s idea does not come without
tensions, is demonstrated by Matthias SchlofBberger in Habermas’s New
Turn towards Plessner’s Philosophical Anthropology. The point of discord
concerns the political dimension of human life. Although Plessner’s philo-
sophical anthropology is not inherently connected with a specific political
orientation, it emphasizes human freedom and — because of the law of
utopian standpoint — is rather sceptical towards the grand narratives of
totalitarian ideologies such as fascism or communism. However, as from the
perspective of the Frankfurt School, philosophical anthropology has often
been criticized as being reactive (in the sense of naturalistic) and politically
conservative. In his early work, Habermas did not criticize Plessner directly,
but via his critique of Gehlen, whose philosophy is indeed naturalistic and
conservative. Gehlen argues that due to the indeterminacy and malleability
of human nature, human beings need the protection of strict institutions.

However, Plessner’s philosophy is not naturalistic in the Gehlenian sense,
but rather transcendental (though it is, as noted in Ebke’s contribution, a
transcendentalism of a special type), and neither does he defend a Gehlen-
like institutional conservatism. Schlofberger argues that Habermas has
neither revised nor modified this negative assessment of philosophical
anthropology, even though he used some of Plessner’s ideas in his latest
works about the ethics of the species and the future of human life. It is
only in his more recent publications on genetics and genetic manipulation
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that Habermas seems to recognize that his approach so far lacked a certain
explanatory power. By taking some ideas of Helmuth Plessner into consid-
eration, he interprets the unavailability of human life as the unavailability
of living beings who live in the tension between being a living body and
having a physical body. However, to this day, he has not clearly articulated
the full impact of this recognition. It forces Habermas to a paradigm shift
away from his rationalist philosophy of language towards a philosophy of
the expressiveness of living beings.

Part III: Technology

In The Quest for the Sources of the Self, Seen from the Vantage Point of Pless-
ner’s Material a Priori, the first contribution of Part III of this volume, Petran
Kockelkoren makes a transition from culture to technology. His starting
point is the philosophical quest for the sources of the self. Against the
background of the postmodern proclamation of the death of the subject,
Kockelkoren criticizes the conservative attempts to resurrect the modern,
authentic and autonomous subject, as we find them, for example, in the
work of Charles Taylor and Paul Ricoeur. The selfis seen as something that is
inscribed in the human body. Opposed to this view, Kockelkoren, following
Plessner, argues that self-awareness emerges out of the growing complexity
of the organization of life. One of the consequences of our eccentricity is
that our knowledge of the world around us, of our own bodies, and even
of our so-called inner selves, is always mediated by language, images and
technologies. Self and identities are the outcome of technological media-
tions and their cultural incorporations. Instead of being the origin of our
actions and inventions, the self is rather the product of them. Kockelkoren
concludes that the anthropology of Helmuth Plessner is very apt for the
understanding of self-production in our present-day technological culture
and media-society.

In The Brain in the Vat as the Epistemic Object of Neurobiology, Gesa Linde-
mann analyzes everyday practices in neurobiological laboratories from the
perspective of Helmuth Plessner’s philosophical anthropology. Her focus is
on neurobiological experiments with invasive electrophysiology (electrodes
lowered in the brain) that record complex neural events in order to develop
an exploratory theory of the brain. According to the self-understanding of
neuroscientists, they provide a mechanistic account of the brain and its
functions from a third-person perspective. However, following Plessner,
Lindemann argues that the interaction between living beings is always
characterized by a second-person perspective. All living beings express
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themselves by realizing their boundaries and mediating their contacts
with their environment through these boundaries. Moreover, in the case of
centric, conscious beings, the living organism perceives, expects and affects,
whereas eccentric, self-conscious beings in addition expect the expecta-
tions of others. In a detailed description of the four stages a prototypical
neurobiological experiment with monkeys, Lindemann shows that in the
initial stages in which the experimenters train the laboratory animals, they
unavoidably interact from a second-person perspective. It is only during
the preparation and analysis of the data that the brain is constructed as the
epistemic object of brain research. In this deceptive phase of the experiment,
the brain no longer appears as the organ of the organism, but as ‘the brain
itself’ It is only in this final phase of this reductionistic procedure that the
‘isolated brain in the vat’ becomes the sole object of interest.

Johannes Hitcher also focuses on electrophysiology in Switching
“On,” Switching “Off”: Does Neurosurgery in Parkinson’s Disease Create
Man-Machines? However, his subject is the therapeutic use of deep brain
stimulation in patients that suffer from Parkinson’s disease. Although brain
stimulation is often quite successful in suppressing the symptoms of this
disease, enabling the patients to control their body again and live a more
or less normal life, there are often serious side-effects. Hatcher argues that
Plessner’s philosophical anthropology can help to better understand the
psychosocial problems which often accompany neurosurgical therapy. One
of the apparently dehumanizing implications of deep brain Stimulation is
that the brain stimulation can be switched on and off. In Hétcher’s view,
however, Parkinson patients are not transhumanistic man-machines, but
rather stay human in their natural artificiality. In the interviews he had
with Parkinson patients and their partners, he noticed that they often had
to laugh when they discussed the possibility of switching the patient off.
Laughing in these cases expresses the experience that it is abnormal for
a human person to react like a machine. By laughing in such abnormal
situations, deep brain stimulated patients stay human in their natural
artificiality.

Neuroscience and laughter are also the topics of Heleen J. Pott’s On Humor
and “Laughing” Rats: Plessner’s Importance for Affective Neuroscience, in
which she discusses laughing behavior of primates and lower mammals and
the challenge this phenomenon seems to imply for the human self-image.
Philosophers from Plato to Plessner have considered laughter as a uniquely
human capacity. In recent times however, neuroscientific research seems to
undermine philosophy’s restriction of laughter to human beings. Neurosci-
entist Jaak Panksepp famously defends the claim that circuits for laughter
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exist in ancient brain regions that we share not only with chimpanzees, but
also with rats. Pott argues that Plessner’s anthropological interpretation of
laughter enables us to show how there is a shared biological basis for human
and animal laughter, whereas at the same time important ways of laughing
are exclusively human. She distinguishes four characteristics that different
sorts of laughter all have in common: a perception of incongruity, a buildup
of bodily tension and its relief, a specific relationship towards the cause of
the laughter, and a mechanism of social inclusion. In this sense, there is a
clear continuity between the laughter of all centric beings, from the laugh-
ing rat to the laughing human person. However, one typical form of laughter,
which is connected with eccentric positionality, is indeed restricted to
human beings. If we burst out in laughter in a particular situation and we
completely lose control over our body, we experience our twofold corporeal-
ity, the fact that we are embodied creatures and creatures in a body at the
same time. We are, Pott aptly summarizes her contribution, capable of
breaking out into laughter because of our fundamental brokenness.

In A Moral Bubble: The Influence of Online Personalization on Moral Repo-
sitioning, Esther Keymolen uses Plessner’s anthropology to analyse online
personalisation with the help of profiling technologies, which tailor internet
services to the individual needs and preferences of the users. Referring
to the work of various philosophers of technology like IThde, Verbeek, and
Pariser, she first explains how these technologies lead to a ‘Filter Bubble,
“a unique universe of information for each of us.” Next, she argues that this
filtering also might influence our moral repositioning. Using Plessner’s
notion of positionality, she argues that profiling technologies build a closed
Umwelt instead of an open world, resulting in an online environment that
is characterized by cold ethics rather than by hot morality. In addition, she
focuses on the opaqueness of the personalized interface. As there has not
been much public debate about online personalization until now, clear
rules or agreements on how to implement profiling technologies are lack-
ing, according to Keymolen. Therefore, most of the time there is also a
lack of transparency with regard to the operations that are being executed
automatically ‘behind the screen’. Moreover, because users have no direct
access to the settings of the interface, they cannot judge for themselves
whether the filtering of information is taken place accurately. Consequently,
there is little room for moral repositioning. Online personalization might
hamper normative reflection, establishing moral stagnation. By way of
conclusion, Keymolen consider several means to avoid this stagnation.
Based on a multi-actor approach, she focus on how users, technologies,
and regulation may counter the negative effects of profiling technologies.
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In Eccentric Positionality as a Precondition for the Criminal Liability of
Artificial Life Forms, Mireille Hildebrandt takes up Bas Hengstmengel’s
discussion about the relevance of Plessner’s anthropology for the study of
law, though here in a high-tech context. The author explores to what extent
Plessner’s distinction between animal centricity and human eccentricity
is ‘the difference that makes the difference’ for the attribution of criminal
liability among artificial life forms (ALFs). Building on the work of Steels
and Bourgine and Varela on artificial life and Matura and Varela’s notion
of autopoesis, Hildebrandt argues that even if ALFs are autonomous in the
sense of having the capacity to rewrite their own program, this in itself is
not enough to understand them as autonomous in the sense of instantiating
an eccentric position that allows for reflection on their actions as their
own actions. Evidently, this also means that only to the extent that ALFs
do develop some sort of conscious self-reflection, would they, in principle,
qualify for the censure in criminal law. As Plessner does not connect person-
hood to human beings but rather to eccentric positionality, in principle,
ALFs would qualify for personhood.

Dierk Spreen continues the discussion about the cyborgization of man
in Not Terminated: Cyborgized Men Still Remain Human Beings. As the
title already indicates, Spreen defends the thesis that, because of the fact
that man always has been artificial and living in an artificial world of
culture and technology, electronic implants, artificial limbs and organs
etc., do not mark the end of man. However, this does not mean that the
technological extensions of the human body that has been made possible
by the converging technologies do not raise any questions or debates. The
appearance of body-invasive technologies going beyond the boundary of
the skin results in theoretical fashions, which on the one hand doubt the
significance of man as the basic category of anthropology-based sociology
(trans- and post-humanism), and on the other hand question important
conceptual differentiations such as those between nature and culture or
between organic and technological entities. In contrast to this position,
Spreen, closely following Helmuth Plessner’s philosophical anthropology,
argues that the technologization of the body stays within the limits of
man’s possibilities, so that we very well may speak of “human cyborgs.”
In addition, he argues that within the context of the cyborg, it remains
reasonable to keep up conceptual distinctions such as nature/culture or
life/technology. Finally, Spreen states that particularly modern man is
inevitably related to a discursive space of self-reflectibility, where man'’s
natural artificiality takes specific shape and at the same time remains open
for change. Moreover, this is not a process in a particular fixed direction.
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In the age of “reflexive modernity” (Giddens 1991) it is open for permanent
debate and reflection.

In Plessner and Technology: Philosophical Anthropology Meets the Posthu-
man, Peter-Paul Verbeek also contributes to this permanent reflection. He
interprets human enhancements and posthumanism from the perspec-
tive of Plessner’s notion of positionality. He starts his exposition with a
discussion of the striking role technology has played in the tradition of
philosophical anthropology since the end of the nineteenth century. On
the basis of a short overview of the views on technology of, among others,
Kapp, Schmidt, Gehlen, and Stiegler, Verbeek concludes that all of these
representatives of this tradition have emphasized that there exists no sharp
boundary between humans and technology However, Plessner’s notion
of natural artificiality radicalizes this theme of man as a deficient being
(Mdngelwesen), because for him, the human deficit is not the lack of an
adequate organic set of instruments for survival, but the consequence of
human eccentricity. Next, starting from Plessner’s second anthropological
law of mediated immediacy and using some further distinctions made by
philosophers of technology Thde and Kockelkoren, Verbeek discusses the
different ways technologies mediate the relationship between humans and
the world. Human beings embody technologies, interpret the world through
them, interact with technologies, and use technologies as a background
for experiences. However, according to Verbeek, with technologies such as
brain implants, psychotropic drugs, and intelligent prostheses, we enter a
new type of relationship with technology, in which man and technology
seem to merge more radically than ever. Verbeek argues that it is here
where we can encounter a new type of positionality, which he dubs meta-
eccentricity. Rather than just having an eccentric relationship to our centric
position, we enter a relationship to our eccentricity as well, which thereby
becomes malleable.

In Philosophical Anthropology 2.0,Jos de Mul concludes the volume with
a reflection on the impact of the converging technologies (nanotechnol-
ogy, biotechnology, information technology and cognitive science) on the
paradigm of philosophical anthropology. As Joachim Fischer explained in
his contribution to this volume, philosophical anthropology in the first
half of the twentieth century can be conceived as a successful response
to the (Darwinian) naturalization of the worldview. While the debate on
naturalization often resulted in an unfruitful opposition between radi-
cal reductionism and radical transcendentism, Plessner’s hermeneutical
phenomenology of life offered a promising ‘third way.’ However, Plessner’s
phenomenology of human life is not completely free from essentialism and
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anthropocentrism. This urges us towards a revision of some crucial elements
ofhis philosophical anthropology. This revision is especially relevant in or-
der to adequately respond to the challenges of current neo-Darwinism and
the converging technologies that are intertwined with it. Whereas classical
Darwinism challenged the human place in cosmos mainly theoretically,
technologies like genetic modification, neuro-enhancement and electronic
implants have the potential to ‘overcome’ Homo sapiens sapiens it in a more
radical, practical sense. This urges upon us a fundamental post-essentialist
and post-anthropocentric human self-reflection. The claim that Plessner’s
phenomenological anthropology still offers a fruitful starting point for the
development of such ‘philosophical anthropology 2.0’ is demonstrated by a
reinterpretation of Plessner’s three ‘anthropological laws’ in light of today’s
converging technologies.
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1 Philosophical Anthropology
A Third Way between Darwinism and Foucaultism

Joachim Fischer

The purpose of this chapter is to demonstrate and explicate the technique of
Philosophical Anthropology.' The thesis is that Philosophical Anthropology
is a particular (and arguably extremely important) theory in that it steers a
course between naturalism and culturalism, in other words, between Darwin
and Foucault. Plessner might have said ‘between Darwin and Dilthey, but
today, Philosophical Anthropology appears as a paradigm which sits between
the theories of Darwin and Foucault. It builds a bridge between biology on the
one hand and social and cultural sciences on the other; a bridge which could
neither be constructed by Darwin (and his followers) nor by Foucault (and
his followers). Yet, this bridge allows us to accept both paradigms as ways
of thinking while simultaneously limiting their spheres. This Philosophical
Anthropology is reconstructed with reference to Plessner’s The Levels of the
Organic and Man [Die Stufen des Organischen und der Mensch, 1928] and to
his sophisticated (and subtle) concept of ‘eccentric positionality.

Philosophical Anthropology: Discipline or paradigm?

It is important to distinguish between two uses of the term ‘philosophical
anthropology’: philosophical anthropology as a discipline (a sub-discipline
within philosophy) and Philosophical Anthropology as a paradigm. In the
1920s there were two philosophical movements in this field, out of which
two senses of the term ‘philosophical anthropology’ were born. In1928 there
emerged almost a new discipline called ‘philosophical anthropology’ within
philosophy, instanced by, for example, Bernhard Groethuysen’s Philosophis-
che Anthropologie (Groethuysen 1931 [1928]), and later by Michael Landmann’s
Philosophical Anthropology [Philosophische Anthropologie. Menschliche
Selbstdeutung in Geschichte u. Gegenwart, 1964] (Landmann 1974). This dis-

1 Thereason to write ‘Philosophical Anthropology’ with capital letters will be explained in
the next section.

2 For better orientation the text differentiates between ‘philosophical anthropology as a
discipline’ and ‘Philosophical Anthropology’ (written capital letters) as a paradigm.
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cipline is concerned with the question ‘Who or what is man?’ The discipline
‘philosophical anthropology’ is an organized collection of answers to this
question, marked by a tradition of European thought, and later on farther
afield (Hartung 2008). It developed as a discipline through contributions from
different contemporary paradigms, such as psychoanalysis, philosophical
hermeneutics, existential philosophy, the phenomenology of the body, the
phenomenology of human Lebenswelt, the anthropology of Feuerbach, early
Marx, and so on. Later, this discipline developed rules governing what it
means to work within philosophical anthropology as a discipline, in an
interdisciplinary framework between different human sciences.

By contrast, under the same title of ‘Philosophical Anthropology’ (to
distinguish it from the discipline here written with capitals) there emerged
atthe same time a philosophical-anthropological paradigm: a particular ap-
proach to thought, with a distinctive procedure, which attempts to arrive at
atheory of man via a theory of biological life in general. This is exemplified
in the writings of Scheler (Scheler 1961 [1928]) and Plessner (Plessner 1975
[1928]). This developing paradigm, under the title ‘Philosophical Anthropol-
ogy, was shaped by diverse thinkers and researchers: Scheler, Plessner,
later Rothacker, Gehlen, Buytendijk, Portmann, and so on. While the work
of these individuals is not the subject of this paper, it is important to note
that Plessner was not alone in his intellectual interests in this area. Despite
the use of different terminology and focusing on different interests, these
thinkers shared an overarching approach, an approach they identified as
‘Philosophical Anthropology,’ and this participation in a shared paradigm
was the background to their sometimes strange (and often bitter) rivalry:

The equivocation of the term ‘philosophical anthropology’ as a discipline
on the one hand and as a paradigm on the other, leads the philosopher
down two tracks at once. We can compare the discipline ‘philosophical
anthropology’ to other disciplines in philosophy (such as epistemology,
ethics, metaphysics, aesthetics, etc.) and we can also compare the paradigm
‘Philosophical Anthropology’with other paradigms (such as neo-Kantianism,
naturalism, existentialism, phenomenology, critical theory, philosophical
hermeneutics, poststructuralism, theory of social systems, etc.). Thus, the
equivocation proves itself to be useful for research. Of course, Plessner and
the other thinkers who created the new paradigm belonged also to the new
discipline, but their noteworthy achievement lies in the invention of the
paradigm called ‘Philosophical Anthropology’

3 Philosophical anthropology as a paradigm within this group of thinkers and researchers
is reconstructed in Fischer 2008. See also Rehberg 2009 and Borsari 2009.
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Cartesian dualism as the challenge: Philosophical Anthropology
as a response

This paper concerns only the paradigm called ‘Philosophical Anthropology,
not the discipline. More specifically, it is concerned with the theoretical
strategy of Philosophical Anthropology, a strategy competing with other
paradigms that engage in some form of analysis of the human world. In
order to elucidate this theoretical strategy, it is necessary to understand
the competing approaches, out of which Philosophical Anthropology has
developed its unique approach. While Cartesisan Dualism had already
been modified by the beginning of the twentieth century (the period of the
genesis of Philosophical Anthropology), it has once more radicalized at the
beginning of the twenty-first century. As a result, it split into two competing
paradigms: between naturalism on the one hand (especially in the form
of Darwinism, the core paradigm of the natural and neuronal sciences,
or at least of the life sciences) and culturalism (or so-called Foucaultism
in the cultural and social sciences) on the other, which are two opposing
extremes in a spectrum. For naturalism, the distinction between nature
and culture is a distinction within nature itself; for culturalism, and all
social-constructionisms, the distinction between nature and culture is an
a priori distinction made by culture itself.

It is very important to understand that these two theories continue
the legacy of classical Cartesian dualism, a dualism between the thinking
thing and the extended thing (mind and nature), but with new terms and
new means: the evolutionary paradigm now takes the side of the natural,
physical thing, and culturalism takes the mind as its subject. Even at the
beginning of the twentieth century, biology on the one hand (Darwin),
and historic-cultural constructivism in the shape of historicism and her-
meneutic philosophy on the other (Dilthey), gave new expressions to the
two wings of Cartesianism: in place of the physics of the inanimate thing
there was now the mechanism of the organism (including the brain), and in
place of the thinking subject there was now language as an inter-subjective
medium of thinking (the so called ‘linguistic turn’). Cartesian dualism
allows each of the two competing paradigms to expand their span over the
entire Cartesian domain: evolutionary biology claims now to explain not
only life but the sociocultural world as a whole,* and, vice versa, culturalism,

4 Animportant contribution to evolutionary anthropology was, of course, the initial research
into the great apes by Wolfgang Kohler (1917).
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by means of the linguistic turn, explains natural science and the evolution-
ary pattern as a mere cultural interpretation-scheme of special historicity.

Anticipating the theoretical strategy of Philosophical Anthropology
one could interpret this phenomenon as an attempt to reach a convincing
position regarding cultural and social science in an era that is rigorously
dominated by evolutionary biology. Philosophical Anthropology is a third
agent, but not a sheer mediator: it is more sophisticated than that. It first
relativizes the Darwinian analysis of life (including human life), and
simultaneously it both liberates and limits the sociocultural perspective.
Philosophical Anthropology makes a generous concession in favour of
naturalism without being a naturalistic approach itself. At its core, there
is a philosophical biology which is constructed in response to evolution-
ary naturalism and at the same time it conditions the social and cultural
sciences. Hence, it can claim to be a good ‘fit, inclusive of both theoretical
worlds.

We can now characterise the two wings of Cartesianism as the challenge
of naturalism in the shape of Darwinism, and the response to this challenge
by culturalism in the shape of Dilthey and Foucault. Having done this, we
can then elucidate the theory we call Philosophical Anthropology. We will
conclude with short remarks suggesting what one gains by the use of this
paradigm.

Darwinian naturalism

Darwin’s theory of evolution has not only become a key theory within
biology itself, but also a biologically-founded theory within anthropology.
As Ernst Mayr claims, “No modern thinker, can, in the end, avoid thinking,
when it comes to the essentials of his worldview, as a ‘Darwinist’ thinks”
(Mayr1988). We can think of the Darwinian paradigm as a rocket with two
phases: first, the theory oflife or living organisms, and secondly, embedded
within this theory, a theory of the human being.

Darwin’s theory of life, expressed in The Origins of Species by Means of
Natural Selection (Darwin 2000 [1859]), understands all species of living
organisms (both those still in existence and those now extinct) as resulting
from an evolution inherent in the very nature ofliving things. According to
this theory, the variety now observable in living organisms did not result
from a creation by a transcendent power, but from a process of development
ruled by certain inherent mechanisms: genetic variation arising through
the process of reproduction, natural selection of variations which are suc-
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cessful in their environment, and finally, the stabilisation of successful
species of organisms. It is important to note that these variations include
not only organs and other physiological achievements, but also kinds of
behavior of individual organisms (in higher species), predispositions for
certain behaviors, ‘moods, and other non-physiological characteristics. The
theory postulates that all organisms (extant and extinct) are connected to
one set of ancestors.

The second phase of the evolutionary ‘rocket’ Darwin himselfintroduced
in The Descent of Man (Darwin 1990 [1875]) published some twenty years
after The Origins of Species by Means of Natural Selection. Impressed by
abundant empirical evidence, Darwin was led to compare human beings
to other creatures within the realm of living things, and came to the thesis
that there was a common descent of plants, animals, and human beings, and
that the natural origin of human beings is the same as that of other higher
primates. This systematic inclusion of man in the living world amounts, sci-
entifically, to the inclusion of anthropology within biology. Darwin himself
contrasts his thesis with a traditional idealistic self-interpretation of man:
for Darwin, the human mind derives from lower forms of cognition, the
human language from the voices of mammals, the moral sentiments from
social instincts. Evolutionary theory allows us to systematically understand
all those characteristics over which man seems to have a monopoly simply
being mechanisms of life (evolved traits), and to reduce all anthropological
terms to biological terms. Darwin’s key claim is: “Nevertheless the difference
in mind between man and the higher animals, great as it is, certainly is one
of degree and not of kind” (Darwin 1990 [1875]). This theory of the merely
gradual differentiation in the evolution of life, covers the ‘impulses’ of life.
The struggle for survival of the individual organism, and the survival of the
species by reproduction, the mechanisms of variation, selection, and stabi-
lization all function at the human level and explain all human phenomena,
including what we think of as sociocultural; all patterns of conduct, all
symbolic interactions, all inner moods and mindsets, can be explained as
epiphenomena of the mechanisms of survival and reproduction common to
allliving things. Evolutionary theory as a naturalistic paradigm postulates
‘bio-power’ in the human being — but in a sense other than that used by
poststructuralists and Foucault. It is not that sociocultural constructions
and disciplining discourses that have come to wield power over human life
in historically diverse ways and govern life by these cultural constructions,
but rather that life itself is the determining power: bio-power is the power
oflife itself extending into all human constructions and discourses. In this
evolutionary theory, all aspects of the sociocultural can be ‘biologized’ or
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explained with reference to nature: within the Darwinian paradigm, one
can observe and explain how life itself ramifies through all the branches and
stems of the mental, emotional, social, and cultural world (Dawkins 2009;
Eibl 2007). Similarly, with biological psychology, sociobiology, biological
cultural science, and evolutionary epistemology, this bio-evolutionary pro-
gramme of an ‘evolutionary anthropology’ penetrates into the sociocultural
sphere: “Der Darwin-Code. Die Evolution erkldrt unser Leben” — the title of
a Darwinist study published during the year of Darwin 2009 (Junker and
Paul 2009).

Culturalism and constructionism: Responses to Darwinism
within Cartesianism

Darwinists can claim that we have been living in a ‘biological epoch’ since
last third of the nineteenth century (Illies 2006). How can we challenge this
claim? We can differentiate between two categories of response: Darwin
or God (Klose and Oehler 2008) and Darwin or Foucault. In popular debate,
there is much interest in the attempt to re-establish theology, and the theo-
logical theory of the creation ofliving beings (including man) by God, but the
theory of creationism is not influential within science. Within science, the
alternative to the Darwinian approach is constructionism, which is highly
developed and dominates the scene with a broad spectrum of variation. It is
important to introduce the defining features of constructionism here, as it
will serve us to contrast it with Philosophical Anthropology as a paradigm.
Two contemporary constructionisms that have attempted to respond to the
first Darwinian challenge (theory oflife) were neo-Kantianism (the renewal
of idealism) on the one hand, and historicism, or hermeneutic philosophy
(especially as seen in Dilthey) on the other (De Mul 2004). On what common
principle do these responses rely? The key principle of such approaches, the
starting point of the paradigm, is always the inherent ‘order’ of thought and
speech, which, be it an intellectual or symbolic or linguistic order, is itself
unaffected by nature. This principle is common across all the various forms
of constructionism, regardless of whether it involves the order of language,
symbols, writing, symbolic forms (Cassirer), historical a priori (Dilthey), or
the respective epistemologies of word-view and self-view (Foucault).

Seen from this point of view evolutionary biology appears to be a mere
discourse, a linguistic construction on ‘life,” according to the rules of a
certain discourse-formation and part of the discursive ‘bio-power’ (the term
now used in Foucault’s sense). The decisive move within the theoretical
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chess game of socioconstructivism or historicism or poststructuralism is to
claim that the distinction between nature and culture is only possible within
culture, within the respective symbolic order of social culture (Reckwitz
2006). ‘Life, particularly human life, enters the game only according to
socially-constructed systems and worldviews, marked by subjugations of
the body and bio-power-control of populations, techniques of controlling
life, contingent rules (instantiated in discourses, images, language, sym-
bolization, and bio-politics) and the contingent decisions of inter-subjective
or trans-subjective cultural order. All of these concepts define what can be
accepted as ‘life’ and as ‘human.’ All naturalisms, including evolutionary
theory, can be deconstructed as merely a strategic discourse or narrative,
and can therefore be suspended, repealed, or cancelled.

Philosophical Anthropology: A third way

Against this historical background, we are now ready to introduce
Philosophical Anthropology. To understand Philosophical Anthropology,
it is important to remember that all of the thinkers within this paradigm
retain a non-Darwinian idealistic self-interpretation of man, i.e. that man
is special in self-knowledge and self-determination, and liable to cultural
social construction. This position is foundational for Philosophical Anthro-
pologists and not open for discussion. As such, the reductionist Darwinian
theory constitutes a real challenge to thinkers in this field. The strategy
of Philosophical Anthropology as a philosophical paradigm is to follow
neither evolutionary theory on the one hand, nor to evade (as culturalistic
constructivism does) the basic question of nature and life on the other. In
other words, it tries not to follow naturalism, nor to dodge the question
of nature in the same way Dilthey and Foucault did. What Philosophical
Anthropologists accept from the evolutionary approach is explanation
from within nature, i.e. that there is an explanation of life inherent within
nature — without recourse to theological models or teleological models of
the purpose of nature. In short, they accept the basic role of biology (Jonas
1966). Philosophical anthropology places itselfin a concession to Darwinism
and nonetheless does not coincide with Darwinism.

The key issue in any theory of Philosophical Anthropology therefore is its
internal relation to a philosophical biology (Grene 1965). Every Philosophical
Anthropology, as a paradigm, invents a philosophical biology by means of
which it then unfolds a theory of social culture. In challenging Darwinism,
the relationship to a particular philosophical biology is decisive. It is there-
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fore characteristic of Philosophical Anthropology that in its conceptual
framework, it never starts as an anthropology, but rather, before considering
man, deals with the wider theory oflife. It is typical of this approach to reach
consideration of the human only in the wider context of all living things. In
contrast to the impulse of evolutionary theory, the guiding impulse here,
when considering the living world in general, is to avoid surrendering to the
irreducible experience of man as areason — and discourse-mediated being,
capable of self-detachment, language, ecstasy, laughing, crying, and so on.
In the view of the Philosophical Anthropologists, there is nothing wrong
with evolutionary theory as a theory of life, except that it is inadequate as
a theory of human beings, as it is unable to explain their special experi-
ences. The credo of Philosophical Anthropology is: as a philosopher, you
are responsible for the biology which interprets man. So philosophers have
to be responsible for inventing a proper philosophical biology compatible
with the theory of life in general, but also appropriate to the interpretation
of man. That is the task in which Philosophical Anthropology engages in
this biological epoch in which we find ourselves. In biologically-informed
talk about the organic world, the phenomena of life should be described in
such a way that — after consideration of the organic in general, the human
organism is at last considered — the experience encountered at the beginning
(the self-detachment, self-determination, or dignity of man) should not be
proven to be an illusion or a mere epiphenomenon. To put it in another way,
the strategy of Philosophical Anthropology, faced with the challenge of
Darwinism, is to arrive at a unified theory wherein a non-reductive concept
of man-in-nature, achieved within an inclusive theory of life, is capable of
dealing with the contrasts between plants, animals, and man. In a sense,
all the Philosophical Anthropologists are working like detectives or inves-
tigators, sifting through the findings of empirical biology for discoveries
which might allow them to stress the Sonderstellung of human organisms.
Therefore, they are deeply interested in the discoveries of Driesch (1921), Von
Uexkiill (1996), Buytendijk (1928), Bolk (1926), Portmann (1990), and many
other biological researchers whose biological discoveries might offer an
open door to the anthropologists’ philosophical biology.5 Let us explicate
the paradigm more precisely. Provided that the Darwinian theory of man is
either a type of vertical reduction akin to a conceptual reductive operation
which translates all theological or philosophical assertions concerning man

5 And they all were deeply impressed by Henri Bergson and his philosophical dealing with
evolutionary theory — the ‘Lévolution creatice’ (1944 [1907]) was a model for their own attempts
at similar enterprises.
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to assertions about natural science or biological states, or it is a type of verti-
cal reduction in parallel to an ontological reduction in which the human
being in the end is nothing other than a natural body, then Philosophical
Anthropology turns the table by turning the reduction upside down.

In short, it operates as a theory of vertical emergence within a theory
of living things which itself includes a theory of the stages of living things
(without recourse to theology or teleology). By this theory of vertical emer-
gence in nature, the Sonderstellung of man can be carefully characterized
(Thies 2004). Therefore, one can see at first sight that the anthropology of
Feuerbach, for instance, does not belong to this paradigm, because it shares
the operation of reductionism. So Feuerbach, characterized by his material-
ism, need not be counted as a progenitor of Philosophical Anthropology.

Philosophical Anthropology and Plessner’s ‘eccentric
positionality’

Now is the time to explain Plessner’s term ‘eccentric positionality’ (Plessner
1975 [1928]).° The discussion so far will hopefully aid us in accurately defin-
ing and sharpening our Philosophical Anthropology by using Plessner’s
rather sophisticated concept. The concept itself reveals how Philosophi-
cal Anthropology works as a paradigm. In fact, other advocates of the
philosophical-anthropological approach. e.g. Scheler or Gehlen, Portmann
or Jonas, more or less tacitly accepted Plessner’s term. Plessner takes for
granted self-detachment, self-determination, and all the properties classi-
cally (and idealistically) ascribed to human beings, but he does not begin
with them —i.e. they are not his point of departure. The goal here is to reach
the peak of the culturalist endeavour (the whole realm of cultural and social
sciences), the so-called hermeneutic sphere, but not by beginning with its
own assumptions. As the operation of Philosophical Anthropology requires,
Plessner reaches the classically idealistic terms in a roundabout way, via an
excursus in the theory of life. He starts with the idea of the thing. The thing
appears as a phenomenon to the subject, but the drive of Plessner’s theory
is not to try to reconstruct the experience the subject has in relation to the
phenomenon, but rather to focus on the phenomenon of the thing itself. His
approach prefers philosophical attention to the thing (the object, that which
is experienced) over attention to the subject (that which experiences). Thus,

6  For useful interpretations of this important term, see, for instance, Ebach 1994, Kriiger
1998, Fischer 2000 or Lindemann 2005.
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he starts with the distinction between inanimate and living things, and
characterizes living things as defined by a ‘boundary’ (Grenze). Organisms,
or living things, are marked by boundaries; they are boundary-realizing
things. An organism has boundary-contact with its environment; it builds
up its own complexity in metabolism with the environment by means of
its boundary. This approach of defining organisms by their boundaries
has many implications. Plessner can explain the properties of organisms
by this condition (according to empirical biology: and this constitutes the
main part of Die Stufen des Organischen und der Mensch), but can also
pave the way for an application of this analysis to the sociocultural sphere
of man. The boundary of the organism is not only a result of the fact that
living things have to organize their own survival (i.e. solve the question of
stabilisation), but the idea of the boundary of an organism also includes the
notion of ‘expressivity’ — another important difference between living and
inanimate objects. By their boundaries, living things become manifest at
their surfaces, and by their surfaces as boundaries these living things are
phenomena in the deep sense of the word. It is extremely important to note
at this point that Plessner’s philosophical biology, constructed within a
Philosophical Anthropology, already encapsulates the basic idea of ‘expres-
sivity’ by defining living things by their boundaries. And ‘expressivity,
since Dilthey, is vitally important as the key term of self-awareness in the
social and cultural sciences. Thus, Plessner creates a connection to the
cultural and social sciences from within a philosophical biology via the
establishment of a fundamental category which includes the idea of human
expression’ (Plessner 1964).

To develop and extend this approach into the sphere of human beings,
Plessner needs not only a theory of different types of living things, but also
a concept that will enable him to differentiate between different levels
or stages of boundary-regulation. This need is satisfied with the concept
of ‘positionality.’ It replaces the key notion of idealism (Fichte’s Setzung,
or the self-positioning T') with a naturalistic idea — passive positionality
(Gesetztheit) or being positioned. This positionality marks a deep concession
of Philosophical Anthropology towards Darwinism, because it highlights
the relative passivity of organisms — being pushed by the anonymous force
of nature into the boundaries they have to keep. The living body is given
by nature. Positionality implies that there is no Creator who makes and
positions living beings; there is no self-positioning ‘I who positioned nature
(as the Non-I): nor is there a society or culture which creates or defines
life. Positionality entails only that the anonymous force of nature pushes
individual organisms into their boundaries and borders, disposing them
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to stay within a specific spatial environment.” Plessner now continues his
Philosophical Anthropology by distinguishing stages of positionality, driven
by the goal to classify plants, different kinds of animals, and human beings.
He distinguishes between open and closed forms of positionality, and next
between a-centric and centric positionality. Mammals and within them
primates, belong to the latter group. One could say that the emergence of
‘centric positionality’ denotes the breakthrough of intentionality in the evo-
lution oflife. Plessner explains this intentionality towards the environment
(Umweltintentionalitdt) from the practical correlation between organism and
environment. In doing so, he gives this key concept of phenomenology and
pragmatism a crucial place in his reconstruction of the levels of the organic.?
And one has to bear in mind that Plessner’s intention with ‘centric
positionality’ is to include what he calls ‘frontal positionality.’ This is very
important for his next step, because with the term ‘frontal positionality’ he
can draw attention to the observable fact that some kinds of brain-animals
are already in communication with the brains of other animals: by the
frontal appearance of their positionality, i.e. by their expressive boundary
surfaces, visual patterns, touching and shouting, which allow interactional
co-ordination and imitation between positionalities. There is already a
relationship between the individual organism and the society, even at the
level of ‘frontal positionality’ — perceiving each other through the senses.
We can now turn our attention to human beings. Plessner suggests the
concept ‘eccentric positionality’ for the characterization of our life form.
One could say that Plessner, or Philosophical Anthropology in general,
captures in this term the 1-2% difference in genetic make-up between the
great apes and human beings. ‘Eccentric positionality’ implies that in these
living things there is a kind of disengagement or detachment from life, but
within life, and, because this happens within natural life, it has to be lived
inlife, to be connected to life. Eccentricity takes place within positionality.
Eccentric positionality means detachment from the body within the body,
or in other words, detachment from life within life. Thus, one can adopt
Plessner’s approach within both rival paradigms of Cartesian dualism:
within Foucaultism/culturalism it operates at the level of discourse; within
Darwinism/naturalism it operates at the level of the biological in human life.

7 Perhaps ‘positionality’ as the key term of a philosophical biology is more appropriate than
‘auto-poiesis, which means something like self-creation or self-organisation of life because
positionality contains the notion of the moment that life happens to the organism, when it is
set or positioned in its boundary.

8 One has to take into account Plessner’s deep affinity with the new understandings of
ontology propounded by Hartmann (1975).
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But detachment from life within life means for this type of living being
that it has to invent something in place of nature (it has to invent cultural
society) and then to embody this invention within nature, because eccentric
positionality always remains ‘positionality’ — forced upon the living being
by the anonymous force of nature.

Philosophical Anthropology as a paradigm: What do we get out
of it?

What have we gained from the use of this kind of paradigm? Using
the paradigm, we can generate original anthropological categories,
Sonderstellungs-terms, reserved for human beings alone. Eccentric posi-
tionality entails both that all anthropological categories are transformed,
broken-bridged vital categories, still working within the anthropological
dimension, and also that these anthropological categories are opened for
variation and determinations by historic categories, concepts of ‘styles’ of
human life. So, through Philosophical Anthropology, we have established
a connection to the bio-power both in the Darwinian sense, as well as to
the bio-power in a Foucaultist sense. To generate such anthropological
categories, Plessner introduces the so-called laws of ‘natural artificial-
ity, ‘mediated immediacy’ and the ‘utopian standpoint, all of which are
guidelines for the discovery of anthropological categories. Consider, for
example, laughter and crying. For Plessner, this pair is the paradigm of the
paradigm, the key example of what he intends to do with Philosophical
Anthropology (Plessner 1970 [1941]): only eccentric positionalities can
and must laugh and cry — in moments of crisis of sensible orientation,
laughing and crying are vital reactions of the positionality to the crises
of eccentricity. Every organism has to physically react to crisis, but only
an eccentric-positioned being, which exists within a constructed world of
sense and reason, can be thrown offkilter by the unexpected, unavoidable
reality of the natural world. Laughing or crying, as reactions to crisis,
are not cultural constructions by human beings, but things happening
to their bodies: it is a regenerative return to the positionality, to their
passivity, to the experience that they are living bodies. In short, they are
regenerative powers of human life. At the same time, this vitality, this
evolutionary bio-power in laughing and crying can and must be disciplined
by the Foucaultist bio-power which disciplines, controls, and regulates
the occasions of expressions of laughing and crying through the various
forces of culture within society.
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Darwinism and Foucaultism seen from the perspective of
eccentric positionality

Philosophical Anthropology is a way of thinking which, as we have seen,
operates somewhere between Darwin and Dilthey, and which re-emerges as
afascinating approach that stands between Darwin and Foucault, between
the alternatives of naturalism and culturalism. Plessner’s key concept of
eccentric positionality could be an appropriate way to grasp, within a proper
philosophical biology, the sociocultural dimension of man. If it works, this
approach could offer a technique to control and limit the claims of Darwin-
ism as well as those of Foucaultism. If it works, the technique of Philosophical
Anthropology can be seen not only as a paradigm within the discipline
of philosophical anthropology (among other paradigms), but as a subtle
paradigm within epistemology, in ethics, in bioethics, in cultural sciences (De
Mul 1991), in philosophy of technology (De Mul 2010), in psychology (Coolen
2008), in sociology (Claessens 1980; Tomasello 2008), and human geography
(Ernste 2004), in philosophy of nature (Grene 1974), and ecophilosophy
(Peterson 2010), even (as Max Scheler has applied it) in modern metaphysics.
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2  The Nascence of Modern Man

Two Approaches to the Problem — Biological Evolutionary
Theory and Philosophical Anthropology

Hans-Peter Kriiger’

Biological and medical anthropology, social and cultural anthropology,
and historical anthropology — each investigate different aspects of the hu-
man condition. Yet the first specifically philosophical anthropological task
consists of integrating these different aspects into a single interdisciplinary
framework. Such a framework must systematically capture the intercon-
nections between nature and culture, as well as individuality and sociality.
As far as temporal and historical issues are concerned, such a systematic
and interdisciplinary framework must also be able to provide us with some
orientation with respect to human evolutionary history. In short, it must
perform a significant heuristic function. In this interdisciplinary sense,
philosophical anthropology is not a special anthropological discipline but
rather a universal anthropology, which circumscribes the field of research
as a whole and shapes it to be compatible with all other anthropological
subfields. The structure and function of philosophical anthropology is
assessed by its ability to weave together a number of disciplinary tasks.
One encounters the second task of philosophical anthropology as soon
as one seriously reflects upon the historical fact that posing and answering
anthropological questions hasitself been an integral part of the human con-
dition since the Axial Ages, that is, since the stabilization of high cultures
of the personality between approximately 500 BC and 500 AD. Apparently,
this institutionalization of personality, which, at that time, was enjoyed by
only a small minority, made it possible to distinguish man from other living
creatures by distinguishing persons from other creatures. Such distinctions
and their modifications functioned as differential criteria, albeit from a
point of view we would recognize today as anthropocentric and ethno-
centric. This problem of elevating the predominant self-perception to the
status of a central standard for everyone and everything else has only grown
more pointed since the dawn of modernity. One can thus follow Michel
Foucault in calling the epistemic and political constitution of modernity
an anthropological circle (cf. Kriiger 2009, ch. L. 1.). One must, therefore,

1 Translated from the German by Daniel Smyth.



58 HANS-PETER KRUGER

also investigate what makes anthropologies possible and how they are
able, by means of methodological control, to put themselves in a position to
manifest political authority. Otherwise, particular anthropologies and even
philosophical anthropology itself degenerate into an ideological muddle,
as history has taught us all to frequently.

To the best of my knowledge, only Helmuth Plessner’s philosophical
anthropology has managed to convincingly fulfill both of these philosophi-
cal tasks (cf. Kriiger 2009, ch. IL. 4., Kriiger 2010, ch. L.). Hence, that is the
system I have chosen to work with. As it would go beyond the scope of this
essay, I have to restrict myself to only explore the first of the two tasks
mentioned above. I will begin with some contemporary proposals for how
to think about the evolution of modern man (in the biological sense of Homo
sapiens sapiens). Second, I will reconstruct the most important interdisci-
plinary contributions to this question within the discourse of philosophical
anthropology. There has of course been a great deal of empirical progress in
the various related special disciplines in the last two decades. Nonetheless,
the conceptual task that arises in reflecting on the evolution of man remains
fundamentally unchanged. Despite the close relationship between man’s
new sociocultural niche and his new sociocultural environment in the
evolution of nature, the questions posed within philosophical anthropology
were more developed both philosophically and anthropologically than they
are in the contemporary discussion.

How are variation and selection connected in the evolution of
modern man? The formation of a sociocultural niche of collective
intentionality

The modern, synthetic theory of evolution (Mayr and Provine 1998) no
longer recognizes a single and unified necessity, but only the contingent
interplay of two distinct processes. There is neither a place for preformation,
nor for any telos or compulsion towards higher development. The two types
of processes that this theory is concerned with are those of variation and
selection. Variation has to do with the genotype, i.e. with the alteration of
the inherited material typical of the species. As they are being passed on
to the next generation, genes can be altered by several mechanisms. These
can involve external influences, i.e. mutations in the narrow sense (e.g. by
radiation, poisons, viruses), by errors in replicating DNA and RNA patterns
in an organism’s sperm or ovum, or through the recombination of genes
in sexual reproduction. On the other hand, selection has to do with the
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phenotype, i.e. with the modes of behavior specific to a species within its
specific environment. This behavioristic understanding of the phenotype
is broader than its reduction to a physical manifestation of the organism’s
genotypic potential. What can be observed from the outside, is behavior.
The functions of physical structures are functions of behavior in its genetic,
epigenetic, behavioral and symbolic dimensions (Luhmann 1997; Jablonka
and Lamb 2005). Although one can clearly distinguish between variation
and selection, the two processes must interact, however contingently. The
survival of the genotype is impossible without reproductive behavior, as-
suming sexual dimorphism. Selection not only presupposes organisms that
behave in certain ways, but also genes that are inherited through successive
generations. Thus, the distinction between variation and selection is not
a complete division and separation of the two sides, but rather raises the
question of how they are connected. However, this question cannot be
answered all too hastily, as though one already knew the answer. Instead,
one must investigate and answer the relationship on a case-by-case basis
(Jablonka and Lamb 2005).

In response to the question of the connection between variation and
selection, two hypotheses have been pursued repeatedly in mammalian and
avian biology: 1) population and 2) niche. Many mammals are social and
live together throughout successive generations. They do not simply meet
in order to reproduce while otherwise living in isolation from one another.
Rather, they jointly care for the brood and share food or hunt together. In
a particular spatiotemporal environment, they constitute populations,
upon which the survival of individual conspecifics (and thus of their genes)
depends. To this extent, the transmission of a particular genotypic variation
also depends on the social status of the relevant organism within the popu-
lation in that area. The social modes of behavior lie along a spectrum from
cooperative to competitive and thus depends on the sex of the organism
and the particular reproductive functions that sex fulfils in cooperation and
competition. The formation of populations facilitates behavioral learning
throughout successive generations. Population formation can become a
niche formation when the social collective reintegrates enduring behavioral
functions within itself and when cooperation and competition between
members are kept within specific boundaries by means of quick and effec-
tive hierarchies. Yet, for niche formation to occur, the surrounding environ-
ment must also be favorable and conducive to the social organization of the
population. This favorable relation may be contingent and have nothing to
do with the social collectivity, i.e. it may be passively bestowed upon it. Or,
it may be a direct consequence or side-effect of the collectivity’s existence,
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e.g. asaresult of the collectivity entering symbiotic relations with members
of other species in expelling and eliminating competitors, i.e. when the
fostering relation is a result of the collectivity’s own activities. According
to Hugh Miller (1964), one also speaks of insulation: in a living community
there is a center and a periphery in the sense that those creatures in the
center are subjected to less selective pressure than those on the periphery.
I use the concept of the niche in the sense of a relatively stable interplay
between a social collective and an environment favorable to it. Naturally,
niche formation is not something intended by the niche or the relevant
social collective, but rather is the result of various feedbacks, both social
and ecological in kind.

If niche formation is to be found throughout the mammalian world, it is
perhaps most significant for the evolution of primates. Indeed, the appear-
ance of man seems to depend on it to such an extent that a certain inversion
occurs. Here, I mean the inversion of passive niche formation into active
niche formation: active or passive in terms of the social collective. Compared
to other primates, there is an increasing gap between the genotype and
the phenotype of modern man in the biological sense, i.e. Homo sapiens
in the last 100,000 to 200,000 years. Within this period of time, the human
genotype has hardly varied at all, while the modes of behavior (phenotype
in broader sense) have varied enormously. Simply imagine what humans in
East Africa might have looked like prior to the global spread of Homo sapiens
some 100,000 years ago, and compare that with how they look today, in the
midst of economic, political and cultural globalization in the great me-
tropolises of the world. The clearest leap in phenotype (modes of behavior)
is located — according to the old biological classification — approximately
40,000 to 60,000 years ago with the emergence of Homo sapiens sapiens,
because a certain sociocultural accumulation can be reconstructed from
this point on. The biological theory of evolution cannot explain such a great
jump in such a short period of time — not even for the period of time that
separates Homo sapiens from Homo sapiens sapiens, i.e. at least 40,000 years,
but no more than 160,000 years. One must therefore work with numerous
intermediary steps distributed in space and time. This strategic approach
has recently been convincingly pursued by Michael Tomasello in his The
Cultural Origins of Human Cognition (1999) and Steven Mithen (for the
evolution from the early forms of Homo to Homo sapiens, cf. Mithen 1996).

Articulated in the framework of the biological theory of evolution, the
hypothesis is as follows: a new niche must have developed, which provided
for processes of cultural learning that were then able to build upon one
another and thus accelerate evolution enormously. The construction of
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such a niche becomes more plausible if one thinks of it as a series of small
incremental steps. This series could have begun with kin selection (includ-
ing mutual cooperation). It could then have increased in strength through
reciprocal altruism (including strong or indirect reciprocity) and eventually
culminated in selecting in favor of culturally integrated groups (i.e. cultural
group selection). In order to avoid misunderstandings, I should remark
that, though I use the abbreviations that are customary in the discourse
of biological evolutionary theory, I do not believe in the myths of either
the egoistic or the altruistic gene. In biological evolutionary theory it is
not genes, but rather organisms that are the proper subjects of behavior.
Without an organism that behaves in certain ways in its environment, its
genes would not be activated or deactivated at the right time, nor would
they be replicated, transmitted or inherited. It contradicts the biological
theory of evolution to replace the two processes of variation and selection
with a myth of some single, prior necessity, as has unfortunately been done
in Anglophone discussions in the last few decades.

But for the purpose of mathematical modeling, one can make use of the
unconscious effect that, when it comes to mutual cooperation between
blood relatives, their shared inherited material can be passed on without
the need for each of the related organisms to reproduce. The “Gesamdtfitniss”
or “inclusive fitness” (Hamilton 1964) of a non-reproducing individual can
be improved throughout successive generations, if it cooperates with its
relatives whose own reproduction involves passing on some of the genes
they share. Thus, the non-reproducing individual nevertheless manages
to reproduce indirectly. The idea of indirect effects can also be formulated
ecologically, if one proceeds beyond kin selection. Members of different spe-
cies in a shared environment can also cooperate to their mutual advantage
at the expense of a third species, their needs and cooperative capacities
need only be complementary to one another within a shared environment.
One famous example of this is the honey guide — a type of bird, which
leads the honey badger to beehives by means of its call. Reciprocity occurs
when the costs for each cooperative partner are, on average, lower than
the benefits that the partner draws from the collaboration. In practice,
reciprocal altruism is to be expected from species that live together in
stable groups in which repeated encounters between the same individuals
are likely. Nevertheless, this model carries with it the possibility for decep-
tion. If deception becomes chronic, then the model collapses. The model
is only evolutionarily viable when deception is punished in such a way
that it cannot become the rule. If one assumes that a creature has some
awareness of the indirect effects of its behavior and that this awareness
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grows over the course of the creature’s life — as one may assume in the
case of primates — then the effects of indirect reciprocal altruism can only
stabilize as cultural norms develop, which are predominantly maintained
and whose sporadic violation is punished.

If one takes these three steps together — kin selection, reciprocal altruism,
and cultural group selection — they enable “an evolutionary cascade of
selective processes” (Hurford 2007, 304). This cascade of positive selective
processes — cooperation, mutuality, reciprocity, and culture formation — may
have exerted feedback effects on the selection of individuals and their traits
(including their sexual selection) as well as on historical changes favorable
to cultural stabilization. Following Tomasello, one can let oneselfbe guided
by the idea that collective or shared intentionality (as opposed to merely
individual intentionality) and the cultural learning of role reversal (as op-
posed to other forms of behavior) predominated in such niche constructions.

Connecting the contemporary discussion with the
interdisciplinary discourse of philosophical anthropology

World and imitation in a socio-cultural environment: Joint activity and
mimicry in a bio-social environment

Within the interdisciplinary discourse of philosophical anthropology, one
makes a categorical distinction between Umwelt (either understood as sur-
rounding bio-social or sociocultural world) and a world as such. What came
to be the contemporary problem of niche formation used to be discussed
using this sort of terminology — and all the better, to my mind. Ever since
Jakob von Uexkiill's theoretical biology, it has been clear that there is a cor-
relation between the physiological structure of organisms (their blueprint)
and their behavioral functions in a determinate environment. Different
species have different environments, and often not the environment that
the biologist takes them to have at first glance. Thus, snails and spiders do
not perceive any thing-constants in their environment, while primates,
as Wolfgang Kohler'’s experiments with chimpanzees showed, doubtlessly
operate with things, albeit not with any awareness of the physical laws
governing them, as we do. In order to categorically sort this and other
empirical discoveries, Max Scheler introduced the distinction between a
world (Welt) and a surrounding-world or environment (Umwelt) (Scheler1ggs,
39-45). Biologists use their own worldview as the framework for distinguish-
ing between the environments specific to various creatures. Of course, even
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at that time it was well known among zoologists, amongst whom Helmuth
Plessner was one, that mammals and especially primates stand in social
“co-relationships” (Mitverhdltnissen) (Plessner 1975, 308), and hence live in
a bio-social environment. But Plessner did not want to prematurely identify
and risk confusing this with a sociocultural environment such as that hu-
mans actively create. Such sociocultural environments are made possible
by world-frameworks, which Plessner explicates near the end of The Levels
of the Organic and Man [Die Stufen des Organischen und der Mensch, 1928]
as the presuppositions of practices among persons (cf. Plessner 1975, ch. 7).

For Plessner, there is a fundamental difference between an animal
environment that is merely social in the sense that animals spontaneously
“join in” on the behavior of their conspecifics and are subsequently able
to “mimic” such behavior, and an environment where there is genuine
“imitation” of behavior.? In the latter case, one must be able to answer
two questions: What is being imitated? (i.e. which state of affairs is being
exhibited?), and Who is being imitated? (i.e. which person?) (Plessner1948a;
1948b; 1961a). These two questions cannot be answered by describing how
similar organisms behave similarly, i.e. in accordance with Von Uexkiill’s
correlations. For these correlations are — ontogentically and phylogeneti-
cally — prior to the imitation of personal roles and prior to the exhibition
of states of affairs. The sociality of mammals, according to Plessner, is not
made possible by a shared world (Mitwelt) in which persons share a form
of mindedness. Today, one could follow Tomasello in speaking of mind in
an elementary sense, whenever the criterion is fulfilled that collective
intentions become grammaticalized (Tomasello 2003).

From a contemporary point of view, we can see that Plessner was right
to distinguish between spontaneous joint activity, temporally delayed
mimicry and imitation (of something and of someone). This is demonstrated
by the discussion of individual and collective intentions of the first and
second order in non-human primates as compared with human children.
The philosophical issue is not who happens to be empirically correct, but
rather whether the research programme provides us with categorical
distinctions which help us address meaningful questions. It may be, as
Tomasello has acknowledged in the interim, that chimpanzees demonstrate
shared attention, collaborative activity and even first order shared inten-
tions in some behavioral areas — particularly competitions for dominance.
Yet, chimpanzees are nevertheless unable to form shared intentions about

2 Translator’s note: In German a distinction is made between “Mitmachen” (join in, or joint
activity), “Nachmachen” (mimic, mimicry), and “Nachahmung” (imitate, imitation).



64 HANS-PETER KRUGER

shared intentions, i.e. intentions of the second order. Furthermore, only the
latter embodies the culturally stable, truly collective intentions upon which
human children build up their behavior (Tomasello 2008). Chimpanzees
do not understand the recursion of symbols, which reach beyond what is
perceptible (relative to an individual’s memory) in situations, assuming the
repetition of drive satisfaction. The number 5 means something different
from the empirically perceptible and memorable insight that five bananas
are better than two bananas for a very hungry belly. Of course, the empirical
research into first and second order intentions must be carried further.

In the interest of advancing such research, however, we must clearly
eliminate the anthropomorphic confusion of joint activity and mimicry
with imitation — a conceptual confusion that makes sophisticated and
differentiated empirical research impossible. Spontaneous joint activity
between conspecifics involves mirror neurons, a mechanism Plessner could
not have known about in his time. But this neurophysiological correlate
confirms what Plessner had described as joint activity: if a creature perceives
here and now what his conspecific is doing, this automatically generates
neural activity in those regions of its brain which prepare for sensory and
motor engagement that corresponds to the behavior of the conspecific.
Mimicry is then simply such joint activity with the addition of individual
memory (Plessner 1975, 278-286). If the creature can re-imagine something
that it already perceived, this triggers comparable neural activities. Having
once been successful in satisfying a particular drive, the creature follows the
same strategy in its next moment of need. Imitation, however, involves more,
namely the mind, which possesses a cultural history of its grammaticalisa-
tion, in which questions concerning what and who is being imitated can
be posed and answered. This is only possible in an eccentric positionality,
as Plessner calls his specification of world as opposed to environment.
Eccentric positionality triadically removes itself from the dyads of centric
positionality — thus eccentric. It positions itself outside of centric interac-
tions between the organism and the environment and outside of centric
interactions between organisms only to return from this outside to the
interactions themselves. Thus, Tomasello speaks of a so called “bird’s eye
view” (Tomasello 2008, 160, 179, 266). Imitation cannot be explained by mir-
ror neurons, which only represent a genetic precondition, but not a sufficient
condition. Imitation demands an emotional motivation thatleads a creature
to identify itself with a sociocultural figure external to the organism or to
distance itself from that figure (cf. by contrast, lacoboni 2008, g9f.).

As far as Scheler and Plessner were concerned, Kéhler had proven that
chimpanzees have a high degree of practical intelligence, but that this
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intelligence remains bound to the individual organism — to its sensory
and motor mechanisms and its individual memory. According to Plessner,
it was crucial that chimpanzees lack a “sense of the negative” (Plessner
1975, 271): they remain empirically generalizing positivists — a view that
has been radically advocated in the contemporary literature by Povinelli
(2000). Chimpanzees do not expect any states of affairs that, independently
of their own organism, also exhibit other perspectives. They expect only
states of fields, which they negotiate senso-motorically until they sud-
denly arrive at an insight (Plessner 1975, 272, 276f.). Yet they are unable to
detach this insight from the type of senso-motor situation in which they
attained it and transfer it into other sorts of senso-motor situations. They
generalize within a behavioral function — for example, competition or tool
production — and this generalization is quite individualized insofar as it is
memory-based. Anthropomorphically speaking, this also has its benefits:
they neither believe in ghosts nor in natural laws. But most importantly,
their expectations do not have a world framework that has emancipated
itself from their senses and their motor possibilities. They do not expect
states of affairs in spatial emptiness, e.g. in a Newtonian world, or in a
silent, still world of empty time. It is not constitutive of their behavior
to have a symbolic, i.e. a triadic structure of the world, which cannot be
derived from any empirical generalization. In contrast, one recognizes
practices among persons precisely in such symbolic-triadic presuppositions,
i.e. in mindedness, not only in the external and internal world but also in
the joint-world (Plessner 1975, ch. 7.2). World structures do not take shape
frontally, dyadically, immediately or directly, i.e. they are precisely not like
an environment or surrounding world. Rather, they take shape mediatedly,
indirectly, along detours, triadically, on a stage that presents the foreground,
within a framework of world that forms the background and bleeds out
into a ‘nowhere and never’ Humans must therefore be able to alter their
behavior. Their centric form of organization requires centric behavioral
possibilities, i.e. a centric positionality, as Plessner calls his conception of an
animal environment. But first, a Auman sociocultural environment must
be created. This is made possible by a triadic world framework in which
persons share a form of mindedness symbolically (Plessnerig7s, ch. 7.3-7.5).

Between laughter and tears: Playing with and playing in personal roles
Plessner’s theory of personal roles further develops the concept of imitation,

the basics of which we have introduced above. It does so in such a way that
atemporal dynamic arises within behavior along a certain spectrum, which
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must be experienced in order to be learned. The theory concerns both
playing in and playing with personal roles (Plessner 1960;1961b; 1961¢;1967).
These forms of play occur between the poles of laughing and crying, which
are no longer considered as ‘playable’ (Plessner1941). This was the theme of
my book Between Laughter and Tears I: The Spectrum of Human Phenomena
[Zwischen Lachen und Weinen I: Das Spektrum menschlicher Phinomene,
1999]. Rationalistic philosophies treat the capacity of speaking and acting
as the essence of man, whether it be implicitly or explicitly. For Plessner,
they are the provisional results of another process, by means of which we
are able to take on and put ourselves into playing personal roles and to
come out of them again: namely, by playing with them. Fundamentally, a
person stands outside of his or her organism. From there, the person can
distinguish the extent to which he or she lives in a vital body — as though
in a sheath — and the extent to which he or she possesses this organism
from the outside, in treating it as he or she might treat other bodies. Every
person thus has a twofold relation to his or her body. He or she lives in it,
but can also possess it from the outside (Plessner 1975, 293). In order to
do so, the person must take on a role outside of his or her organism, i.e. in
sociocultural interactions with others.

Here, there are various kinds of cases that structure this role-play.
Minimally, a role consists in a habit, i.e. in moving pictures in accordance
with which one enters onto the scene, and in an idiomatically determinate
language (dialect) that matches the habit. One can exceed such a role by
over-identifying with it, e.g. by passionately overshooting the role in the eyes
of others. Conversely, one might fall short of the expectations that others
have about the role, because one is compulsively preoccupied with some-
thing else. Both kinds of phenomena — passions and compulsions — may be
conditioned, in which case they are generally tolerated, or they may become
unconditioned. In the latter case, they destroy the role, and, if there does
not happen to be a more appropriate role, then the whole existence of the
role becomes questionable. Those affected either slip off into superhuman
realms, or they undershoot the level of personality altogether. Subsequently,
the realm of human behavior gets left behind, for which every culture has
any number of expressions and taboos (holy, divine, devilish).

Plessner’s fundamental thought is quite simple and cross-culturally
observable: we all learn human behavior between laughing and crying.
When we are no longer able to respond to a situation in the sense of a
determinate role, the situation gets called into question. If no modifications
of the role manage to resolve the situation, we attempt to answer it by
playing laughter or tears. And should this change of roles not help either,
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then we break into non-played laughter or tears, provided the situation does
not involve any form of violence. Thus, we arrive at the limits of human
behavior. At these limits, though the person is no longer able to give any
answer, his or her body still is, despite the fact that his or her competence
to play the role collapses. In non-played laughter, the body breaks out of the
relevant habit and language out into the world. For the person concerned,
the situation involved too many possibilities of meaning that simultane-
ously contradicted with one another. The person as it was, flees out of its
own organism. In non-played crying, however, the person collapses in on
herself and falls back into his or her body. For such a person, the whole
situation has become senseless. The person gives up on answering the
situational question and instead simply hands herself over to the body,
which, as it were, shrivels up (Plessner 1941, 359-384). It is not difficult
to recognize the structure of personality from The Levels of the Organic
and Man (1928) in Plessner’s analyses of Laughter and Tears (1941). In both
limit cases, the locus of personality vanishes from the interactions of the
organism to its environment. Either the person flees outwards, away from
the body, because he or she sees too many contradictory world-possibilities
and is paralyzed. Or the person —lacking distance from the situation - falls
into the interactions themselves and ultimately into her body, because no
horizon of sense or meaning manages to establish itself. Anyone who has
thus experienced the limits of her own behavior and is now able to live with
them may express her sovereignty in a smile (Plessner 1950).

One can now run through the whole spectrum between laughter and tears
anew, by considering these limit experiences and asking how sociocultural
roles might be changed in order for persons to be able to live better, or, as
one could also say, in order for living creatures to be able to live in a personal
manner. In this respect, surely Plessner’s greatest achievement since his
Limits of the Community [Grenzen der Gemeinschaft, 1924] consists in having
indicated the anthropologically necessary twofold structure of personal
roles. A role is a mask in the sense that it can publicly reveal and privately
conceal. If a person has to live both within her body as well as outside ofit,
then, structurally speaking, she needs to be able to distinguish, for herself
and for others, between the private and the public sphere. This twofold
structure contains a great civilizing lesson, which must not be sacrificed
to any community ideology. Every living person needs the freedom to play.
She must be able to distinguish between herself as the bearer of the role, and
herselfas the player of the role (Plessner1961b, 195-204). Or, as G.H. Mead puts
it: there isno “I” without such a “mine” and a “me.” This is the reason Plessner
speaks of the “We-form of one’s own I” in the Levels (Plessner 1975, 303).
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The evolutionary potential of emancipating ontogeny from
phylogeny: The extra-uterine year, plasticity to domestication,
fetalization and corticalization

In the nineteenth century, it was common biological practice to assume
that, as the phrase went, ontogeny (individual development) recapitulates
phylogeny (species development) only in abbreviated form. Since at least
the 1920s, however, biologists have begun earnestly investigating the extent
to which a limited emancipation of ontogeny from phylogeny might lead
to new evolutionary potentials, particularly to potentials that can be
conceived as peculiarities of the appearance of modern man. Therefore, I
will briefly address the increasing gap between human ontogeny and the
phylogeny of Homo sapiens, as contrasted to non-human animals. This gap
is characterized by the following biological phenomena: an extra-uterine
year, nidicolous vs. nidifugous animals, and the plasticity to domestication
(especially during the imprinting phase). These phenomena are connected
to others: premature nativity, fetalization and cerebralization (brain growth
relative to the rest of the organism) and corticalization (growth of the
cerebral cortex relative to the rest of the brain). In all of these respects,
Plessner is fundamentally in agreement with Louis Bolk, Adolf Portmann
and Frederick Jakob Buytendijk (Plessner 1964; 1965a; 1965b; 1967a; 1967b).
Among primates, the periods of childhood and adolescence increase
the closer the primate resembles human beings. It spans from about 6-7
years to 14-20 years. Adult behavior must first be learned in play. Such
behavior is certainly not present immediately after birth, nor is it simply a
question of the growth of the organism. In humans, even the first year of
life outside of the uterus is quite striking. It is only at the end of this year
that the cranium grows together, which is typically a part of embryonic
development in the uterus. What is today called the “revolution” only sets
in thereafter (between the ninth and twelfth month). It is only after this
that the infant proceeds to walk upright, learns shared intentions in shared
attention with adults and develops language skills. Beginning in the third
year oflife, the child’s use oflanguage becomes recursive, i.e. emancipated
from perceptual situations and the memory of perceived situations and,
as of the fourth year, the child becomes familiar with narration and the
independent correction of unintelligible discourse, without recourse to
perception (cf. Tomasello 2003). Even enculturated great apes — i.e. apes
that have been raised among humans — reach the limits of their linguistic
development at a level that human children reach in their third year. The
apes never master the recursion of triadic symbols upon triadic symbols.



THE NASCENCE OF MODERN MAN 69

For the purpose of understanding the fundamental biological problem
involved, let us limit ourselves to the first year of life in human infants. It
makes sense to refer to this stage as an “extra-uterine year” insofar as it
involves embryonic developments that typically take place in the uterus
among other animals. Anatomically speaking, this premature birth enables
the infant, which has a large head and brain relative to the rest of its body,
to be born through the mother’s pelvis. The pelvic circumference is limited
through bipedalism. Comparatively speaking, premature births are, for
humans, the norm and this requires particular care within a niche. The
development of the brain in the extra-uterine year accelerates so expo-
nentially that crucial phases continue all the way into puberty — phases
in which “superfluous” neural connections, i.e. those that are used too
seldomly in behavior, are eliminated (Singer 2002). It is important to note
that this does not only involve an externalization of embryonic develop-
ment into sociocultural relations between the infant and adult persons.
Conversely, this sociocultural externalization of the organism remains oc-
cupied with tasks that, by biological standards, largely belong to embryonic
development. In a certain sense, the cultural social collective — and, in
particular, the mother-child relationship — has now taken over the role of
the uterus, at least until the separation from the parents begins some time
during puberty. The sociocultural niche must provide for such fetalization,
cerebralization, corticalization and increasingly prolonged ontogenesis, i.e.
the niche must develop special resources and caring skills. This is not simply
a question of nutrition, but also of lasting emotional connections between
the sexes and generations, including, not least of all, playing opportunities
for the children. Sociocultural structures require, biologically speaking,
organismal plasticity, and are thus limited exclusively to genetically and
behaviorally fixed organisms. And when social and cultural phenomena
recursively reflect back on themselves, when they develop self-reference,
then they require still more fetalization and an extension of the phases of
play in childhood and youth. It is here that the potential for self-amplifying
feedback-loops emerges, which enables specific cultural development.

One can also describe the same fundamental problem under a different
aspect by using the terminology of domestication. For several millennia,
humans have made use of a biological mechanism — that of imprinting —
which is not only found in mammals but in several bird species as well.
Yet, even these animals care for their brood for a relatively long time. It is
through these social relations that species-specific behavior is acquired. If
one alters these social relations by subjecting the young animals to human
care after lactation (viz. after the nesting period), they can be domesticated.
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It is well known that our familiar species of domestic animals (dogs, cats,
etc.) was shaped in this way. Transferring them into a different social niche
can, over the course of many generations, not only alter their behavior, but
their genetic material as well. The model of domestication is thus highly
instructive, for it artificially accelerates a process that can be redescribed
as the formation of social niches or, as the case may be, bio-social environ-
ments. Naturally, this model already presupposes the presence of humans
and thus, viewed phylogenetically, presents a circular account of the self-
domestication of a particular primate species. But it is nevertheless helpful
insofar as it shows what can happen when ontogeny becomes somewhat
emancipated from phylogeny by means of niche formation.

Let us consider yet another terminological distinction stemming from
the biology of Plessner’s time, in order to redescribe the anthropological
problem from a comparative perspective. It was standard practice to
distinguish between nidicolous (or altricial) and nidifugous (or precocial)
animals. The distinction turns on the time at which the offspring are able
to independently leave the nest. Nidicolous animals remain in the nest
for a long time. They come into the world unripe and unready. Nidifugous
animals, like geese and hares, leave the nest quite early. But this only means
that they are organismally “ready” to move independently by themselves.
It does not mean that they have already mastered the adult repertoire
of their species’s behavior. This is something they learn by following the
adult animal to which they became accustomed during their imprinting
phase. While the role of the imprinter is typically played by the mother,
this is not necessarily the case, as can be seen in the case of domestication.
Schneider (1975) therefore refers to nidifugous animals as “mother followers”
(“Mutterfolger”) and Hassenstein (1975) calls man the “clinger” (“Tragling”).
If one attempts to apply this distinction to humans — albeit only indirectly
— then one would have to say that, on account of the extra-uterine year,
humans are secondary nidicolous animals, and accordingly also secondary
nidifugous animals. The human combines both variants of ontogenesis
found in mammals and birds, but on a phylogenetically different initial
level, namely that of primates.

Yet, none of these intra-biological comparisons ultimately solve the
problem of how modern man came to being. However, they do show what
sorts of evolutionary possibilities have occurred in the animal realm. The
nascence of man in natural evolution is nowhere near as inexplicable as
dualists often claim if one is willing to take seriously the thought that a
bio-social environment might develop which supported fetalization and
cerebralization, and specifically the development of the cerebral cortex,
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i.e. corticalization. But this also means that one cannot approach biology
reductionistically. For it already includes social and cultural phenomena,
if by “culture” one understands the non-genetic transmission of behavioral
styles that serve to further adopt to ones particular environment. This is
customary today in primatology. Populations of the same species have to
display partially different behavior in different environments. In Plessner’s
time, one refrained from speaking of animal cultures, because the concept
of culture (at least for Plessner) entailed self-reference of triadic symbols
to triadic symbols.

Symbolic transformation of the life drives and the obviation of organs

The symbolic transformation of drives plays a prominent role in the inter-
disciplinary discourse of philosophical anthropology. If one considers the
evolutionary history and phylogeny of man, the characterization of the
human species as rational cannot work top-down, proceeding from pure
reason, but only bottom-up. This issue of the symbolic transformation of
drives — which was given a particular inflection by Sigmund Freud’s psy-
choanalytic theory — is bound up with other issues such as compensation,
suppression, repression and transference. These drew attention not only
at inter-personal but also intra-personal relationships, even if these were
psychologically restricted to individual case studies which themselves are
difficult to assess for social reasons. In so-called pathological case studies, it
isnot just the claim of transhistorical validity that appears dubious in light
of cultural-historical research. They also relate to how personal relation-
ships to things developed, and how personal matters appeared as thing-like.
The question regarding the symbolization of drives simultaneously requires
consideration of the opposing question, namely, how symbolization might
be connected with relations to things. In this respect, one cannot get around
Paul Alsberg’s hypothesis about the technological obviation of organs in
human behavior. But how should we think about the connection between
the symbolization of personal relationships and of things?

It was already clear to Scheler that one must distinguish between in-
stincts and drives (Scheler 1995, 22-27). Instincts genetically determine
fixed behavioral patterns. It is precisely such fixed determination that
is lacking in life drives. Between their stimulation and their fulfillment,
there is some flexibility with regards to time and strategy. Their fulfillment
is, to an extent, learned. Scheler also recognized that learning through
association presupposed dissociation. His hypothesis, which has regained
contemporary significance, was that the cerebral cortex was the organ that
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dissociated instinctive and associative connections between sensory and
motor mechanisms. Corticalization counteracts the instinctive networks,
which are phylogenetically inscribed, as well as the associative connections,
which are ontogenetically developed. This represents the neurophysiologi-
cal correlate for the psychic phenomena we experience in behavior as the
intelligent and symbolic satisfaction of drives. Thus, the appearance of
humans, viewed physiologically and functionally, must not only involve an
increasing role for the brain, i.e. cerebralization, but must also and especially
involve growth in the cerebral cortex, i.e. corticalization. Plessner calls the
cerebrum the organ of pauses, which interrupt the coupling of sensory
and motor mechanisms (Plessner 2002, 174-177). Responses to stimuli are
not immediate and direct, but rather take detours through dissociation,
renewed association, intelligent reconstruction and emotional bonds that
can be symbolically meaningful.

Scheler and Plessner start with the assumption that primates possess an
energetic superfluity of drives, which, when they are not fulfilled, become
symbolically charged in behavior and can be lived out in bodily fantasies.
It is at this point that symbolic binding, fulfillment and transference come
into play (Plessner1961a;1961b). Scheler and Plessner share this fundamental
thought with Freud, but it is striking that neither of them adopts any of his
special interpretations — e.g. the Oedipal complex — because these bear on a
special cultural-historical semantic. As far as anthropological comparisons
are concerned, the only thing of interest is the general mechanism by means
of which symbolic transference, compensation, suppression and repression
is brought about. To determine what these forms signify and how we should
assess their relation to one another, Scheler develops his own grammar of
the life of feelings (cf. Kriiger 2009, ch.II. 7.) and Plessner his own spectrum
of human phenomena. The symbolization of the life drives is key to the
transition from the bio-social to a sociocultural environment. Mindedness
developed from the ground up through the dynamics of sympathy (Scheler)
or imitation (Plessner), rather than from the top down through pure reason
or calculi.

In the end, however, the symbolization of the life drives cannot be the
whole story of the transition from a bio-social to a sociocultural environ-
ment. Symbolization creates an extremely important filter between the
organism and the environment, reducing both adaptive pressures (from
the perspective of the organism) and selective pressures (from the perspec-
tive of the environment). But this does not yet explain how it is possible
to establish distance from the environment in the biological sense with
which we began. The foundations of this achievement are to be found
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in the use and eventual production of tools by great apes. Paul Alsberg’s
striking description of these phenomena is enshrined in his principle of
the “obviation of the body” (Korperausschaltung). What he means by this is
the withdrawal of the human organism from direct and immediate contact
with the environment. Instruments get interposed and these instruments
then mediate human organs, protect them, extend them and make them
more effective in manipulating objects in the environment. There are two
principle manifestations of such mediation. First, the hand — the principle
organ of contact — whose freedom of movement steadily increases and
whose capacity for leverage can be extended and strengthened. A second
manifestation is the new perceptual space that results from walking upright.
The latter leads, as Plessner puts it, to “distance-seeing” (FernSehen) — seeing
beyond the immediate vicinity — whereby the organism learns to distinguish
backgrounds from foregrounds and becomes aware of the phenomenon of
being seen by others (Plessner 1970, ch. 3).

Plessner’s originality lies in his attempt to solve the problem of how
chains of human conduct have altered by means of an integrative model.
In doing so, to my understanding (Kriiger 2001, 118-128), he develops three
questions and three matching hypothetical answers: a) How does habitual
conduct get called into question?, b) How is this question answered — i.e.
how does one respond when habitual conduct is called into question?, and
c) How does this answer (or response) become habituated over time? In an-
swering these three questions, the various sense modalities are not sharply
separated from human language. Rather, the specific task of answering
these questions is to be understood within the framework of the symbolic
function of the senses. Plessner’s symbolic function integrates three aspects
of human conduct by answering these three questions (see his Unity of the
Senses [Plessner 1923)): first, a) the aisthesis of the senses — both in percep-
tion and imagination — thematically interrupts habitual conduct, then b)
one answers or responds to these new themes by means of precisification
and paradigmatization in discourse and finally c) this paradigmatically
precisified answer or response to the aberrant or divergent theme is then
made reproducible by means of schematization. It is in this manner that
the response itself becomes habitualized. Technology and science are
fundamentally understood to embody such schematizations. Thus, this
model does not rely on the typical dualism between the customary and
the innovative, but rather on a historically processual interconnection
between phases of questioning, responding and renewed habitualization.
The dualism arises — from the perspective of this new model — as a special
case in which the connection between a response and its schematization is
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dissolved and one either forgets which question (or questionable status) one
was responding to or even forgets what the question was in the first place.

This model must be understood in conjunction with Plessner’s unusual
understanding of language, which seeks to overcome precisely this dual-
ism: the development of linguistic self-reference in written text must be
coupled to the creature’s senses in its behavioral field if language is to
maintain this sort of automatic intelligibility and transparency. Con-
versely, this means that the symbolic function of human beings’ senses
must differ from that of animals, which cannot rely on a recursive dynamic
of symbols upon symbols in the structure of their conduct. Plessner under-
stands language as the coupling of expressions with actions or, to use J.L.
Austin’s terminology, as the coupling of the performative and the consta-
tive (cf. Kriiger 2001, chapter 1. 2.). Actions (constative) are understood
based on the model of the integration of the remote sense of sight and the
tactile, proximate senses (embodied in skin and the hand). Expressions
(performative) are conceived in terms of voices — one’s own and that of
others — as well as in terms of proprioception (perception of one’s own
body) (Plessner 1975, 339f.). The various sensual domains are connected
with language, which makes linguistic metaphors intelligible, insofar as
these arise through symbolic transference and coupling of various sensible
domains with one another.

Generalists and specialists in the formation of conduct

One can ultimately distinguish between generalists and specialists among
primates — although this distinction should not be understood as mutually
exclusive, since both sides can complement each other in various ways
(cf. Plessner 1961b, 166£.). A population is specialized to the extent that its
adaptation to the environment only bears on a special kind of environment,
e.g. atropical forest habitat, a savannah or, if one includes aquatic mammals,
a specific kind of aquatic habitat. Viewed in terms of positive selection, this
means that the relevant sort of adaptation is only favored by selective forces
in a certain kind of special environment. In contrast, general adaptations
stand out insofar as they are reinforced by many different kinds of environ-
ments by, for example, favoring the spread of the species through positive
selection. One can sort primates’ practical intelligence and their capacity
for symbolization in terms of their general and their special adaptive and/
or selective advantages in particular environments. Thus, intelligence and
symbolization are candidates for adaptive and selective advantages that
arise through the generalization of forms of conduct. In contrast, the practi-
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cal connection ofindividual organisms’ intelligence and symbolization with
particular sensory and motor mechanisms, which are only advantageous
in a particular kind of environment, would speak in favor of an adaptive
and selective advantage attained through the specialization of forms of
conduct. The history of the appearance of modern man is a progression
through various specialized habitats, resulting in a species that managed
to survive in all corners of the earth. The tendency to generalize forms of
conduct has apparently been advantageous throughout all of man’s early
and transitional forms. In contrast, great apes — our closest relatives — seem,
on the whole, to have been specialists.

To this extent, one must work out a more detailed account of how this
thought — regarding the distinction between generalizing and specializing
tendencies from the perspective of evolutionary theory — applies to each of
the levels oflearned conduct and their combinatory possibilities. Ultimately,
one must be able to translate this distinction in terms of the distinction with
which we began, i.e. the distinction between bio-social and sociocultural
environments. In bio-social environments, various biological behavioral
functions are already distributed among the various sexes and generations
in various forms of cooperation and competition. Here, it appears that
generalizing behavioral features, such as intelligence and symbolization,
are only capable of adorning forms of conduct that are already biologi-
cally predetermined. However, the logic of the formation of sociocultural
environments functions differently, because these are made possible by
a shared symbolic world, particularly a shared symbolic joint-world. The
starting point here is itself something general which is shared symbolically
and intelligibly but which must be specialized according to the specific
environment, even in a sociocultural environment. One has already posed
the question in the wrong way if one thinks that evolutionary and cultural
history is just the story of the triumph of the generalization of forms of
conduct over their specialization. Rather, each intermediate step poses a
new problem of re-distributing and re-combining generalizing and special-
izing behavioral tendencies (cf. the paleoanthropological suggestions in
Mithen 1996). This holds true not only for bio-social environments but for
sociocultural environments as well. Even the relationship between these
two kinds of environment cannot be conceived as though the former simply
replaced the latter all at once, for these kinds of environments may well
have complemented one another. As inconceivable and improbable as this
may seem, one must acknowledge that it gains viability through fact that
only one of all the many species of Homo that arose in the last millennia
managed to survive.
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3  “True” and “False” Evolutionism

Bergson’s Critique of Spencer, Darwin & Co. and Its
Relevance for Plessner (and Us)

Heike Delitz

Underlying the doctrines which disregard the radical novelty of each moment in
evolution there are many misunderstandings, many errors. But there is espe-
cially the idea that the possible is less than the real, and that, for this reason,

the possibility of things precedes their existence [...] [T]they could be thought of
before being realized.

— Henri Bergson

Plessner and Bergson: Two theories of (human) life

Plessner’s particular way of thinking about human beings within the realm
of organic life cannot be adequately discussed without reference to Henri
Bergson’s philosophy of biology, nor without reference to Plessner’s critique
of Bergson. Bergson seems, at first glance, far more interested in evolution-
ary biological thinking than Plessner, although upon closer inspection, one
can make the case thatitisin fact also a crucial issue for Plessner. This paper
seeks to analyze Bergson’s subtle dispute with the evolutionary theories of
his contemporaries: Charles Darwin and Herbert Spencer (Bergson 1995, 51),
and also that of Jean-Baptiste Lamarck (1963 [1809]), as well as the theories
of the neo-Darwinians, neo-Lamarckians, and neo-Vitalists mentioned in
Creative Evolution [L'Evolution créatrice,1907] (Bergson 1944). In his lectures
on the history of philosophy, Bergson argues against the ‘spiritualists’ (Spi-
noza, Leibniz) and the Old Vitalists or ‘duodynamists’ (Bichat) (Bergson
1990, 45), and this is why he refuses to call himself a ‘Vitalist” for Vitalism
uses distinctly different principles for inorganic matter on the one hand, and
life on the other, whereas Bergson explicates a philosophy of immanence. His
differentiation between inorganic matter and living matter, a distinction
typical of Vitalism, appears stronger than it actually is, as we will see below.

With Plessner’s philosophical anthropology in mind, let us concentrate
on the tension between Bergson’s philosophy of biology and evolutionary
theory. Bergson expounds his own philosophy of biology using the concepts
of élanvital and creative evolution, often in explicit and incisive disagreement



80 HEIKE DELITZ

with philosophical, and especially biological, theories of evolution. In the last
chapter of Creative Evolution, Bergson calls these theories the work of ‘false
evolutionists.” His arguments, which accept empirical findings but shine a
new analytical light on them, are far from being ‘irrationalist,’ as labelled
by Plessner, and by philosophers since Plessner’s time. As a result of his
vocal critics, biologists who know Bergson’s name but are unfamiliar with
his work call him absurd or mystical (for one exception to this, see Russel
1945, 1). The aim of this paper, therefore, is to first accurately display the
core of Bergson’s argument, and then show how, from this starting point, he
develops a whole new philosophy — a new philosophy of biology, and a new
philosophical anthropology in particular. Although we will focus on Bergson,
Plessner’s work will always be in the background of the discussion: both his
critique of Bergson’s philosophy of biology, and Plessner’s own philosophical
anthropology. One can clearly see here two distinct traditions in philosophi-
cal anthropology, both of which seek to answer the Darwinian challenge.

Plessner’s critique of Bergson

Bergson, at first glance, does not fare well under Plessner’s critique, especially
upon reading Levels of the Organic and Man [Stufen des Organischen und der
Mensch,1928]. Plessner’s treatment of Bergson here is similar to his assessment
ofJakob von Uexkiill and of his theory of specific environments for different
species (cf. Von Uexkiill 1926). Plessner begins with a discussion of Bergson’s
philosophy of biology, criticizing contemporary ‘ideologies oflife.’ He begins:

Each age finds the word which explains it. The terminology of the
eighteenth century culminated in the concept of reason; that of the
nineteenth in the concept of development; that of the current period in
the concept oflife. [...] In this word, the age perceives its own energy, its
dynamism, its play, its joy in the daemon of the unknown future — and
its own weakness, its lack of origins, devotion and capacity to live. [...]
A philosophy of life arises, originally determined to spellbind a new
generation, just as each generation becomes held by a philosophy in the
spell of a vision — now called thereby to lead it to knowledge and thereby
to free it from disenchantment (Plessner 1975, 3f.).!

1 Iam grateful for corrections Matthew Maguire.
I follow the still unpublished translation of Scott Davis (The Levels of the Organic and Man).
However, the pages refer to the German edition (1975).
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Bergson is used as a sparring partner for Plessner’s own philosophical
anthropology: a protagonist in his project of ‘disenchanting’ philosophical
anthropology by dispelling irrationalism. For Plessner, Bergson, with his
philosophical method of ‘intuition,’ is a philosopher who works against
experience, a point he stresses repeatedly. Admittedly, this point is not
made in Plessner’s first main publication, which, in some respects, shares
similar views with Bergson’s Matter and Memory (1911 [1896]). In The Unity
of the Senses [Die Einheit der Sinne, 1923], a first exposition of his own
philosophical method, Plessner, like Bergson, expounds the idea of a ‘partial
coincidence’ of subject and object (1980b [1923], 106-120) and takes Bergson’s
ideas seriously. But later, in particular in The Belated Nation [Die verspditete
Nation, 1935], Plessner makes it quite clear that Bergson’s approach has
to be differentiated from his own.” Bergson’s Creative Evolution seems
to have been a significant landmark in a growing movement of German
anti-intellectual ideologies (Plessner 1983 [1935], 211). Therefore, in response
to the unexpected and remarkable success of Bergsonism as a movement,
Plessner had to expound a new philosophy of biology.

But this is merely a first impression of the Bergson-Plessner relationship:
acloser inspection will reveal that there are many more explicit and implicit
Bergsonian influences in Plessner’s thought. For this, one only needs to
look at Plessner’s first philosophical work. In 1913, Plessner expresses his
frank admiration for Bergson’s project of a new integral philosophy or a
new metaphysics. Bergson is, according to Plessner, ‘until now the only
metaphysician of our days’ (1980a, 14). Of course, there always remains room
for debate as to what ‘metaphysics’ is. For Bergson, metaphysics is nothing
other than the careful clearing of one’s own last concepts and notions, the
clearing of ‘pseudoproblems’ posed as if they were real problems. In other
words, the task of philosophy is the invention of new ways of thinking. Thus,
any philosopher carries the burden to invent notions and concepts, or to
pose new problems — always only one, infinitely simple idea, whose articula-
tion he (or she) seeks as a life-long pursuit (Bergson 2002d, 234). Plessner’s
‘self-contradictory’ or ‘paradoxical’ arguments seem now to be his ‘one
simple idea,’ for which he is indebted to Bergson in some way. At one point,
Plessner indeed refers to Bergson’s skepticism about various philosophical
terms and scientific concepts, as this would be his (Plessner’s) own core idea:
According to Plessner, Bergson views traditional philosophical terminology
to engage in a destruction of the continuity of becoming (Plessner 1980a,

2 Forthe difference between Bergson and (old) Bergsonism, see Merleau-Ponty 1964. See for
the ‘gloire’ of Bergson also Combe 2004.
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7on22). But, the differences between Bergson’s and Plessner’s approaches
are nowhere near as deep as they have since come to be viewed. As early as
1913, Plessner endorsed the early criticisms of ‘Bergsonism,’ while being at
the same time impressed by Bergson himself (he is clearly more impressed
by Bergson than by Nietzsche).

Furthermore, one particular achievement of Bergson is absolutely crucial
for Plessner’s own work. In the first chapter of Levels of the Organic, Plessner
applauds Bergson’s exposure of a circulus vitiosus in Spencer’s theory of
evolution, and in all other philosophical approaches that seek to analyse hu-
man beings as part of the natural world. For Bergson (according to Plessner)
raises the crucial question: How can one think of man as both subject
and object of nature at the same time? In Plessner’s view, Bergson applies
this criticism to Spencer’s work in diverse ways and each time succeeds in
exposing circular arguments. Spencer adopted, on the one hand, a natural
evolution approach to cognitive categories, and, on the other hand, took
these categories as the basis for evolution in nature: the circular argument
lying between the ‘mechanical natural formation (corresponding to the
categories), and the genesis of these natural formations, which themselves
naturally were no longer mechanical’ (Plessner1975, 7). Plessner sees his own
avoidance of ‘circular argumentation’ as that which contrasts his approach
to that of Bergson; for he considers ‘circular argumentation’ to be ‘the prin-
ciple of construction’ of Bergson’s philosophy (ibid., 12). Bergson’s solution,
alluded to in the word ‘intuition, is also criticized: his method of ‘(organic-
vitalistic) intuition’ is evasive, contradicts the facts, and is ‘speculative’
(ibid., 8). Bergson seems to be unable to think of human beings as subjects
of nature, and in particular unable “to consider human beings as subjects of
a cultural-historical reality, as moral persons conscious of responsibilities,
determined in just the same way as corporeal nature and phylogenetic
history is determined” (ibid., 12). AsI will demonstrate later, with a little help
from Deleuze (1991), one can understand Bergson’s method of ‘intuition’ not
as Plessner understands it, but rather as a philosophical method that does
not merge into the triad of hermeneutics, phenomenology, and Kantianism.
In any case, one has to note Bergson’s philosophical distance from most of
the labels his readers have imposed upon him during the twentieth century:
irrationalism, (old) vitalism, intuitionism, and so on.3

3 Forthe German (“fruitful”) misreading of Bergson, see Raulet 2005. Maybe Heidegger almost
reached Bergson’s point in criticizing the implied metaphysics in philosophy and science. Butin
the end he missed it too. According to him, Bergson was thinking time as space, like Aristotle.
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Explicitly mentioned in the late article “Conditio Humana” (but implied
in his earlier works as well), Plessner seems to acknowledge the seriousness
and rigor of Bergson’s philosophy: he acknowledges Bergson as the ‘im-
mediate forerunner of philosophical anthropology.’ Bergson, together with
Wilhelm Dilthey a ‘Spdtling’ of the nineteenth century, expounded a similar
philosophical anthropology in his attempt to bring together organic life and
mind, biology and philosophy. But once again, there is a critical undertone
in Plessner’s treatment of Bergson: in his “turn away from the gesture of
pragmatic knowledge (the methodical figure of exact sciences) Bergson
evades Spencer’s circle and wins the freedom of living nature and of the
position of man.” At the same time Bergson (according to Plessner), in his at-
tempt to distance himself from evolutionary anthropocentrism, “constricts
human being’s living body on the narrow, pragmatical Homo faber” (Plessner
1983, 149, 154). Plessner dwells on Bergson’s critique of Spencer, but focuses
on Bergson’s alleged weakness (his epistemology). Plessner underestimates
both Bergson'’s method as well as his carefully defined distinctions between
plant, animal, and human life: his philosophical anthropology. Plessner
can be accused of oversimplifying Bergson’s analysis: “Bergson’s ‘la plante
est un animal endormi’ is the creed of all romantics.” With reference to the
method of “introspective intuition,” plants are, for Bergson, different “from
animals only through the lack of a waking consciousness” (Plessner 1975,
225). Such an analysis has no place in Plessner’s own philosophy of biological
or philosophical anthropology: the idea of the “open form,” for example, “can
be exhibited in all plant-life-externalizations as the founding unity of its
essential features, without resort to any sort of psychic or psychoid drive-
powers” (ibid., 225). There may be, however, some slight Bergsonist flavor
in Power and Human Nature, as Plessner invents here the idea of creative
groundlessness; he describes man as the “location of the creative breakdown
ofhis cultural world” (Plessner 1981, 160). This is a hidden Bergsonism which
becomes all the more striking when Plessner articulates “sentences about
the inconceivability of life and inexhaustibility of human ability,” which
by no means imply a “thought which wants to cling asymptotical on life
(like Bergson), but rather take on a positive position to life in life” (189). In
fact, it is not at all easy to identify the differences between Bergson’s and
Plessner’s philosophy as each side tries to defensively distance itself from
the other. Plessner always gives us some negative critique of Bergson, though
he is clearly won by Bergson'’s general approach, and by many of his crucial

Obviously he didn’t catch the change in Bergson’s writings since his Latin thesis (Quid Aristoteles
de loco senserit,1889).
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arguments, especially in L’Evolution créatrice. This is because Bergson’s
work seems, to Plessner, to be the first philosophical analysis in which the
philosophical challenge of evolutionary biology is recognized. Furthermore,
Bergson articulates here a philosophical perspective on human beings as
subjects and objects of nature, which is crucial to Plessner’s own project.

Bergson’s critique of scientific evolutionary theories

The enormous challenge Bergson posed for Plessner is revealed by the fact

that Plessner felt the need to constantly criticize Bergson. There appears to

be, beyond all the criticism, perhaps an underlying Bergsonian influence:

Bergson was the first to expound a philosophy of biology and a philosophical

anthropology in the sense of Plessner’s Stufen. Plessner never articulates

what he takes to be the core of Bergson’s philosophy, perhaps even because
he did not fully understand it. One therefore has to look into Bergson’s
own work to see the kernel of Plessner’s philosophy of biology or ‘general
organology’ (Canguilhem 2008a), as well as its ramifications for different
areas of the biological world. The argument is complicated, especially in
its critique of evolutionary theories; but, because of the radicalism of the
approach, it is the potential starting point of a novel analysis of organic life.
This new philosophy of biology can be outlined in four main points:

1. Evolutionary theories, because of their concept of time, see all organic life
‘already given’ or sub specie aeternitas, but the view sub specie durationis
is surely essential.

2. ‘Life is a tendency of action in matter; which wants to grow over itself,’ to
act expansively and with greater and greater choice — a tendency toward
undirected growth and dissociation.

3. Plant, animal, and human are the principal loci of this tendency.

4. ‘Freedom’ is the ‘form of human life.’

As there have always been many misunderstandings of Bergson’s position, it
is necessary to articulate what the concepts of évolution créatrice, élanvital,
and durée actually mean. These concepts arose in the context of Bergson’s
profound disagreement with his contemporaries’ evolutionary theories,
especially with the following authors and their concepts: Herbert Spencer
in his theory of evolution as a directed process from simple homogeneity to
complex heterogeneity (following Coleridge’s theory of life (1848) and Von
Baer’s law of embryological development, 1827-1838); Charles Darwin in his
theory of gradual variation and selection according to adaptation (1864);
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Hugo de Vries in his theory of mutation (in place of infinitesimal gradation)
(1909-1910); Theodor Eimer in his idea of ‘orthogenesis’ as a directed line of
evolution arising from the inheritance of acquired characteristics (1890);
August Weismann in his theory of germ plasma (1893) as the only place of
variation (instead of the inheritance of adopted characteristics as Darwin
argued). This last theory is the platform for a later synthetic evolutionary
theory and for today’s genetic theory (together with a concept of mutation
derived, but altered, from De Vries).

Bergson does not deny any empirical facts about the history of living
organisms. On the contrary, the idea of evolution and the corresponding
empirical facts are taken for granted. Bergson stands resolutely on the
factual foundation of evolutionary biology (Bergson 1944, 70), yet deliver-
ing a new interpretation of these facts. So, the crucial question concerns
what Spencer, Darwin, and others mean by the word ‘evolution, and what
perspective they therefore develop with respect to biological life in general
and human life in particular. Thus, there appears to be a task common to
both evolutionary theory and Bergson’s analysis: namely, to explain the
manifold forms of living organisms, the common ancestry of all, and the
extinction of some. To count as an evolutionary theory in the first place, a
theory must offer some answers to these issues. Addressing these issues,
Bergson develops a quite distinct philosophy of the ‘true’ evolutionary
character of organic life. His overall task is, of course, more than the develop-
ment of a philosophy of science, or a philosophy of biology. Rather, the task
is to develop a ‘right’ idea of life as a whole, and therefore nothing less than
an analysis of all that is. Bergson therefore constructs a new metaphysics,
ontology, epistemology, and philosophical anthropology. To understand his
project, we must clarify first the notion of ‘evolution’ in Spencer, Darwin,
Lamarck, the neo-Darwinians, and the neo-Lamarckians. We must also
clarify the implications of ‘finalistic’ theories here, as (at least in Bergson’s
view) these are equally as mechanistic as the other theories mentioned.
We then need to clarify Bergson’s position. His analysis claims to find a
characteristic common to these diverse theories of evolution; namely, that
they are all mechanistic, in a sense I will explain below.

What then is the core of evolutionary theory in Bergson’s view? Spen-
cer, Darwin, and all the other evolutionary theorists mentioned above
presuppose gradual variations. ‘Gradualism’ is a crucial concept in any
evolutionary theory. ‘Evolution’ means, for any such theory, a process of
change through infinitely small steps. In Spencer’s words, evolution is a
movement from an “indefinite, incoherent homogeneity toward a definite,
coherent heterogeneity” (Spencer 1867, § 138), by “daily infinitesimal steps”
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(Ribot 1874, 158).* Darwin defines his process of evolution in the same
way: as a process which operates by way of the smallest steps, through
successively slight variations. The “process of modification must be slow
and gradual” (1864, 277), and “Natura non facit saltum” (1864, 173). The Latin
phrase is an old philosophical dictum which can be found in, for instance,
Leibniz and, mutatis mutandis, even in Aristotle. Variations have to be slight
so that the whole organism can still function in spite of the mutations or
variations. Thus ‘evolution’ is conceived of as a step-by-step process. Indeed
this seems to have been, until recently, the most obvious way of conceptual-
izing ‘evolution.’ It is surely still an axiom of today’s evolutionary theory,
whether Gradualist or Punctualist, though both approaches can account
for small jumps’ under certain environmental circumstances.

It is here that Bergson develops his argument that every evolutionary
theory contains assumptions inherited from classical philosophy. Bergson’s
critique is that all these theories present evolution as something other than
a process. Every evolutionary theory is approached from the viewpoint of
eternity. Evolutionary history is divided in stages which can be seen all
at once from this viewpoint: this is “spatialized” time (Bergson 1944, 233).
Such a concept of time, where it is seen as a series of intervals rather than
as a continuum, is embedded in an ancient metaphysics: analysis of time
into a series of states-of-affairs implies an underlying classical metaphysics.
Becoming for Bergson, in contrast, is among the most striking character-
istics of life. Ultimately, becoming is also the natural state of matter: the
universe changes from one level of organizational complexity to a lower
one (détente, entropy), whereas living organisms usually do the opposite.
But in both animate and inanimate realms, duration “means invention,
the creation of forms, the continual elaboration of the absolutely new”
(1944,14). Because of their concept of time, Bergson calls these evolutionary
theories mechanistic in that they understand (individual) development and
(trans-individual) evolution as agglomerations or combinations or series
of states-of-affairs.

Bergson rejects the idea of a ‘life force’; he emphasizes instead the
distinctly “empirical character” of his notions, especially of élan vital
(Bergson 1935, 92). Even in some of his last letters he continues to refuse
having to concede the existence of a vital force. “I have enumerated |...]

4  “Evolutionisan integration of matter and concomitant dissipation of motion; during which
the matter passes from an indefinite, incoherent homogeneity to a definite, coherent heterogene-
ity; and during which the retained motion undergoes a parallel transformation” (Spencer 1867,

§145).
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the ignorances which make up a certain quite special vision of evolution
and life, at the point that I mark by writing the word élan. [...] My so-called
metaphor is [...] the precise, and at the same time global, notation of possible
observations. And this is why it is radically distinct from sterile images,”
such as a vital force or a will to power (Bergson 2002b, 369). Biologists,
and, for that matter, ordinary people, think of time in notions of inter-
vals: of minutes, or, seconds, or parts of seconds etc. In contrast, ‘we’ (we
all who take ‘time’ as related to ‘space’) think of time mechanistically.
Mechanistic theories (which postulate the smallest possible steps and
therefore fragment becoming) also crucially rely on chance or randomness
to play a major role in evolutionary processes. As chance is merely a name
for causes-yet-unknown, scientific theories must provisionally build the
reality of randomness into their analyses. If we knew all causes and all
pre-existing states-of-affairs, we could see the course of evolution at a
glance: “all is given.” If all is given, there is no becoming. The essence of
any “mechanical explanation, in fact, is to regard the future and the past
as calculable functions of the present, and thus to claim that all is given”
(Bergson 1944, 43). Hence, radical mechanicalism implies a “metaphysic
in which the totality of the real is postulated complete in eternity, and in
which the apparent duration of things expresses merely the infirmity of a
mind that cannot know everything at once” (Bergson 1944, 45). It is in this
way that the Spencerian method turns out to be false, for it “consists in re-
constructing evolution with fragments of the evolved” (Bergson 1944, 396).
It is this way that Spencer, Darwin, neo-Darwinians and neo-Lamarckians
err: they observe reality in its present form, analyze it into fragments, then
integrate these fragments — thus failing to capture the essence of becoming
(Bergson 1944, 396).

An alternative approach is found in finalism, seen for instance in the
vitalism of Hans Driesch. It is a theory which can be pitted against any
mechanistic theory. But for Bergson, such vitalism (finalism) is “quite as
unacceptable,” and “for the same reason.” Finalists speak per definitionem
of an ‘end’ of evolution: they assume a pre-existing model which has to be
realized. According to Bergson, finalists essentially follow Leibniz’s idea of a
‘preformed world.’ Finalism is therefore nothing more than a retrenchment
in the mechanistic metaphysics of Leibniz. The only difference is that final-
ism considers utility as being immanent rather than external. Any teleologi-
cal theory always posits that material things and sentient beings merely
realize a program of events previously determined: there is no invention,
no creation. Finalism is thus only an “inverted mechanism” (Bergson 1944,
45)- In his ‘directed evolution’ of individuals through “suspension” of entropy
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(as ‘entelechy’ is defineds), Driesch is nothing more than a mechanist. Like
the principle of mechanical causality, the principle of finality leads to the
conclusion that “all is given”; again, there is no becoming-another (Bergson
1944, 52). On the same account, the failure of embryological theories and
of developmental theories alike is that they do not grasp evolution as a
living process.

Because they assume a classical metaphysics, a philosophy of identity and
dualism, both gradualist-causal and finalistic-intentional theories are false
accounts; they cannot grasp the continuous becoming of the natural world.
Yet evolutionary biology claims to explain becoming by assuming time to
be continuous and only divided into discrete intervals for its explanatory
power. However, this is not enough for Bergson as he sets out a new under-
standing of time: present and indivisible duration. Because life is becoming,
one must substitute the “false evolutionism” (which “consists in cutting up
present reality, already evolved, into little bits no less evolved, and then
recomposing it with these fragments, thus positing in advance everything”)
with “true evolutionism,” in which the future is unforeseeable (Bergson
1944, xxiv). For Bergson, such is the very task of philosophy. Physicists (and
perhaps biologists too) properly understand their roles when they push
“matter in the direction of spatiality”; but has metaphysics understood
its role when it has simply trodden in the steps of physics (Bergson 1944,
227)? Inert matter has duration, because of entropy. But with regards to
inert matter “we may neglect the flowing without committing a serious
error,” because of our practical interest, and because matter “is weighted
with geometry; and matter, the reality which descends, endures only by
its connection with that which ascends,” i.e. with life (Bergson 1944, 401).

However, the error shared among all evolutionary theorieslies at an even
deeperlevel. In classical metaphysics (which posits distinct states-of-affairs
instead of a continuum of being), the error lies in “false questions.” Bergson
exposes a logical failing in classical philosophical analysis (and by extension
in evolutionary theories too) which purports to describe reality: the failing
is seen in particular in their notions of nothing, disorder, and possibility.
Any analysis of such nature gives rise to apparently meaningful questions
which in reality are vacuous (Bergson 1944, 240ff.). Consider, for instance,
Leibniz’s question (why does there exist something rather than nothing?),

5  The action of Entelechy consists in “suspending” possible becoming; it is “unable to cause
reactions between chemical compounds, [...] unable to create differences of intensity of any kind.
But entelechy is able [...] to suspend [...] the reactions which are possible with such compounds
as are present, and which would happen without entelechy” (Driesch 1929, vol. 2, 180).
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or the analysis of primary disorder as absence of order (which can be found,
for instance, in Niklas Luhmann’s social systems theory). The negative
idea of absent order is empty, it is a logical failure. “In analyzing the idea of
disorder thus subtilized, we shall see that it represents nothing at all, and
at the same time the problems that have been raised around it will vanish”
(Bergson 1944, 243). Furthermore, “this confusion is the origin of most of
the difficulties raised by the problem of knowledge, among the ancients
as well as among the moderns” (Bergson 1944, 248). The same illusion can
be found in the concept of the possible: it is always seen as reality minus
its existence, already given and then negated. So the idea of the possible is
richer than the idea of the actual (a given reality plus its imagined absence),
yet one always assumes the opposite to be the case. The same happens with
the ideas of order and existence: one believes “that there is less [...] in the
concept of disorder” than in the concept of order. But for Bergson, “there is
more intellectual content” in these ideas: one has to conceptualize exist-
ence and its absence; or reality and its possibility. So, within the “doctrines
which disregard the radical novelty of each moment in evolution” there are
multiple errors. But it is “especially the idea that the possible is less than
the real” which becomes misleading, since such thought implies that “the
possibility of things precedes their existence” and as a result, “they could
be thought of before being realized” (Bergson 2002¢, 228). The possible is
thus only the “mirage of the present in the past™ the “image of tomorrow is
already contained in our actual present, which will be the past of tomorrow.”
It is precisely here where we encounter the illusion. “One does not see that
the contrary is the case, that the possible implies the corresponding reality
with, moreover, something added” (Bergson 2002¢, 229). There is, therefore,
no becoming, but only a succession of states-of-affairs in evolutionary theo-
ries. So we have to “resign ourselves to the inevitable: it is the real which
makes itself possible and not the possible which becomes real” (Bergson
2002¢€, 232). Recognizing the problem, Deleuze suggests that we speak of the
virtual/actual instead of the possible/real,® or in notions of differentiation as
becoming another, instead of conceptualizing ‘being’ or reality as identity.
The “difference [...] in the virtual grounds the movement of actualisation,
of differentiation, as creation.” It is thereby “substituted for the identity and
the resemblance of the possible, which inspires only a pseudo-movement”
(Deleuze 1994, 213). Rather than awaiting realization, the virtual is fully

6  Forthe firsttime, in1960, in his course on Chapter I1I of Evolution Créatrice: “Bergson prefers
not to say that the possible becomes real; but rather that what is virtual is actualizing itself”
(Deleuze 2004, 181).
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real; what happens in evolution is that the virtual is actualized. The concept
of the virtual/actual is another way of rendering Bergson’s élan vital: the
process of life as actualizing unforeseeable directions in different living
forms, which can be identified as ‘possible’ only retrospectively.

Bergson, armed with this concept of the virtual/actual, adopts a point
of view which differs substantially from that of any evolutionary biology
and any evolutionism. He is interested in the phenomenon of various forms
oflife resulting from a unique ‘effort’ or ‘impulse,’ and therefore sets out a
theory of ‘ascent’ instead of descent (‘creative evolution’). Furthermore, he
invents an entirely new ontology, of immanence rather than of duality (an
ontology apparent as early as Matter and Memory), and a new metaphys-
ics, that of difference rather than identity. This philosophy of Bergson
is adopted and explicated by Deleuze, from the 1960s onwards, under
the term “philosophy of difference” (1994) or new “vitalism” (Deleuze
1995, 143). The starting point of this philosophy (a philosophy shared
among others by Cornelius Castoriadis and Gilbert Simondon, even if
only implicitly) is the concept of becoming-another, instead of being (Sein):
the concept of the radical new, in place of identity or doubling. Here we
should be mindful of Foucault’s critique of philosophy of identity in The
Order of Things, and Castoriadis’s similar critique in Imaginary Institu-
tion of Society. Both argue that classical philosophy is unable to think of
the new as new, and unable to think of becoming as becoming-another.
Such failure to arrive at any concept of identity seems to be a flaw of
evolutionary theory, due to the fact that any such theory is inherently
‘mechanistic’ (Bergson) in the sense of fragmenting time, and seeing all
possible evolution as ‘already given.’

This philosophy of difference, or better yet, of differentiation, has its
own method. Bergson always stressed the effort of ‘intuition.’ The method
he calls “intuition” is characterized by an “exceptional effort” to leave
“nothing outside” (Bergson 2002c, 251). It consists, according to Bergson
and supported by Deleuze, of three steps. The first “concerns the stat-
ing and creating of problems” (exposing pseudo-problems and posing
genuine problems): “I recommend and have practiced for some fifty years
a method which essentially consists in envisaging special problems in
philosophy, as is done in the positive sciences [...] the true difficulty
is to pose the problem” (Bergson 2002b, 370). The second step requires
the discovery of “differences in kind” rather than gradual differences of
degree. The third step is the “apprehension of real time” in concepts and
notions of becoming. Together, this “gives the ‘fundamental meaning’
of intuition: intuition presupposes duration. It consists in thinking in
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terms of duration” (Deleuze 1991, 14, 31).” In other words, the Bergsonian
method is a process of removing “the positive notation of ‘immediate
data’ in a dialectic of time” and substituting the “intuition of essences
into a ‘phenomenology of genesis’ [linked] together in a living unity”
(Merleau-Ponty 19644, 156).

Bergson’s concept of life

Life is becoming, that is why Bergson attempts to find a viewpoint sub specie
durationis. For this he needs a new method. To find such method, he re-
analyzes not only the concept of time, but also the role of ‘adaptation’ in
evolutionary theories. Evolutionary theories explain only the variations
occurring at a given moment, but not the course and trajectory of a series
of adaptations. This view of adaptation conveys a fairly passive idea of the
nature of living organisms. The prevailing evolutionary theories explain
only what has been selected, instead of explaining what arises. Furthermore,
they attribute any adaptation to accidental, gradual variation. But over
the course of evolutionary history, there must have been many variations
serving no useful function, and there must also have been many different
ways in which an adapted organ, for example, could be brought about in
the evolution of a species. Bergson discusses the theory of the heredity of
useful properties with great skepticism, concluding that there are too many
chances and states-of-affairs. The same criticism holds for neo-Lamarckian-
ism, with its individual purposeful changes and its living ‘heritage’ of useful
developments. With their unstated classical metaphysics (analyzing time as
a series of intervals), evolutionary theories rely on a hidden model: nature
is seen as combining things and elements successively, whereas according
to Bergson, the process of dissociation is more important: “Life does not
proceed by the association and addition of elements, but by dissociation
and division” (Bergson 1944, 99). Evolutionary theories, with their particular
concepts of time and life, are tools for inquiring into the function of nature.

7 Moulard-Leonard (2008, 89-104) refers to Bergson’s method as a “transcendental/vir-
tual empiricism”: “I have been arguing that the word virtual precisely aims at conveying the
transvaluated status of those pure conditions: they are absolute outside of experience and
can therefore not be found in experience” (which would be the Kantian thought); but “their
ontological principle is one of alteration and mobility, so if there is a sense in which they can
still be called pure forms, then they can no longer be reduced to some ready-made, abstract
containers for experience” (99f.).
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The notions of order and disorder as used in classical evolutionary
theories can also expose hidden models and philosophical assumptions.
Life, according to Bergson, is a process of differentiation. It is not the
case that disorder is the default situation and that order requires expla-
nation. Life, he says, is a ‘tendency,” and there is no directed evolution.
Acknowledging that all theories of evolution are (more or less) adequate
heuristic images, Bergson feels compelled to present a new image: life as
ascent, differentiating itself with unforeseeable direction, with matter
functioning both as a vehicle and obstacle. He also claims that within
this image, there is a tendency for living things to have and to spend more
and more energy in more and more explosive and directed ways. With
this approach Bergson challenges ancient metaphysics, which is prone
to thinking of time as an extensive manifold, and instead invites the
perspective of being regarded as an unforeseeable, intensive manifold.
Such philosophy of life thus has to think in terms of a process, of simple
and indivisible acts.

Bergson’s development of this notion can easily be spotted in one very
specific case: the development of complicated organs (1944, 105ft.). The case
of complex organs is an old chestnut in the battery of arguments against
gradual evolution. However, one has to reach Bergson’s conclusion in order
to understand how different his argument is from the traditional arguments
in this field. He does not set out to rate organs by functionality, but rather
to categorize organs into very different families, such as mollusks and
vertebrates. Here he proposes a unique explanatory image: the hand which
moves through iron filings (Bergson 1944, 105f,; cf. for the importance of this
image, see Fujita 2007). Depending on the energy behind the motion of the
hand (its ‘impulse’ or ‘effort’), it comes as far as it does and no further, and
forms such and such shapes. Bergson does not wish to analyse this situation
by looking at the cause (the hand) and the effect (the shape of the filings),
but rather to see the hand’s moving through the filings and forming a shape
as one simple act; in any state complete in itself:

Let us now imagine that [...] the hand has to pass through iron filings
which are compressed and offer resistance to it in proportion as it goes
forward. At a certain moment the hand will have exhausted its effort,
and, at this very moment, the filings will be massed and coordinated in a
certain definite form, to wit, that of the hand that is stopped. [...] [T]here
has been merely one indivisible act, that of the hand passing through the
filings: the inexhaustible detail of the movement of the grains, as well
as the order of their final arrangement, expresses negatively, in a way,
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this undivided movement, being the unitary form of a resistance, and
not a synthesis of positive elementary actions. [...] The greater the effort
of the hand, the farther it will go into the filings. But at whatever point
it stops, instantaneously and automatically the filings co-ordinate and
find their equilibrium. [...] According as the undivided act constituting
vision advances more or less, the materiality of the organ is made of a
more or less considerable number of mutually coordinated elements, but
the order is necessarily complete and perfect. [...] That is what neither
mechanism nor finalism takes into account, [following the] idea, that it
would have been possible for a part only of this co-ordination to have
been realized, that the complete realization is a kind of special favour

(1944, 105f)).

It is in this manner — by thinking of moving energy or the impulse to act
within matter — that Bergson models life in general. Impulse’ in this context
is another word for élan vital. It may take the place of ‘chance’ in evolution-
ary theories.

This theory of life is applicable to plants, animals, and human beings
in their similarities and differences. The overall idea is to model life (as
totality and individuality) as a process. In the case of organs, it is the act of
viewing which is important, not the parts of the organ or their functions.
An individual is thus seen as an energy-act or a motion. An animal body is
not a conglomeration of organs but formed energy; and any morphologyis a
very specifically directed and form-fixed motion. Life as a whole, according
to the process-view, is an energetic question (correlating to Carnot’s law
of energy). The task of analyzing life is meant to describe the continuities
between the movement of inorganic matter and the functioning of living
matter; to bring indetermination into the necessities of inorganic mat-
ter; to reach suspensions of entropy. Within this “effort” against entropy
there are at least three essential categories (plants, non-human animals,
and human beings). Understood as forms of energy or impulse, plants are
one particular category that are constituted of matter, collect energy, and
have no motility (self-propagated displacement through space). Animals
are defined by motility, (more or less) instinctive and (usually) directed
activities: the simplest example being that of the amoeba, which sticks out
its pseudopia in (admittedly undirected) ways. Insofar as animals move,
they are sensitive and aware (awareness is a trait characterized not only
by having a nervous system, but by having a capacity for motility). There
are, of course, ‘blind’ evolutionary ‘alleys’; such as arthropods with their
exoskeletons, ‘caged up’ life.
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With human life, the question of formed energy is rather different.
Animals are, in relation to their instinctive motion, fixed: they are directed
forms of energy, and their organs are natural tools. Human life is charac-
terized by a tendency towards intellect (formal, relational knowledge),
foresight, as well as concentrated and variable motion (especially in the
use of hands). Human beings invent tools and even tools for making tools,
therefore enjoying greater potential for motion (even including space flight),
using organic and inorganic energy, inventing new needs for themselves,
and new emotions in themselves. This particular way of living depends on
the human nervous system, the gap between problem and answer (and the
desire to bridge it), and the utility of language. Therefore, Bergson develops
a definition of human life as life with freedom to act. In human life, life
recognizes itself as having creative power (Bergson develops both a theory
of life and an epistemology).

Bergson and Plessner revisited

Returning to Plessner’s critique of Bergson, one can see that his interpreta-
tion is somewhat correct: Bergson does indeed identify circular arguments
in Spencer; but this does not seem to be Bergson’s main point. Plessner
uses notions of space and states of being to imagine different forms of
life and ways of differentiating it from matter. These include wholeness,
shape instead of becoming (as Simmel had already done previously [1918,
12f.]), borders as inner/outer relations, and positionality as an active/passive
counterrelation between individual and environment. He searches for ‘vital
categories’ (like Bergson), but with a greater emphasis on the difference
between the common features of living things (which arise from the rela-
tionship between individual and environment — Umwelt; this relation is a
variation by Jakob von Uexkiill of Darwin’s notion of adaptation). Bergson
develops the relationship between individual and environment in a more
active sense (motion/consciousness), while Plessner thinks of it in notions of
counterbalance. He does not seem to be interested in questions of descent
or ascent, as he discusses theories of individual evolution (embryology).
Perhaps mainly because of Bergson, Plessner felt the need to invent his own
way. Bergson paved that way: expounding a theory of life which could be
called ‘vitalistic’ in the sense of taking evolution seriously, in relation to an
adequate analysis of the human being.

Despite Plessner’s disagreements with Bergson, both share an abiding
interest in the search for a notion of human beings as living and knowing
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beings, deserving a special position among other forms of life. Bergson and
Plessner both emphasize that philosophy has to formulate differences within
life. In these differences they find compatible formulations. For example,
they present plants as ‘open’ and thereby as ‘less impulsive’ forms of life
(Plessner with respect to their open relation to their environment, Bergson
with respect to theirimmobility and therefore diminished affectivity). They
both conceive animals as ‘closed’ forms. Hence for Bergson and Plessner,
organs are forms of complexity within animals, and relatedly, Bergson and
Plessner have similar notions regarding animals’ spontaneity of motion.
According to an increasingly central sensory-motoric system, and to a less
fixed form of action, animal life expends increasing amounts of energy
within a rapidly shortening time frame. Bergson and Plessner both expound
plausible theories of what is means to be human. Finally, Plessner and
Bergson both speak of unforeseeable forms of human life. Extraterrestrial
human beings are possible. For Plessner, being “human is bound to no fixed
gestalt, and in this regard could as well take place under many kinds of
gestalt that do not match the one familiar to us. [...] The character of humans
is bound only to the central organizational form which provides the basis
for their eccentricity” (Plessner 1975, 293). And for Bergson, it is “probable
that life goes on on other planets, in other solar systems also, under forms
of which we have no idea, in physical conditions to which it [life] seems
to us, from the point of view of our physiology, to be absolutely opposed”
(Bergson 1944, 279).

Life has an open-ended quality in both Plessner and Bergson. In sociologi-
cal anthropology, this leads to a theory of the ever-evolving human being,
with potential for ever-new social inventions and institutions. Since we live
in ‘biological ages’ (Illies 2006) the relevance of these non-mechanistic phi-
losophies oflife (allowing an analysis of the human being which grasps the
human self-image as non-determined or ‘free’) is evident. Therefore, after
some deep ruptures arising from the exposition of an often-misunderstood
Bergsonism, there is currently some international resonance between
Deleuze and Canguilhem and the aspirations to revive Bergson’s work
(Worms 2009, 567ff.). As a consequence, there is also a renewed interest
in Plessner. Bergson presents a new analysis of life, a (new) vitalistic ap-
proach, although Plessner refused to call him a vitalist (e.g. in comparison
to Hans Driesch). This vitalism “is the expression of the confidence the
living being has in life, of the self-identity of life within the living human
being conscious of living” (Canguilhem 2008b, 62). Recent ‘evolutionary
developmental biology, which is interested in innovation and novelty, might
have some affinities with this Bergsonian account of life, by criticizing, as it
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does, mechanism in biology (found in any Darwinian approach).® Plessner
presents essentially the same analysis of the living being, but in a different
way: in more spatial (than temporal) images, and in more realistic concepts
(of power, and of constraint). Plessner’s and Bergson’s analysis support
and affirm one another. Their convergence lies in the creative natural
artificiality of human life, and ultimately in the self-confidence of life in
human life. The relevance for us, if we seek any adequate analysis of life (and
in particular ~Auman life) lies in a philosophy of evolution which is always
in close contact with contemporary life-sciences and also critiques their
(implied but unstated) misinterpretations and assumptions.
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4 Life, Concept and Subject
Plessner’s Vital Turn in the Light of Kant and Bergson

Thomas Ebke

Overture: Plessner’s reception of Kant’s categories

At the beginning of the second chapter of The Levels of Organic Being and
Man [Die Stufen des Organischen und der Mensch, 1928], Helmuth Plessner
gives a brief outline of what he will later characterize as “vital categories™

In the language of philosophy, category means a form which experience
complies with but which doesn't spring from experience; a form whose
scope doesn’t come to an end with the sphere of subjective acts but rather
spills over to the sphere of the objects, which is why not only the experi-
ence we have of things, but also the things themselves are subordinate
to that form. Thus, categories are forms which belong neither to the
subject nor to the object alone but make them come together in virtue
of their neutrality. They are conditions of possibility of agreement and
concord between two essentially different and independent entities so
that these are neither separated by an insurmountable gap nor influence
one another directly (Plessner 1975, 65).

It can hardly be doubted that the gist of Plessner’s “re-creation of philoso-
phy” in The Levels of Organic Being and Man consists of his attempt to bring
about a new Copernican revolution. Plessner’s deep bond with Kant is a
well-known area of research, even though the status of his dissertation on
Kant, The Crisis of Transcendental Truth in Its Origin [Die Krisis der tran-
szendentalen Wahrheit im Anfange, 1918], has not been thoroughly explored
at all. By all means, the third chapter of Plessner’s magnum opus revolves
around the claim to accomplish a deduction of the so-called “constitutive
qualities of the organic.” In fact, it would be difficult to fully seize the punch
line of Plessner’s philosophy of the organic if one chooses to neglect the
transcendental drive of his train of thought.

Strangely enough though, it seems that literally anyone who has dealt
with this particular aspect in Plessner’s book is not concerned with the ques-
tion of whether or not what Plessner puts forward here is justifiably called a
deduction. Asitis hard to picture Plessner as anything but a transcendental
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thinker, it has become commonplace to take for granted that his philosophy
of life is shaped from within by a philosophical operation that can lay full
claim to being a deduction in the Kantian sense. However, the above quote
is far from being a neat piece of evidence for the transcendentalist stance.
At the very least one might be accused of overinterpretation when trying
to defend the idea that Kant would have readily subscribed to a thesis such
as this: “Thus, categories are forms which belong neither to the subject
nor to the object alone but make them come together in virtue of their
neutrality” (ibid.).

The speculation that I would like to dwell on a little in this chapter is
that Plessner did achieve no such thing as a deduction of the categories of
the organic. Furthermore, my impression is that Plessner had a tough time
inscribing a transcendental fabric into his argument. Certainly, a transcen-
dental turn governs the way Plessner poses the problem of life. In fact, it is
key for grasping the difficulty of eccentric positionality. Nonetheless, this
turn is spoiled by another project or strategy which is at work underneath the
official story. As far as I can see, this project appealed to Plessner on par with
the one emanating from the transcendental paradigm. His enthusiasm can be
read between the lines of what Plessner explicitly says. Yet, this subtext was
discarded as a systematic answer to the question how knowledge of life can
be transmitted. Plessner’s vital turn indeed became a transcendental turn.
However, in his theory we can catch a glimpse of an altogether different vital
turn, a turn which, if Plessner had chosen to think it through to the end, would
have presented itself as knowledge oflife that sloughs the role of the subject.

To elucidate this context a bit further, I would first like to clarify what
exactly is meant by a ‘vital turn’ in Plessner’s argument. My focus in this
first step will be to show that Plessner’s effort to conceive this vital turn as
a transcendental turn is unconvincing, because Plessner felt the force of
a different denouement which he implied, but aborted. Secondly, I would
like to disclose a similar constellation in the case of Henri Bergson. In a
brief epilogue, I will raise the question of how this moment of ambiguity in
Plessner’s philosophy can be assessed in the interplay between life, concept
and subject.

Preliminarily, it might also be relevant to note that there is a dominating
view in the literature dedicated to Plessner which claims that he actually
succeeded in constructing a systematic and demanding adaptation of Kant.’
This consensus seems to affirm the image created by Plessner himself, an

1 For examples, see Pietrowicz 1992, Beaufort 2000, Fischer 2000, Breun 2006, Kriiger 1999,
Kriiger 2001, and Mitscherlich 2007.
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image that suggests a seamless overall project which smoothly integrates
transcendentalism, phenomenology, hermeneutics, philosophy of life and
the scientific scenery of the period. Slightly deviating from the main cur-
rent, I would like to abet the idea that Plessner’s philosophy sometimes
leaves the impression of an eclectic building that harbours quite a few
heterogeneous elements without necessarily finding inner unity at all times.

Plessner’s deduction of the vital categories as his vital turn

It is interesting to call to mind why Plessner deemed it necessary to provide
a deduction of the categories of the vital in the first place. Having started
out with a phenomenological analysis of things as they appear, Plessner
had been able to point out that a living thing looks as if it realized its own
border. But looks can be deceptive, there can be false friends. It is precisely
this distinction between appearance and being, between an indication
and a constitution that leads Plessner henceforth to alter his philosophical
procedure. If we wish to find a key to the problem of life, we must rule out
the case of an entity that pretends to be alive without actually being alive.
Let us note that Plessner indeed shares a very obvious motive with Kant
in this respect.

Above all, it is the word “constitution” that we ought to pay close at-
tention to. Summarizing the way that Plessner constructs his argument
initially, it doesn’t seem too far-fetched to predict that Plessner might go on
to use the term “constitution” in a conventional phenomenological sense.
Following that trail would boil down to an investigation of the ways in
which consciousness constitutes phenomena as correlatives to its own
intentional acts. If Plessner championed this method, he would be able to
convert his “turn towards the object” into a phenomenological exploration
of consciousness.

Astonishingly, this classical direction of phenomenology is clearly not
the direction Plessner pushes his own analysis towards. On the contrary,
Plessner seeks to argue that the conditions of possibility for determining an
object’s vital “border” are rooted in the peculiar constitution of the object
itselfrather than in the consciousness of a subject. Thus, the term constitu-
tion refers to a mode of composition that is inherently entrenched in life.
Olivia Mitscherlich has fleshed out the twofold aim that Plessner pursued
in his deduction of the vital categories. According to Mitscherlich, Plessner
does not wish to deduce the biological functions of the living from his
phenomenological starting point, namely the hypothesis of border realiza-
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tion (Mitscherlich 2007, 106). By doing so, Plessner would only retroactively
gather biological evidence for an arbitrary conception of the living. Opposed
to this view, Mitscherlich believes that Plessner wanted his strategy to work
in both ways: It is true that what we naively, and from the mere appearance
of things, would describe as border realization begs for biological features
of the living that testify to the reality of our hypothesis (ibid., 106). Yet at
the same time, and inversely, we might just as well say that the capacity of
the living to realize its own borders relies on certain irreducible modes of
life (ibid., 105). In this light, we may conclude that Plessner implements the
structure of a Kantian deduction without resorting to a unilateral point of
departure for deduction.

What we have here in a nutshell, is Plessner’s conversed transcenden-
talism. Objects are able to appear to subjects because both these poles
exhibit a correlation with one other by means of a “condition of possibility
of agreement” (ibid., 65). Yet this third alternative that has both sides “come
together” and guarantees their interaction is a link that eludes both sides
at a time. One may illuminate this as follows: The intuition (Anschauung)
of things must of course be identified as an intuition related to a subject
(or a consciousness, for that matter) which, to the extent that it relates to
things, indeed constitutes these things. The subject charts transcendental
presuppositions, forms of order without which the distinct unity of a thing
would not even set itself apart from the diversity of sensual data. But what
is intuited — and this represents the very point of Plessner’s argument — is
the constitution of things in themselves, a constitution that can in no way
be charged to the account of the subject performing the intuition. Beyond
the scope of sheer conditions of knowledge which are transcendentally
deduced on the part of the subject, Plessner understands categories to be
object conditions, modalities that can only be elucidated if one asks what
a thing constitutively is. Thus, the categories, as defined by Plessner, bring
about a disjunction “between heterogeneous spheres, between thought
and intuition as well as between subject and object” (ibid., 116). Subject and
object are related to one another only by way of a rupture that divides them.

This means that in Plessner’s approach, the transcendental capacities
to constitute things are embraced by the ontic constitution of the things
themselves; the “basic issue” (ibid., 115) which had been phenomenologically
isolated in a first step and suggested that vividness is a process of border
realization must now, in a second step, be authenticated through “laws
of connection between the living and its environment [...], i.e. materially
aprioric laws” (ibid., 65). What is at stake in Plessner’s approach is precisely
this reciprocal relationship, this inversion between subjectively constituted
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views of (living) reality and the qualitative constitution of (living) reality
(cf. Gritnewald 1993). If, following Jan Beaufort, one may speak of a theory
of constitution (Konstitutionstheorie) to be at the heart of Plessner’s project
(Beaufort 2000, 52), it has to be added that in such a theory, the conditions
of the object and the conditions of the knowledge of the object intertwine.

It is indispensable to discuss a bit further the precise consequences
that flow from this construction. Right from the start, any identification
of objects, including living objects, is possible only within the limits of a
hermeneutic relation. Plessner’s theory of the object is interlinked with a
“theory of observation and a theory of interpretation” (Lindemann 2005,
85), whose a priori is not at all supplied as a matter of course. This is why
the recovery of the a priori, as finally achieved by Plessner at the end of The
Levels of Organic Being and Man, does not get lost on the idealistic track
that would return to transcendental subjectivity. All along, one has to recall
two points to keep a clear eye on the foundations of Plessner’s knowledge of
life: On the one hand, this type of knowledge is antecedent to the “narrow
methodical controls of the empirical sciences” (ibid.). The latter ignore the
qualitative aspects of their objects, leading them to ignore the very practice
that underlies their own operations. On the other hand, this knowledge
eludes the rational force of an a priori that would be anchored in the subject.
Plessner registered “this new standing of the a priori in its relation to the
a posteriori” (Plessner 1981, 165) above all in Macht und menschliche Natur
(Power and Human Nature) as the revolutionary trove of philosophical
anthropology, with Dilthey as the decisive pioneer.

Let us make one thing plain: As matters stand, Plessner deviates from
Kant in a crucial respect. One extraordinary point Plessner insists on all
throughout is that categories can be understood as “forms of concordance
between heterogeneous spheres, between thoughts and intuitions as well
as between subject and object” (Plessner 1975, 116). It is a sign of Plessner’s
dazzling skills as a writer that this passage presents itself not so much as a
bold transformation, but rather as an immanent reading of Kant’s original
text. Quite allusively and implicitly, Plessner tries to get across his statement
that “the transcendental unity of self-consciousness may be the central
point of all categories, but not the point of their deduction, the principle
and source of their differentiation” (ibid., 113).

Having said that, we should now be able to grasp the deviance between
Plessner and Kant. For Kant, it would have been unacceptable to sever
the bond that links the categories with the transcendental unity of self-
consciousness. Of course we are moving in the realm of the subject as a
synthetic center when we have to account for the origin of the categories.
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According to Kant, the categories do not float between subject and object;
they depend emphatically upon the synthesis of the subject. From a strict
Kantian point of view, Plessner falls short of the philosophical standards a
deduction would have to embrace. Plessner, on the other hand, envisages
a creative process which in itself is irreducible, but not transcendentally
imprinted in self-consciousness. The a priori that makes the experience of
phenomena possible for a subject: that a priori is a process that takes place
in between the poles of subject and object. Moreover, it is a process that
brings about the opposition between subject and object while at the same
time entangling one with the other.

We are now standing at the threshold of what I would like to call the
vital turn within Plessner’s mindset. This vital turn is only a turn away from
both Kant and Husserl because, as mentioned above, Plessner argues that
the specific feature which we ascribe to living entities does not derive from
an a priori within “us,” i.e. the subjects. Instead, this feature is intrinsic to
the constitution of the objects themselves. But we ought to move one step
ahead: What we'd have to beware of is the fact that our ability as subjects to
experience an environment of objects is the result of something which we
do because we live. Whereas Kant thought that the condition of possibility
that allows us to experience objects is grounded in the synthetic operations
of our intellect, Plessner encourages us to trace back this condition to a
vital performance that is carried out both by ourselves and by the objects
we experience. If we as human beings are able to conceive of living things
as living things, then this is not due to a unique cognitive performance,
but to a performance we share with the very objects we are confronted
with. And this performance is the performance oflife in its own right — the
realization of the boundary.

Thus, the shift conducted by Plessner is a vital turn because we have
already performed the movement of life ourselves when we describe things
as living things. And as we have just seen, Plessner develops this argument
inview of the constitution, i.e. the reality of the living. However, it would be
a severe misapprehension of Plessner’s intentions to abandon the interpreta-
tion at this juncture. It is not the be all and end all of Plessner’s philosophical
anthropology to tell us that human subjectivity can be fully dissolved into
and rewritten under the conditions of life. What makes Plessner’s approach
so complex is the fact that even though that may very well be his main
discovery, the transcendental perspective is still built into his conception
of life.

The important thing is that the transcendental question takes on a new
shape in Plessner’s framework. He clings on to it and keeps it alive instead
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of simply inscribing it into life. To my mind, this particular twist reveals
itself when we investigate the relationship between man and life under the
circumstances of eccentric positionality. Couldn’t we say that the tension
that occurs in eccentric positionality hints at a point of view, a perspective or
alook at the world that is no longer attached to any specific organic shape?
The categories in which man’s knowledge of life proceeds do indeed turn
out to be the constituents of the objects themselves. But a living being that
is able to objectify its proper constitution is “once more related” (ibid., 288)
to that very constitution and hence “no longer bound by it” (ibid., 291). If the
structure which carries and characterizes the living becomes transparent,
it does so only from a point of view that breaks away from the immanence
oflife: “Man is placed into his own border and hence way beyond it, which
confines him, the living thing” (ibid., 292). We might even put it like this:
Man does not only perform the movement of life, he is confronted with the
fact and the results of and the alternatives to his performance. If an animal
realizes its border, it spontaneously generates the horizon under which
things can appear to and vanish from its eyes. In sharp contrast, man is
driven into the experience that his horizon can only be socially construed.
It changes historically and it is continuously open for interpretation.

In other words, Plessner finally surpasses his own vital turn by arguing
that our ability to understand the constitution of life cannot, for once, be
traced back to having the constitution oflife. Plessner’s philosophy, as we see
it, wavers between the discovery oflife as an a priori and a transcendental
motive, which rejects the idea of an aprioric constitution within the material
reality of objects. In the following section of my argument, I would like to
zero in on a quite similar rupture conveyed by Henri Bergson’s philosophy
of life. Just like Plessner, Bergson was caught in the struggle between a
transcendental analysis and the insight into the material a priori of life.

From Matiére et Mémoire to La Pensée et Le Mouvant: Henri
Bergson’s vital turn®

Bergson’s early work Matter and Memory [Matiére et Mémoire,1896] (trans-
lated into English in 1911), tackles the question on how it is possible that we

2 Itneedstobeunderscored that the reading of Bergson proposed in this paper is essentially
inspired by Georges Canguilhem’s critique of Bergson in his 1994 essay “Le concept et la vie.”
(Canguilhem1994). In an attempt to reveal the relationship between life and concept as arecur-
rent motifin the history of philosophy, Canguilhem juxtaposes Hegel and Aristotle on one side
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perceive similarities among the objects of our sensual experience. By all
means, the systematic topic that creates the background of Bergson’s text
concerns the immaterial character of memories. Guided by this problem,
Bergson is finally faced with the reason why we ascribe generality and simi-
larity to phenomena that are nevertheless present to us only as concrete,
sensual data. In summary, Bergson starts out to explain the formation of
concepts as instruments that help us treat realities as something general,
as something we can cope with efficiently and habitually.

For our present purpose, it is paramount to state that Bergson develops
his solution of the problem of generality by objecting, first and foremost,
to a classical postulate harboured by nominalists and conceptualists alike.
Strongly opposed to these two paradigms, Bergson dismisses the assump-
tion that our sensual perception immediately brings us into touch with
individualities. Our senses do not refer to distinct and delimited objects.
If anything, we find our way through our environment with the help of a
vague feeling rather than a sharp sense of difference. I would like to quote
Bergson on this subject:

But this will be more clearly evident if we go back to the purely utilitarian
origins of our perception of things. That which interests us in a given
situation, that which we are likely to rasp in it first, is the side by which
it can respond to a tendency or a need. But a need goes straight to the
resemblance or quality; it careslittle for individual differences. To this dis-
cernment of the useful we may surmise that the perception of animals is,
inmost cases, confined. It is grass in general which attracts the herbivorous
animal: the color and the smell of grass, felt and experienced as forces [...]
are the sole immediate data of its external perception (Bergson 1911, 206).

of the dividing line with Kant and Bergson on the other side. From Canguilhem’s point of view,
Hegel and Aristotle came closer to the solution of this crucial relationship because they went
beyond the idea of the subject as the origin of conceptual knowledge. Aristotle argued that the
soul (psyche) of the living is precisely that principle which renders the living its definite being
(ousia) while at the same time representing the reference point for our conceptual knowledge
(logos) of the living. Hegel defined life as the immediate unity of a concept with its own reality,
i.e. as a phenomenon which, in everything it produces, reproduces itself. Differing from this
type of theory, as represented by Aristotle and Hegel, Canguilhem stages Kant and Bergson as
thinkers who could not accept the idea of a substantiality oflife that would no longer depend on
atranscendental perspective. However, both in Kant’s and Bergson’s writings Canguilhem finds
the traces of an implicit “material a priori.” Both were on the verge of acknowledging the objective
unity oflife and concept, but failed to express this unity as both remained loyal to a philosophy
centered on the subject. My suggestion in this paper is to inscribe Plessner’s philosophy of life
into the pattern and the divisions mentioned by Canguilhem in “Le concept et la vie.”
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A few paragraphs later, Bergson draws the following conclusion:

In short, we can follow from the mineral to the plant, from the plant to
the simplest conscious beings, from the animal to man the progress of
the operation by which things and beings seize from out their surround-
ings that which attracts them, that which interests them practically,
without needing any effort of abstraction, simply because the rest of
their surroundings takes no hold upon them: this similarity of reaction
following actions superficially different is the germ which the human
consciousness develops into general ideas (Ibid., 207f.).

All we need to know for that matter is that Bergson employs a utilitarian
theory of perception to explain the formation of general concepts. Humans,
just like any other living beings, perceive and treat objects in the light of
their organic needs. The stimuli that stream in on us from the environment
may be varied and diffuse. However, they produce identical reactions on
our part, reactions that gradually become a habit. In this vein, the process
of generalizing, of dealing with objects as exemplars of a species is a vital
habit that panders to our survival. Iwould like to underscore that Bergson,
arguing as he does, links the knowledge of life to a philosophy of the sub-
ject. Even though the problem of knowledge is no longer bound to Kant’s
transcendental subjectivity, it is indicative of a vital subjectivity that desires
to know in order to live more successfully.

However, there are two faces of Bergson as a philosopher of life. While it
is sound to say that he remained within the paradigm of the subject as far as
Matter and Memory is concerned, it is equally true that Bergson altered his
approach in The Creative Mind: An Introduction to Metaphysics [La Pensée et
Le Mouvant, 1934; English translation 1946; quotes here are taken from the
1992 edition]. In this text we find to use the phrase that has been guiding
us so far — his ‘vital turn.’

In the context we are presently occupied with, we can only pinpoint out
the most evident divergence that opposes Bergson’s new attitude to the
one he had expressed in Matiére et Mémoire. It is true that Bergson arrives
at his new argument by repeating the point he had made previously. Our
use of general concepts for phenomena that are in themselves contingent
and sensual goes back to the fact that we isolate features which matter to
us in a vital and immediate way. According to Bergson, this interpretation
implies an idea that needs to be taken seriously — the idea that similarities
are not at all arbitrarily construed, but already suggested to us by experi-
ence. What remains to be analyzed is “why experience presents us with
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resemblances which we have only to translate into generalities. Among
these resemblances there are some, naturally, which go the fundamental
root of things” (Bergson 1992, 56). The concepts of life habitually used by
an organic subject refer to objects that already display a conceptual order.
In this situation, Bergson points out that the important issue to consider is
“what one might call objective generalities, inherent in reality itself” (ibid.).
As a matter of fact, one might say, life is subdivided, diversified, dispersed
and specified in its material manifestations. There are inherently rational
differences in life that are in no way invented by man, but antecedent to
him.

In an interesting reversal of Kant, Bergson goes on to say that there is a
specific class of

resemblances [which] are biological in essence: they would have it that
life should work as if life itself had general ideas, those of genus and
species, as if it followed a certain limited number of structural plans, as
if it had instituted general properties of life, finally and above all as if
[...] it had wished to arrange the living in a hierarchical series, along a
scale where the resemblances between individuals are more numerous
the higher one goes. [...] In principle it is always in reality itself that our
subdivisions into species, genera, etc. — generalities which we translate
into general ideas — will be based (Ibid., 56f.).

Kant advised us to look at nature as if it followed concepts that we as hu-
mans are able to think of, but he emphasized that this is only a subjective
maxim regulating our knowledge. Bergson on the other hand, seems to say
thatlife operates as if reproducing an objective conceptual order, a universal
kind of information that communicates itself to us at any moment. Hence,
Bergson’s vital turn is a turn away from the transcendental position of the
subject towards a material a priori: To know life is to be capable of reading
the code that is inherent to life. With this image in mind, I would now like
to close the loop with a little epilogue that will carry us back to Plessner.

Epilogue

My brief digression from Plessner to Bergson was supposed to show that
both thinkers have incorporated something into their philosophies, which
I would like to describe as a vital turn. In a nutshell, this turn implies that
life itself dictates the concepts we employ to understand what life is. This
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is the crucial discovery that emerges as a subtext in both Bergson’s and
Plessner’s conceptions. As a subtext, this insight necessarily runs up against
other intentions that are equally at work, both in Plessner’s and in Bergson’s
case. However, it is not just a coincidence that Bergson’s philosophical
route seems to be an exact inversion of the trajectory taken by Plessner.
Plessner comes to the realization that our capacity to know life is a capacity
that springs from life. Yet, he plays out this idea against a transcendental
mindset. The condition of possibility which allows us to experience life as
a whole is not our immanence in life, but the hiatus which sets us apart
from it. Compared to that, Bergson begins, in Matiére et Mémoire, with an
understanding oflife as seen from the utilitarian perspective of an organic
subject. In La Pensée et Le Mouvant, he goes on to revise this philosophy of
the subject in favour of a biological structuralism. By doing so, Bergson pays
tribute to the idea that the knowledge oflife needs to be devised irrespective
of a transcendental or phenomenological agent.

Would it be unfair to think that Plessner detected the very conclusion
that Bergson had exposed himself to, albeit in a different type of philoso-
phy? If we reconsider Plessner’s strange definition of transcendentalism
while also bearing in mind that eccentric positionality evokes the paradox
of a subjectivity without a subject, can one easily get the impression that
Plessner tacitly acknowledged the immanence of life? Furthermore, does
it seem like he refused to work out this problem to cover all its implica-
tions? After all, Plessner’s approach brings forward two lines at a time, two
disparate projects that just cannot have evolved simultaneously and that
cannot coexist side by side. One is certainly not wrong in thinking that
Bergson amplified something we usually call vitalism when he obliterated
the agency of the subject from the conceptualization of life. And one is
certainly entitled to ask if Plessner seriously left no stone unturned to
silence the voice of the vitalism inside his own project.
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5 Bodily Experience and Experiencing
One’s Body

Maarten Coolen

The world from a bodily perspective

What makes my own body so different from the things around me? When
Maurice Merleau-Ponty, in his Phenomenology of Perception, turns to the
question of how to describe the specific spatiality of one’s own body, he
starts with an everyday example of someone sitting at a table. “If my arm is
resting on the table, I should never think of saying that it is beside the ash-
tray in the way in which the ash-tray is beside the telephone” (Merleau-Ponty
2002, 112). This seemingly simple observation already suffices to effectively
demonstrate how seriously Merleau-Ponty takes the bodily perspective on
the world in his phenomenological account of human existence. Clearly,
I do not perceive my own body, or a part of it, merely as a thing that is
located somewhere in space, as I do with other things. On the contrary,
without my body there is no space at all for me through which it would
make sense to speak of things that are lying next to each other on the table.
My pre-reflexive familiarity with the world depends on my so-called body
schema, i.e. my body’s ability to project its motor intentions into the world
it inhabits. But this body schema is not an image or a representation in
which my body’s empirically determinable motor habits and capabilities
are simply summed up. My body is polarized by its tasks, “it exists towards
its tasks,” and consequently the term ‘body schema’ expresses “that my body
is in the world (est au monde)” (Merleau-Ponty 2002, 115).

In an earlier part of his book, Merleau-Ponty carefully presents his objec-
tions against the empiricist and rationalist (or “intellectualist,” which is
the term he uses) theories of human perception and action which were
most prevalent amongst his contemporaries. These objections are still valid
when applied to today’s versions of this kind of theories, e.g. in mainstream
cognitivistic sciences, which depart from two basic assumptions. First,
it is assumed that knowledge of the world is obtained by analyzing it in
terms of detachable and isolated elements, and placing these elements
in some systematic order, by which a universe is constructed that serves
as a rational representation of the world. Secondly, one presupposes that
humans take action in their world by manipulating this representation,
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according to the rules of ‘calculative reason.’ In the cognitivist view, human
knowledge consists in processing data that are stored in a representation of
the world. This representationalism is indeed the dominant contemporary
manifestation of that stance towards the world that Husserl identified as
the “general positing which characterizes the natural attitude” (1982, 57),
and Merleau-Ponty called the “prejudice in favour of the objective world”
(2002, 7). On the basis of Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of perception, one
can indeed make a convincing case for the claim that these presuppositions
prohibit the possibility of a full understanding of human existence. He also
shows in great detail how one can acquire a comprehensive perspective on
man’s openness towards the world in a phenomenology that starts from
the primacy of the “bodily point of view” — to use a phrase introduced by
Taylor Carman (2008, 93f.).

But, on the other hand, humans have the capability of distancing them-
selves from the world they inhabit, and of adopting an attitude in which
they can distinguish objective features in their surroundings. Moreover,
they are able to objectify their bodily capabilities into stable functional
structures through which they act on the external world outside of them.
From the phenomenological perspective on human perception and skilful
action one cannot stress enough how this reflection and objectification
is only possible because the human body is maintaining its grip on the
world in the background (cf. Dreyfus 2007, 363). In my view, this is indeed
anecessary condition of the possibility for humans to reflect and objectify.
However, is it sufficient? What kind of experience would force humans to
give up their being absorbed in responding to solicitations that stem from
affordances they come across in their world?

In order to answer these questions, it is necessary to develop a phe-
nomenological account in which one, while holding on to the primacy
of embodied intentionality, tries to describe the kind of situations in
which humans actually experience that they are forced to give up their
unreflective coping with the world, and also tries to show how they
actually manage to make the turn to reflection and objectification. One
of the elements of such an account, I will argue, would be a descrip-
tion of how the body can have a relation to itself and become part of
the external world in the very process of being geared into the world it
inhabits. To achieve this, I could have chosen to try finding an interpreta-
tion of Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology that allows for an answer to my
problem. Instead, I opted for a different approach, namely to look at his
phenomenology from the viewpoint of Helmuth Plessner’s philosophical
anthropology.
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Phenomenology and philosophical anthropology

In everyday life, we don’t need explicit mental representations of what we
want to see or do, or of how our bodies are situated in the world we are
familiar with. When we want to look at something, we tend to move around
until we have found the right distance from which we can take in both
the thing as a whole and its details that are relevant to us in the particular
situation. “For each object,” Merleau-Ponty says, “as for each picture in an
art gallery, there is an optimum distance from which it requires to be seen,
a direction viewed from which it vouchsafes most of itself; at a shorter or
greater distance we have merely a perception blurred through excess or
deficiency” (Merleau-Ponty 2002, 351).

Without any doubt, Merleau-Ponty gives an apt description of what is
presented to us in our perceptual field, when we have found the optimal
view of the painting. But he does not mention at all that here we might also
have some kind of experience in which we sense that our body is indeed
located at the right place after moving around in the art gallery. And when
we are reaching out for things we need in order to perform a certain task, e.g.
preparing food in the kitchen, we tend to get a grasp of them that is optimal
for fulfilling the task we are involved in. As Merleau-Ponty says elsewhere
in the Phenomenology of Perception: “My body is geared into the world
when my perception presents me with a spectacle as varied and as clearly
articulated as possible, and when my motor intentions, as they unfold,
receive the responses they expect from the world” (ibid., 291). He clearly
points out how we get things done without having to make representations
of what we are aiming at. The body is solicited by the situation to find an
optimal equilibrium for what has to be get done. But in Merleau-Ponty’s
phenomenology of skilful coping, the body itself seems to ‘vanish’ when it
perceives something or puts itself into action, in favour of the world that
is opened by it. It gets, so to speak, swallowed up in its being attuned to
the world. It cannot at the same time be experienced as something that is
located in the perceived world. As Merleau-Ponty puts it: “ am aware of my
body via the world, [...] and I am aware of the world through the medium
of my body” (2002, 94-95).2

One can fully subscribe to the primacy of the bodily point of view, and at
the same time feel forced to consider the question whether humans, exactly on
the basis of their bodily coping with the world, can also have a pre-reflective

1 Inavery different context, Shusterman (2005) presents similar observations.
2 The translation is slightly changed: ‘aware’ instead of ‘conscious.’
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sensitivity towards the phenomenon that they, as human beings, always have
to occupy, as living bodies, a place on their own behalf, and that this is a place
which in one way or another may also be present to them as a place — whatever
this place may actually be. For Plessner, the issue that humans are positioned
in their world through their bodies stands at the centre of his philosophical
anthropology. One should take into account, he says, “that man does not
have a univocal, but an equivocal relation to his own body, that his existence
imposes on him this ambiguity of being an ‘embodied’ (leibhaften) creature
and a creature ‘in the body’ (im Korper)” (1970, 32). Regardless of whether
humans move about and do something, or quietly take in the perceived world,
the condition of their existence is marked by this double aspectivity.
Plessner warns against misunderstanding this twofold perspective as a
dualistic theory in which the inner is conceived of as a purely mental person
who is operating his outer body, which is nothing more than a physical thing.
This is in accordance with Merleau-Ponty. Man is his living body (Leib),
insofar as it serves him as a centre of his incarnated intentionality; and he
has his body (Korper), insofar as it is a thing that locates him amidst of other
things, or a thing he can use in action. “A human being always and conjointly
is aliving body [...] and has this living body as this physical body” (1970, 34).
Neither do I coincide with being my body, asif I could find the right distance
to see a painting without any awareness of the place where I am standing,
nor do I just have my body at my disposal, as if I could move it around as
a purely external object without any motor intentionality to be fulfilled.
I must accept two orders, one related to my embodied intentionality, and
another one related to my body’s place in an external world. So, taking up the
example of looking at a painting in an art gallery once more: when I bump
with my back into a wall while trying to find the optimal distance to look
at the painting, I do not only experience that I fail to get the optimal view
ofit, I also sense that I fail to put my body in the right place, and this in turn
makes me aware of my body as a thing that is positioned amidst other things.
Human bodily existence is characterized by the following threefold
structure: the living creature is its body, it has its body as a thing, and it
continuously actualizes the relation between being its body and having its
body. Man must come to terms with the fact that he exists as a living body
in a physical thing (als Leib im Korper). In any situation he must meet the
demand for a settlement for the relation between being his body and having
it. But this reconciliation cannot but be a momentaneous one. Moreover,
man will never be able to penetrate into the nature of this relation that
constitutes his existence. Plessner’s expression eccentric positionality
captures this fundamental trait of the human condition very adequately.
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Additionally, an individual living being whose position is structured in this
threefold manner, Plessner calls a person.?

There are not many passages in Plessner’s work, in which he explicitly
refers to Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy as another example of an account
in which corporeality has a central place in understanding what it is to
be a human being. He does mention Merleau-Ponty, however, towards
the end of the preface to the second edition of Die Stufen des Organischen
und der Mensch, which appeared in 1965. Because one can find phrases
in Merleau-Ponty which show a striking similarity to his own, Plessner
wonders whether Merleau-Ponty had known his book after all. He dismisses
this conjecture, explaining that not all convergences in thought have to be
based upon influence. The same happened to him with respect to Hegel,
he admits. He would have had to refer to Hegel’s writings, had the right
passages been known to him. He then expresses this phenomenon in the
following words: “In the world more thinking is going on, than one thinks."

In Laughing and Crying, Plessner criticizes a philosophical attitude that
appears to have all the traits of ‘pure’ existential phenomenology, although
he does not give it this title. Here, Plessner must have been attacking Hei-
degger’s position rather than Merleau-Ponty’s. He describes this attitude as
one that is opposed to Cartesianism in a manner that evades the problem
of being a body and having it as a thing altogether, by “going back to an
allegedly unproblematic primordial level of existence.” Thereby all forms
ofhuman behavior are characterized right from the start in such a way that
“the cleft between ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ does not appear at all” (1970, 30-31).
They are, of course, exactly the phenomena of laughing and crying that
demonstrate the inadequacy of this philosophical position. We laugh or cry
whenever we are unable to respond as a person to meaningful affordances
of the situation we find ourselves in. Plessner explains that this is where
we let our body take over the task of answering. Laughter occurs when the
person’s normal behavior is blocked by an irreducible ambiguity, which
is a typical trait of the comic situation. We burst into tears when we are
overwhelmed by a feeling of powerlessness, because we fail to come to terms
with the fact that we lack control over the circumstances we happen to find
ourselves in. When the body takes over the answer from us as a person, it

3 Thisis my interpretation of a passage from Plessner’s Stufen 1975, 293, first paragraph.

4 Hisreference to Hegel is interesting in itself. One can indeed recognize the use of certain
oppositions in Plessner’s arguments, but the terms in the oppositions are not lifted to a higher
level, in which they are assimilated or reconciled (aufgehoben) with each other, asis structurally
the case in Hegel’s dialectics. The higher level is a new stage of life. But that is a different subject,
on which I will not dwell now.
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expresses exactly that we do not know which position we should take in
that situation. By doing so, it takes ‘our stand.’

To what extent does Merleau-Ponty’s existential phenomenology take
into account this ambiguity, or rather this double aspectivity, of man being
both an embodied creature and a creature in a body? As mentioned before,
in his account the body remains inconspicuous, completely on the side of the
perceiver, it does not appear as something in the field that is perceived. So if
there is something wrong with our body, this is not directly noticed by us, but
seems to become apparent to us only through the resulting distortion or loss
of our world. If one subscribes to Plessner’s principle of eccentric positionality,
this cannot be the whole story. Using Plessner’s distinction, Merleau-Ponty’s
phenomenology seems to show an inclination to overemphasize the living
body (Leib) at the cost of the body as a thing (Kdrper). As a consequence
Merleau-Ponty’s account leaves little room for Plessner’s notion of the person,
since what makes us a person depends on how we actually deal with the
relation between being our living body and having our body as a thing.

Body and world

How, then, do humans deal with being a living body in a body-thing?
Plessner specifies the necessary fundamental possibilities that humans
have at their disposal when coping with all kinds of situations in their
lives in terms of three basic “anthropological laws” the laws of natural
artificiality, mediated immediacy and utopian standpoint (Plessner 1975,
309ff.). These laws explain how eccentric positionality manifests itself in
human conduct, by specifying three typical oppositions humans have to
struggle with as they try to lead their lives.

Again, my aim in this article is to demonstrate how Plessner’s philo-
sophical anthropology can provide a line of thought which allows us to
reconcile the following two approaches to human embodiment. I endorse
the phenomenological position that our openness towards the world, as in
perception and in action, is grounded in our bodily existence, but I want
to find a way to combine this view with an account of how our own body
can be experienced as ‘something’ amidst other things in the world that is
perceived by us and in which our conduct takes place.

In my opinion, a discussion of the second anthropological law has the
most to offer in this respect, which I therefore choose as my starting point.
It would be a mistake to think that the principle of mediated immediacy
implies that humans have two different but parallel kinds of connections
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to their world: an immediate one in as far as they are open to what the
world has to offer, and a mediated one in as far as humans reflect upon
the world. Given its dualistic character, such a way of thinking would be
reminiscent of Cartesianism. In the Stufen, Plessner gives a very precise
description of what he means by a relationship between two terms that
is governed by mediated immediacy. In an immediate relation, the terms
are connected without any intervening terms; in a mediated relation, the
terms are linked to each other through one or more intervening terms.
A mediated-immediate relation is “that form of binding [...] in which the
mediating intervening term is necessary in order to establish or ensure the
immediacy of the connection” (Plessner 1975, 324).5

Both human and animal life are organized in accordance with this
principle of mediated immediacy. For Plessner, this is a consequence of
the specific way in which a living body realizes its boundary between itself
and its surroundings. He discusses the notion of ‘boundary’ extensively
in an earlier chapter of the Stufen. In order to avoid having to deal with
complications that are irrelevant for our purposes, let us restrict ourselves
to higher forms of life, i.e. animals and humans. We never actually look at
a thing from all of the possible different angles and distances. Yet, while
only one particular aspect of it is directly perceived by us, in each aspect the
perceived thing is nevertheless given as a whole.® We see an ‘exterior’ that
cannot exist without indicating the ‘interior’ of the thing, i.e. its substantial
core. Conversely, the ‘interior’ of the thing is perceptually present to us even
ifwe only see its ‘exterior.’ Our perception of specific spatial characteristics
of a thing would not be possible without this double aspectivity in which
the thing’s exterior and interior are bi-directionally linked. Due to this
structure of perception, we see things delineated from their surroundings
by a contour or boundary.

All perception is governed by this principle of double aspectivity, whether
the things in our perceptual field are inanimate or alive. But in the case
of living beings, the perceived distinction between exterior and interior
emerges as a proper characteristic of the mode of being of the living thing
itself. This is demonstrated by the fact that living beings have to be capable
of preserving themselves as a self-sustaining entities by distinguishing
themselves from their environment (the ‘inward’ aspect) in order to stay

5  Thetranslation is mine, as of all of Plessner’s texts in German of which there did not already
exist an English translation.

6 Thisisin concordance with Husserl’s account of perception, according to which things are
only given to us in adumbrations (Abschattungen), e.g. Husserl 1982, 9.
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alive, which they can only manage by realizing a specific openness towards
their environment (the ‘outward’ aspect). Thus, we perceive that living
things realize their own delineations or boundaries, as opposed to when
we look at inanimate objects, which borrow their distinctions amongst
themselves from our act of perception. In Plessner’s own words: “When in
the intuition (Anschauung) of a corporeal thing a fundamentally divergent
relation between outer and inner appears as belonging objectively to its [the
thing’s] being, it is called living” (Plessner 1975, 89 and 98). The boundary is
part of the living body itself (ibid., 127), and therefore it is also the body that
marks off what is its other, i.e. its environment, with which it is in immediate
contact across its boundary. It positions itself in its environment by living
both beyond and within its boundary, “beyond itself” (iiber ihm hinaus)
and “into itself” (in ihn hinein) (ibid., 129). When the living body actually
realizes its boundary itself, it follows that the mediating term that secures
the immediate relationship between the organism and its environment, is
not a separate third entity, but the body itself.

What I have said until now about the law of mediated immediacy holds
for animal and human life alike. Yet, according to Plessner, both forms of
life differ qua mode of being fundamentally from each other. An animal
only performs the mediation of its immediate relationship with its environ-
ment, e.g. by noticing something or setting its body into action. An animal
oscillates between coinciding with its body and operating with it, but it
remains totally submerged in this alternation. For humans, this relationship
is also present as a relationship which always needs to be actualized in one
way or another. The animal is placed at the point where the mediation is
performed in such a way that it cannot break out of its absolute nearness to
itself (ibid., 238-239); or, using an expression of Plessner’s himself, animal life
is characterized by a “centric positionality.” Only man lives eccentrically,
meaning that he, “as the living thing, that is placed in the middle of his
existence, knows about this centre, experiences (erlebt) it, and therefore is
beyond it” (ibid., 291). Again we see that eccentric positionality entails that
man, in contrast to animals, has a relation to his (mediated-immediate)
connection with his environment. For Plessner it is obvious that this should
not be misconstrued in a Cartesian fashion as if there were a separate mind
that is reflecting upon the movements of a mediating body. It must be man
as an embodied being, who establishes this relation.

But what does that imply for human corporeality? First, insofar as man is
aliving body (Leib), he mediates his (immediate) contact with the world by
getting his physical body (Korper) to do things. In this respect, animal and
human life are similar. Secondly, while the animal’s ‘instrumental use of the
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body’ is wholly bound to the momentary situation in which the animal is
active, man experiences or perceives that he puts his own body into action
when he uses it as an instrument in order to mediate his immediate contact
with the world. The term ‘perception’ here is not meant to refer to some kind
of scientific observation, but rather to the everyday perception that takes
place when we are finding ways to cope with the things in the world. This
would be in concordance with how Merleau-Ponty understands perception,
with the exception that he would not accept that there are situations in
which one does not only perceive one’s body as it “makes itself explicit in the
language of external perception” (Merleau-Ponty 2002, 239), but one also —to
some extent — experiences one’s own body as a thing present in a perceptual
field, while one perceives other things when one is in the process of respond-
ing to solicitations of affordances that emanate from the perceived world.

So the human body is an embodied subject, experiencing the relationship
between both aspects of the body, namely the living body he is (that is
open to an environment) and the physical body he has (that can be used
instrumentally). Moreover, man also experiences this relationship as being
performed by himself when he realizes his openness to affordances in
the world. Plessner uses the terms ‘object’ and ‘instrument’ without much
hesitation. His phrasings must seem rather objectivistic to someone who is
accustomed to Merleau-Ponty’s style of language. But, in my opinion, one
should not interpret Plessner as if he would imply that an instrumental use
of something would require a representation of what has to be done. The use
of the body he has in mind is of a practical kind, like when one uses one’s
arms to pull oneself upwards. So when the body aims at fulfilling a task, it
mediates its movements with which it accomplishes the task.

Let us now turn our attention to the first anthropological law, which
states that human life should be understood from the standpoint of natural
artificiality. It would be fallacious to assume that human features can be
divided into two distinct and opposing categories, natural and artificial.
Rather, artificiality belongs to man’s very nature, i.e. to his mode of ex-
istence. What does this mean? As we have seen, the human living body
must actualize a relationship to itself as it realizes its connection with its
environment. This requires that the living thing is in control of its own
body, which is indeed the case, because the living creature is its body and
has it as something that can be put into motion.

Both animals and humans meet this requirement. However, an animal
cannot detach itself from its connection with the particular occasion in
which its body notices and affects its surroundings while responding to
solicitations of affordances. Only man has the capacity to use his body
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explicitly at his disposal. Having the inherent instrumental nature of the
own corporeality disclosed to oneself is a privilege that is restricted to
humans (cf. e.g. GS VIII, 321). Consequently humans are the only creatures
confronted with the fact that their bodies can suffer from certain short-
comings when they are in the process of performing a task. They have to
create artificial means with which they supplement their ‘naturally grown’
bodies in order to have a full corporeal existence. Furthermore, they have
to transform things they come across in their surroundings into artifacts
in order to fully satisfy their needs. Man can live only insofar as he leads
his life in a specific manner and only insofar as he succeeds in turning
himselfinto what he is, but not only into that what he already is. Artificial
by nature, humans make use of technical artifacts and lead their lives in a
cultural context (cf. Plessner 1975, 309-310; GS VIII, 192; GS VIII, 321).

Thus, man is not simply at home in and with his body in the way animals
are. Nor is his body an external thing he can own or appropriate. On the
basis of his specific eccentric positionality, his body has to appear to him as
something that is both familiar and strange to him. In human embodiment,
familiarity with and alienness to oneself are intertwined.

I shall only briefly discuss the third anthropological law, as it only
marginally relates to the issue at hand. Eccentricity forces man to accept
that he can never find a position in the world that is definitely secure, but
at the same time it demands from him that he, nevertheless, always takes
a stand. “Eccentrically positioned, he stands there where he stands, and
at the same time he does not stand there where he stands” (Plessner 1975,
342). It is not given to man to know for certain where he stands and what
his world is like. Having to take a stand without being able to find a secure
footing anywhere, he perpetually longs for an absolute grounding of his
world. Yet, if he wants to be true to his eccentric existence, he must doubt
any conception that appears to fulfill this longing definitively.

One may wonder why I am spelling all this out in such detail. In my opinion,
we have arrived here — on a very low level, so to speak — at the point where
a fundamental difference arises between Merleau-Ponty’s and Plessner’s
understanding of human embodiment. In Merleau-Ponty’s account of hu-
man corporeality in the Phenomenology of Perception, the body is exclusively
described as being on the side of who is perceiving; it does not also turn up as
athing in the perceptual field into which the perceiving body is geared. That
my body is in pain, for example, only has significance insofar as this affects
my openness to the world. The painful body doesn’t become an annoyance to
me at all. Yet, in Plessner’s philosophical anthropology, my body can always
become a burden I have to carry. This possibility is even a necessity, on the
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basis of man’s eccentric positionality. Along the example of pain, I would like
to quote Frederick Buytendijk, who, very much in agreement with Plessner,
writes: “The essence of pain we have now learned to understand as man being
stricken in his utmost intimate unity, his psycho-physical naturalness, through
which the ego comes in conflict with its own body, whereas it nevertheless
remains bound to the body in all its painfulness” (Buytendijk 1943, 170).”

This is a vivid example of how the tension between being one’s body and
having it (as a thing, and being in it) can cast a shadow over human life. In
Plessner’s line of thought, one might say that the body (I have) mediates
my immediate co-existing (as the body I am) with the things in the world.
Perhaps this merges the two philosophical vocabularies a little too far into
one another. I chose this expression to emphasize that one should not take
Plessner’s characterization of the human condition in terms of eccentric
positionality as being in conflict with Merleau-Ponty’s characterization of
the human being-in-the-world primarily in terms of motor intentionality.
In my interpretation, the mediation of the immediate can be seen as a
complementary principle in which the body-thing (Kérper) is introduced
in addition to the living body (Leib), while the concept of the living body
ultimately undergoes changes as well.

The body is not only familiar with the world, but also alien to itself

What bearing does Plessner’s view on human corporeality have on Hubert
Dreyfus’s well-known phenomenological account of skilful action, of which
he has offered an increasingly more comprehensive exposition throughout
the years (cf. e.g. Dreyfus 2008; Dreyfus 2002; Dreyfus and Dreyfus 1986)?
Most notably, it challenges the cognitivistic model of human expertise,
according to which human intelligent behavior depends on knowing
facts and following rules. This assumption is made by researchers in a
field called knowledge engineering. They claim that it is possible to build
computer-based expert systems, which, within a well-delineated domain,
could perform equally well as human experts. A good example here is a
computer system that can diagnose a disease on the basis of a set of objecti-
fied data thought to represent the patient’s condition. For such a system to
display the same intelligent behavior as a human doctor, one allegedly only
needs to be able to analyze the situations that are relevant for the specific
domain in terms of objective, context-free features, subsequently create

7  Original in Dutch; my translation.
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formal systems which relate these features to one another, and finally
define explicit rules for determining actions on the basis of these systems,
which are considered to represent the situations in which the competent
performance is expected.

But such systems have consistently failed to exhibit expertise. This fail-
ure, Dreyfus argues, shows that the cognitivist conception of human skills
is not at all supported by empirical evidence. More importantly, drawing on
Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of embodiment, Dreyfus develops a phe-
nomenological description of how adult humans acquire a new skill when
being delivered explicit instructions (cf. 2002, 368£.). This is different from
how skills are acquired by trial and error or by imitation, the predominant
modes for learning at early age. Such a learning process would typically
start with an instructor telling us which specific objective features of the
task environment we have to pay attention to and which rules we have to
follow in order to act on the basis of these features, much like a computer
following a program. This means that it requires us to step back from the
immediately experienced situation, reflect upon which movements we have
to make, and explicitly monitor our actions as we are performing them. But
we can only be an expert at a skill if we can let go of this monitoring and
allow ourselves to be drawn into an absorbed coping in which our bodies
respond to solicitations of affordances present in the situation.

Dreyfus raises a similar concern in his debate with John McDowell,
deliberating on how our openness to the world should be understood (cf.
McDowell 2007, Dreyfus 2007). Dreyfus interprets the difference between
their positions as follows. For McDowell, the world we have direct access
to consists of propositionally structured knowledge of facts about what
affords what. We know, e.g. that apples can be eaten. Dreyfus, on the other
hand, understands the world to which we are directly open as a multitude
of solicitations of affordances. When I am hungry, I am attracted to the
apple without having explicit knowledge about its properties. According
to Dreyfus, McDowell holds the view, that a key characteristic of our open-
ness to the world is our “capacity to step back and criticize any particular
proposition about what is the case and any reason for one’s actions.” Dreyfus
himself takes the view that this openness is brought into practice by our
“capacity to let ourselves [...] respond to some particular constellation of
attractions and repulsions” (cf. Dreyfus 2007, e.g. 357). One could say that
to a beginner, the specific world with respect to which he islearning a new
skill may look like McDowell describes it. Once he has become an expert

8 Dreyfus refers to McDowell 2006.
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in the skill, he simply knows how to act in response to what the situation
demands of him.

In this debate, I personally endorse Dreyfus’s side. However, the issue I
want to address here is a different one. As Dreyfus acknowledges, humans
have the capacity to step back and reflect, and, as I would add, to observe
their surroundings and their own actions in an objectifying manner. But
we can only notice objective features and explicit reasons on the basis
of our “everyday absorbed coping”; and even then, this coping must go
on in the background, if we are to have a stable world we can step back
from and reflect upon (2007, 363). Although I agree with Dreyfus on this
point, it nevertheless seems necessary to pose the question what it is that
makes us move from absorbed coping with our situation to reflecting upon
our environment. Dreyfus is also aware of this problem: “[T]he existential
phenomenologist also has his problems. He owes an account of how our
absorbed, situated experience comes to be transformed, so that we can
experience context-free [...] substances with detachable properties” (Drey-
fus 2007, 364).

I'would like to emphasize the phenomenological nature of this task: we
need a description of the kind of experience we must live through, before
we give up our absorbed coping. But why would we ever want to do that?
Or why must we? Why don’t we just go on coping, continuously changing
from one task to another, without ever having to face a breakdown that
would force us to step back and reflect? How do we differ from animals,
which never ‘revert’ to reflecting, but just go on responding to solicita-
tions?

We have to find an answer to these questions without falling prey to the
fallacy of taking humans as animals whose essential feature is a mental
capacity to reflect. We are in need of a philosophical account of how human
embodiment differs radically from the animal way of being embodied.
This is a key objective of Plessner’s philosophical anthropology. An animal
puts its body into action in order to respond to what is afforded to it by its
environment, and by doing so its body mediates its immediate contact
with the environment which it depends on. But an animal coping with
its environment in such a way does not experience that its body plays a
mediating role in this process. To the animal, its own body is never present
as such; it vanishes as it performs its mediating role. Humans and animals
alike cannot cope with their environment without the mediating aid from
their bodies. But in my understanding, Plessner distances himself from
Merleau-Ponty when he clarifies that the characteristic human mode of
being in the world connected with eccentric positionality forbids us from
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leading a life in which we experience our own body “only in its mediality,
in its mediating role” (GS VIII, 291).°

Animals are superior to humans in that they are able to be totally ab-
sorbed in the flow of doing things through their bodies, while humans are
denied any such possibility. Humans, on the other hand, are always capable
of getting their bodies to develop completely new skills, as many examples
of mastering new athletic disciplines demonstrate. This presupposes that
humans are able to take their living bodies as things that can serve as
an instrument, or to put it differently, that they can have an objectifying
stance towards their bodies. But the objectification that is involved here
is not of the theoretical kind, as is realized in the modern natural sciences
through abstraction and representation. Quite to the contrary, it is a practi-
cal objectification materialized in the form of an actual intervention in the
forms of mediality that the body already possessed when it entered into
the flow of doing something (GS VIII, 291-292). That is why we can be taken
by surprise when our body is hindered in its movements by an unexpected
external obstacle or when it suddenly loses one of its functionalities.

Our specific eccentric openness to the world forbids our body to merge
fully with its role of mediated coping. Therefore, we can always be thrown
out of the flow of our absorbed coping, thus being forced to step back and
reflect. We do not only know about this by taking a theoretical attitude
towards ourselves, it is also an unavoidable part of our experience of the way
we do things in our lives. By virtue of his eccentric positionality man always
is also capable of looking at himself from an outside perspective, in which
hisbody is presented to him as a thing external to himselfin contrast with
the lived body that allows him to be in direct contact with the world around
him. In this specific sense one can say that his body is something alien to
him. We do not experience ourselves as a thing, because there are things
around us; it is the other way round: because of our capability of an outer
perspective on ourselves, we can make sense of what it means to be part of
aworld of external things. Of course, we cannot actually be concerned with
other things without their de facto existence, but the latter is not the basis
upon which the capability of this concern rests. So, according to Plessner, the

9 Martin Heinze (2009, 122) states the opposite: he thinks that Plessner holds “that ‘ec-
centric positionality’ means, amongst other things, ‘to live and experience one’s own body
only through its mediality or in its mediating role’ (GS VIII, 2g1). This misinterpretation is
most likely caused by a faulty translation of Plessner’s words on the mentioned page: “was ich
als das Charakteristische menschlichen In-der-Welt-Seins zu fassen versucht habe, mit der
exzentrischen Postionalitit, die uns verbietet, den eigenen Leib nur in seiner Medialitit, in
seiner vermittelnden Rolle zu leben und zu erleben.”
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world of external things, or outer world (Aufsenwelt), has to be understood
as the form in which man understands his own bodily position as located
in the realm of organic and physical things (cf. 1975, 293f.), or in Plessner’s
own words: “[man as t]his positional whole stands [...] in the outer world
as do all the other things” (Plessner 1975, 294)."

Anybody who tries to acquire the motor skills that are needed to become
proficient in a new athletic discipline will have to train specific movements
that are initially unfamiliar to his body, and in most cases this also involves
the handling of external objects, e.g. in speed skating. How does one learn
to get the body to make the right movements? Here the description of the
body responding to solicitations of affordances has to be supplemented by
a description of how the body is put into motion. In acquiring a skill like
skating, the body is both the body-subject which moves and the body-thing
that is moved or has to be moved. But, of course, my body cannot be an
object that is moved insofar as it itself is moving objects. As Merleau-Ponty
rightly points out, “[w]hat prevents its ever being an object, ever being
‘completely constituted’ [here he refers to Husserl’s Ideas II], is that it is
that by which there are objects” (Merleau-Ponty 2002, 105). In the context
in which Merleau-Ponty makes his remark, he is only concerned with the
permanency of one’s own body that perceives the world, not at all with the
possibility of experiencing one’s own body as a thing one has to deal with.
When I try to learn skating, I can be receptive to the experience that my
body does not always comply with what I would like it to do. For my body
to acquire the habit of speed skating, it may be necessary but not sufficient
to follow given instructions to help me determine which movements my
body should undergo, treating it like nothing but a passive object completely
under my control. I would soon learn from this experience that sometimes
my body does not obey my practical attempt to make it move in a specific
way. Acknowledging this failure is even essential for improving my skating
skills. As the habitual living body I am, my body lets me be familiar with
the world I live in; but I also experience my body, insofar as it is an instru-
ment that mediates my immediate coping, as something that resists being
absorbed in my body schema, as a thing that retains a certain alienness
with respect to me.

In order to elucidate my point a little further, I will make some short
remarks about why eccentric positionality entails that humans have techni-
cal artifacts at their disposal. Humans, as the law of natural artificiality
explains, have to supplement their bodies with artificial artifacts, which not

10 This is parallel with his Mitwelt, see Plessner 1975, 302.



126 MAARTEN COOLEN

only enhance the motorial functionality of their bodies, but also augment
their openness to the world. The simplest examples of technical artifacts
are tools we use with our hands. In our time, the artificial objects with
which we can improve our body’s capacities have become increasingly
more sophisticated. Yet in principle, at least insofar as I am concerned
here, the argument remains the same. What makes it possible for us to
employ external objects as instruments? If one goes along with Plessner’s
philosophical anthropology, one must answer: the basis of this capacity is
that our eccentric embodiment allows us to make instrumental use of our
own bodies. On the basis of the anthropological law of mediated immediacy,
it can be explained why it is not significantly different whether a ‘part’ of
the body or a thing in the outside world is involved in the performance of
a skill. From the perspective of Merleau-Ponty’s motor intentionality, one
can conclude that the enhancement of the body with an external object
will only succeed when this alien object is incorporated into the motorial
scheme of the coping body. In accordance with Dreyfus’s account of skill
acquisition, it follows that the more proficient someone is, the less he notices
to which extent the tool contributes to the greater capabilities of his body.
But we should bear in mind that the immediacy which i