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Reflections on Hannah Arendt’s analysis of the effects

of a modern scientific viewpoint on the human condition

This paper will examine Hannah Arendt’s analysis of the effects of a modern scientific viewpoint on the human condition. The aim of this paper is to show that Arendt’s critique of scientific progress succeeds only insofar as her conception of the human condition is informed by metaphysical assumptions about the nature of man. Moreover, these assumptions may, in part, find support in Jacques Maritain’s attempt to reconcile science and wisdom in a vital and spiritual harmony

For Arendt, the earth is the very quintessence of the human condition, providing human beings with a habitat appropriate to the potential realization of meaningful human existence. It is because of this habitat that humans are subject to natural necessity and must provide for biological needs in ways dictated by laws of nature. The promise of modern science seems to be that we may develop increasingly sophisticated instruments or techniques – based on our growing knowledge of natural processes – that will enable us to penetrate beneath the deceptive surface of things. Yet, Arendt contends that the implications of scientific progress are heavily paradoxical, producing both power and helplessness, freedom and determinism. As experimental techniques become increasingly elaborate, the true reality they are intended to uncover seems to recede from us. In her prologue to The Human Condition, Arendt laments that the launching of a space-craft in 1957 was a symbol not just of man’s scientific and technical power and mastery but also of man’s changing relationship to the earth. As she states, “a great many scientific endeavours have been directed toward making life also “artificial,” toward cutting the last tie through which even man belongs among the children of nature.”
 For Arendt, modern man seems to be possessed by a rebellion against human existence as it has been given, a free gift from nowhere (secularly speaking), which he wishes to exchange, as it were, for something he has made himself (Human Condition, 2-3). 

As Arendt states, there is no reason to doubt our abilities to accomplish such an exchange, just as there is no reason to doubt our present ability to destroy all organic life on earth. For her, the question is only whether we wish to use our new scientific and technical knowledge in this direction, and she claims that such a question cannot be decided by scientific means but rather it is a political question of the first order and can hardly be left to the decision of professional scientists or professional politicians. Yet, there remains some concern regarding Arendt’s conception of “human existence as it has been given”, for it raises questions about what it means to be human and what it means to exist. I would venture that this question is really a metaphysical question of the first order and ought not to be left to the exclusive consideration of the political domain.

Maritain does not deny the “good” works of science but he does suggest that the work of philosophy is better still, in that it is a closer approximation to ultimate truth. No matter how immense the store of knowledge amassed by science, it will never be sufficient to provide any final explanations. For Maritain, the integration of all its facts and the addition of knowledge beyond and above the facts that science can obtain, is the business of philosophy. Science cannot tell us about the ultimate nature of man. For Maritain, one of the challenges of the modern age is to reconcile science and wisdom.
  In Maritain’s view philosophy must look after essences and analyze things in terms of being. Physico-mathematics looks after a mathematical reading or deciphering of mathematics.
  The point is that the two disciplines must be encouraged to function and develop in ways that are proper to their respective discipline. 

Arendt’s conception of human existence, as an inquiry into the political order, is perhaps more easily grasped in light of her distinction between knowledge that is produced by a desire for the truth and thinking generated by our curiosity about the world.  "The latter only searches for meanings, that is, it regards and questions phenomena in terms of their place and significance for the world and for the community of actors and spectators who share it during a certain time in history."
  Arendt's emphasis on meaning is perhaps best understood in terms of her commitment to amor mundi; that is, meaning originates out of each individual's love of, and commitment to, the world in all its plurality.  Now, this association of worldly appearance with plurality is particularly vexing. While it is true that Arendt's commitment to amor mundi underpins her sense of a world shared by actor and spectators – otherwise known as the political realm – it is not clear that Arendt's account of plurality is reducible to our appearance in the world. In the absence of any connection between truth or "good" and the principle of amor mundi, it is not clear why it is that others should be loved or valued.  In effect, what is the good of plurality?
  Here we may begin to appreciate the significance of linking meaning with the appearance of historically situated individuals in this world.  For Arendt, what is real is the world we are born into and share with others.  But does it follow from the meaning of our appearance in the world - limited  as it is by the conditions that permit human existence, such as birth and death - that there is nothing underlying our appearance in this world?   In short, must we accept that our quest for meaning should not be governed by an underlying truth? 

It is in the distinction between the quest for truth and the quest for meaning that Arendt identifies what, for her, constitutes a basic metaphysical fallacy, which is to interpret meaning on the model of truth.  Briefly, this fallacy consists in the metaphysical dichotomy of Being and Appearance, and the ascription of ontological primacy to the former.  Arendt seems to suggest that truth is anathema to the plurality of differences inherent in her concept of amor mundi – the implication being that we must then locate the source of value in some form of intersubjective agreement.  She maintains that a glaring example of this basic fallacy occurs in Heidegger's massive opus Being and Time, which starts out by raising anew the question of the meaning of Being.  "Heidegger himself, in a later interpretation of his own initial question, says explicitly: 'Meaning of Being and Truth of Being say the same'."
  Bhikhu Parekh maintains that this fallacy can be traced back to Plato and that it can be attributed to those philosophers who maintain that the sensually perceptible world of phenomena, which they have called Appearance, requires ground traditionally called Being, to generate and sustain it.  "In their view Being is more real, more truthful, more meaningful than what appears and is not just beyond sense perception but above the world of the senses.  Accordingly they have assigned to it a higher rank of reality and engaged in rather violent invectives against mere appearances."
  Parekh asserts that this view (which she calls hierarchical ontological dualism) holds that what appears on the surface is a product of and inferior to this deeper reality of Being.  Arendt hopes to overcome this "metaphysical fallacy" by claiming that Being and Appearing coincide.
  In short, Arendt rejects any form of dualism which gives ontological primacy to Being outside of the world of Appearance. But has this love of the world – expressed as each individual’s love of, and commitment to, the world – been stripped of an underlying truth? 

Parekh maintains that hierarchical dualism (the dichotomy between the reality of Being and Appearance) has led to a narrow and dubious theory of truth.  For Parekh, ascribing ontological primacy to the realm of Being has the effect of purging the world of phenomenal differences and, hence, plurality of  perspectives.  "In short,  the hierarchical dualism generates the belief that truth cannot be plural but is necessarily single and indivisible, and that human disagreements are unfortunate products of ignorance or prejudice and capable of elimination with the spread of enlightenment."
  In conjunction with this tendency towards a "narrow and dubious theory of truth", Parekh suggests that hierarchical dualism has had disturbing consequences for the study of moral and political life as well: "It has generated the belief that even as diverse phenomena can be reduced to a common essence, apparently different human beings can be shown to be phenomenal manifestations of a common essence or nature or different combinations of certain basic and uniform elements."
  Following this line of thought, such a belief abolishes human plurality and reduces human beings to specimens of "Man".  For Arendt, this reduction of a plurality of perspectives to a single and indivisible truth results in a crippling sense of world-alienation, for it would mean that human existence is nothing but the phenomenal manifestation of a common essence. Arendt's claim regarding the coincidence of Being and Appearance seems to have the effect of not only establishing a commitment to the world we share with others but also a concomitant responsibility to respect and even promote the freedom of other individuals.  Arendt clearly wants to avoid the reduction of human beings to a common essence; however, she finds common ground in the view that we are responsible to others as others are responsible to us.  But whence is this sense of responsibility - let alone the sense of love and value for others?

In the first chapter of Arendt's work The Human Condition, she outlines the basic conditions under which life on earth has been given
 to human beings.  She identifies labour as the activity which corresponds to the biological process of the human body, and which is tied to necessity.  For Arendt, the human condition of labor is life itself.  Work is the activity which corresponds to the unnaturalness of human existence.  Work provides an "artificial" world of things and it refers to the things that are made by people and which are meant to outlast them.  For Arendt, the human condition of work is worldliness.  Finally, she identifies action.  Action, the only activity that goes on directly between human beings without the intermediary of things or matter, corresponds to the condition of plurality, to the notion that men not Man, live and inhabit the earth.
  Labour, work and action constitute the vita activa.  Arendt's emphasis on 'men' rather than 'man' is designed to avoid any possible misunderstanding: "the human condition is not the same as human nature, and the sum total of human activities and capabilities which correspond to the human condition does not constitute anything like human nature."
  While all aspects of the human condition are somehow related to politics, plurality is the condition - not only the conditio sine qua non, but the conditio per quam - of all political life.   Plurality is the condition of human action in the sense that nobody is ever the same as anyone else who ever lived, lives, or will live.  Moreover, Arendt maintains that among the vita activa, action has the closest connection with the human condition of natality: "the new beginning inherent in birth can make itself felt in the world only because the newcomer possesses the capacity of beginning anew, that is, of acting."
  In this sense of initiative, an element of action, and therefore of natality, is inherent in all human activities.

While it is important to understand Arendt's defence of amor mundi in terms of her concern with world-alienation, it does seem that Arendt's defence cannot be fully appreciated outside its theological framework.  Indeed, as James Bernauer states: "While love for the world exhibits itself through action, it is also a faith which attempts to introduce into contemporary culture central religious experiences of the Hebraic-Christian tradition."
  Here we see that the usual or standard interpretation of Arendt as attempting a recovery of strictly Greek and Roman secular experience does not do justice to other essential dimensions of her project, for this standard interpretation ignores Arendt's theological preoccupations.  Bernauer invites us to reflect on a key passage in Arendt's work, The Human Condition, in which Arendt's concern for renewal of the political realm presupposes certain considerations that were simply not present - or at least not adequately present - in the ancient world.  For Arendt, the miracle that saves the world, the realm of human affairs, from its normal 'natural' ruin is ultimately the fact of natality, in which the faculty of action is ontologically rooted.  "It is, in other words, the birth of new men and the new beginning, the action they are capable of by virtue of being born."
  For Arendt, only the full experience of natality can bestow upon human affairs faith and hope -  the essential characteristics of human existence.  Arendt states: "It is this faith in and hope for the world that found perhaps its most glorious and succinct expression in the few words with which the Gospels announced their glad tidings: 'A child has been born unto us'."
  In effect, Arendt has explicitly situated the capacity for action within the theological principles of faith and hope. 

There is in fact a religious experience which permeates her thought and which sought expression in the theological categories it uses. As Bernauer states, "Arendt's belief in God manifested itself in the specific acceptance of each human being as a gift to the world, in which each has a proper dwelling place."
  According to Bernauer, this conviction - corresponding to the theological reality of a providential creation - is meaningful because it is the product of a faith which overthrows two of the most appalling truths of modern experience: "the conviction in an actual manifestation of superfluousness among human beings; and the will to expansion and rootlessness which has wreaked such havoc and which nevertheless maintains its appeal."
 In Bernauer's view, Arendt may never have explicitly connected her faith to Jesus of Nazareth, but her mentor - Karl Jaspers - certainly did.  Bernauer states: 

In the examination of Jesus by Karl Jaspers, which Arendt edited, he wrote that Jesus 'reveals the possibility and hope implicit in all those who are despised according to the standards of the world, the lowly, the sick, the deformed, in all those who are banished from the orders of the world; he reveals the potentialities of man himself under any conditions.  He points to the place where a home is open to man in every mode of 
failure.' ((cf., Karl Jaspers, Socrates, Buddha, Confucius, Jesus (New York: Harcourt Brace and World, 1962), 79.)).

For Bernauer, Arendt's amor mundi and her invitation to worldly action expressed and was nurtured by a religious faith in the intrinsic value of every human being and in love as a fitting response to each person's appearance. Yet, one of the difficulties in establishing a connection between Arendt's conception of amor mundi and religious faith is that Arendt herself neither explicitly rejects nor explicitly accepts the value of religious belief
. This is due, in large part, to her attempt to tie the political order to her secular conception of human existence as it has been given – a free gift from nowhere.

To see whether we may establish this connection between amor mundi and religious faith, let us examine more deeply the basis upon which Arendt emphasizes "the human condition" over "human nature".   The immediate purpose of this inquiry is to uncover whatever basis there may be - if any - for laws and human standards.  The ultimate aim of this inquiry is to provide a solution to the following question: whence is the source of love and value for others?  According to Gordon Tolle, the denial of the essential as something not truly understandable blends into Arendt's view of mankind, where Arendt's emphasis on the "who" of the individual rather than the "what" of the individual reflects her position that only an over-arching god could know or define the nature or essence of an individual.
  Tolle states: "For Arendt, the only thing we can know about people is that they are conditioned beings.  Therefore, the very title of her work, The Human Condition, makes this point: political order cannot be grounded in the nature of man because men have no nature in a knowable sense."
  However, Tolle disputes this view of mankind and insists that the basis for laws and political order does in fact require some notion of human nature.

For Tolle, the assertion that man has no nature and only a history is consistent with the existentialist view that sees man as a self-conscious creator whose very nature, paradoxically, is to have no nature.
  Such a view that sees man as a self-conscious creator will have difficulty in grappling with the notion of political authority without bringing in some notion of "humanness".  Tolle's point is that in the absence of any appeal to human nature, Arendt is put in the position of having to explain how it is that "humanness" and authority are related to the human condition.  Yet he maintains that despite Arendt's direct denial that a "human nature" can be known apart from an appeal to an over-arching god, Arendt nevertheless makes a substantial contribution to our understanding of what humans are like.  Tolle states: Arendt's discussion of the web of relationships, space or appearances, history, and action, all make contributions to a 'nature' (Aristotelian essence) of man, even though for her they cannot be summed up as such."
  While Tolle does not go so far as to suggest that Arendt consciously holds to a disguised concept of human nature, he does suggest that Arendt's attempt to distinguish between "human nature" and "the human condition" may involve a verbal dispute; in short, he maintains that Arendt has an implied concept of human nature.

Tolle maintains that when Arendt insisted on the impossibility of speaking of human nature, she meant human nature as she defined it. He then draws our attention to a passage from the Human Condition, where Arendt insists that even the most complete enumeration of all the conditions for human existence cannot constitute essential characteristics of human existence in the sense that without them this existence would no longer be human.
  According to Tolle, Arendt's distinction between human nature and the human condition is guided by her view that we do not have on record all of the experience of human history and, therefore, cannot possibly have enough information to define man.  He maintains that such a distinction is perhaps easiest to grasp in the case of an individual life - where one cannot tell "who" a person is until his life is finished - but that Arendt's analysis loses some of its credibility when applied to mankind as a whole.  Tolle states: 

If we are talking about all of history, then, of course, Arendt is right that only a god could know and define it, by knowing in advance what history will be.  But if we are 
talking about a common set of characteristics of human beings, Arendt claims that we cannot talk about that as a nature.  And it is not because we do not have enough experience to say what those characteristics are...

While drawing our attention to the notion of a common set of characteristics among human beings, Tolle then cites another passage from The Human Condition, where Arendt's distinction between human nature and the human condition becomes somewhat blurred.  In this passage, Arendt states: "I confine myself, on the one hand, to an analysis of those general human capacities which grow out of the human condition and are permanent, that is, which cannot be irretrievably lost so long as the human condition itself is not changed."
  The point is that if these general permanent human capacities can be described, then most would agree - though perhaps not Arendt herself - that we would have what is tantamount to a description of human nature.  

Why would Arendt want to deny that there is an implied concept of human nature buried within her analysis of the human condition?  The simplest answer might be that, for Arendt, the spontaneity and unpredictability of radical human freedom is incompatible with the appeal to human nature.  However, it is difficult to see how Arendt's concern with human "capacities" or "faculties" is really different from an "essence" or "nature" of man no matter how difficult the task of making a definitive list of such qualities. Indeed, Tolle states: "For Arendt a nature of man would describe all the actions and behaviors of men and all they say and do and even will do.  With this kind of expectation, it is not a surprise that she would claim that a nature of man cannot be known by man."
  While Tolle claims that Arendt adheres to exaggerated and excessive criteria in her understanding of human nature, he does point out that Arendt does not go so far as to say - as do some existentialists - that we constantly create ourselves through our choices and actions.  Clearly, for Arendt, the conditions that demarcate human existence - natality, plurality, worldliness, earth, mortality, life - are meant to represent the horizon of the human condition but they are never meant to explain in any exhaustive way what we are; that is to say, they never condition us absolutely.
  While Arendt does not adopt the existentialist line that we create ourselves through our choices and actions, it is not clear whether Arendt can plausibly forge and sustain a link between our capacities and our choices and actions - in the absence of any appeal to human nature or essence.  Indeed, it is by linking our capacities and choices and actions to some notion or concept of human nature that we may plausibly establish a basis for laws and human standards.

Setting aside a more complete account of the relationship between Arendt’s conception of amor mundi and religious faith, it would seem that Arendt’s attempt to situate questions about scientific progress within the political order succeed only to the extent that her conception of the human condition is informed by assumptions about the nature of man. She has demonstrated that scientific progress may result in a form of world-alienation, where man has to be fitted into a scientifically controlled world. Moreover, Arendt’s discussion of amor mundi – understood as the love of, and commitment to, a world we share with others – may help us to recover from the alienation we may feel in a scientifically controlled world, the problem. However, the problem with Arendt’ account of the political order is that the conditions of human existence, not human nature, take the lead in the argument, and so human nature has to be fitted into Arendt’s conception of a world in which the ontological dualism of Being and Appearance have either coincided or collapsed into one. In light of Arendt’ disregard for any appeal to human nature or essence, we may reiterate Maritain’s claim that philosophy must look after essences and analyze them in terms of being. And just as science would have its own functions that are proper to it, what may be proper to the political order is that it provides us with a form for acting in such a way that we initiate processes whose outcomes are unpredictable. But Arendt’s defense of the political order is founded on a restricted conception of the human condition – a conception in which “men”, not “man, ” are possessed by a rebellion against human nature or essence, as it has been given. Presumably this essence would be more properly disclosed to us by studying human nature. Such a study would be more proper to the philosophical pursuit of the ultimate nature of man – a study which would bring together the plurality of human existence with the essence of human existence in a truly philosophical spirit. 
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