Chapter two

efinitions of man
So\n;/iljrr]f dol mea{n when I ask about man? I. mean r;ysellf
as well as other selves. The subj'ectI I :1sl$tabso‘1}1Vte 111s :erc:;r ;:g ;y-
e.I not only perceive it; Tamita '
icrll(:gseitt.o'II}; know oth};rs I must know-rflyself, ]u;t a:t:él(;lii;
standing others is a necessary prerequisite for under
m?llffllfj:f.ma)dm “Know thyself” which was inscribed at the gate
of the Temple of Apollo at Delphi referred to sclf-knozvlc;lii
in relation to the gods: “Know that you are humagl an ;lnd -
ing more”—a warning against presumption (h);l ris), e
call to the Apollonic virtue of temperance (sop rosygf m I
was Socrates who isolated the nature of man as a prlo :d o
itself, regardless of his relation to the gods, and emp oy§ e
maxim “Know thyself” in the sense of sclf—exammatlmél. Van
must interrogate his own nature; through self-knowledge

* See Charmides 164; Martin Nilsson, Greek Pieg{ (leiolrd, Iag:ﬁ)fugi
¢ ic Maxim in Medieval Islam -
; also A. Altmann, “The Delphic : ]
4s7rf1’ ”a :r? Biblical and Other Studies, ed. A, Altmann (Cambridge, Mass
pt e
. 183f1. ' ' l
19232}155(1:14.\'3 230. It is also ascribed to Thales: Diogenes Laertius Thales
section 40.
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meet with countless blessings,

and through ignorance of them-
selves with many evils.*

Regarded by Plato as the very essence of knowledge, “Know
thyself” was later characterized as a brief saying, and yet a
task so great that Zeus himself alone could master it.§ There
1s no issue about which so many contradictory state

been made, no issue so Important, no issue so o
chology, biology,
of man. And yet

ments have

bscure, Psy-
sociology have sought to explore the nature
man remains an enigma.

This failure, standing in such marked contrast to the ad-
vancement of our knowledge about other matters, 1s itself a
major problem. Why is man elusive in spite of his being the
most self-expressive entity known to us?

The right knowledge of man is a prerequisite for the right
understanding of man’s knowledge about the world. All de-
cisions, cognitive, moral, aesthetic, are determined by the con-
ception of our own selves.

Protagoras maintained: “Man is the measure of all things.”!
This naturalist principle has been shattered more than ever
in our own age by the question: What is the measure of man ?

Postmodern man is more deeply perplexed about the nature
of man than were his ancestors.

In efforts to comprehend the n
nitions have been su
understanding and

ature of man, numerous defi-
ggested which have enhanced our realistic

illumined many aspects of man’s nature

* Xenophon Memarabilia IV, 2,24,

§ According to Menander, “the saying ‘Know thyself is not well said.
It were more practical to say, 'Know other folks'" See Menander, The
Principal Fragments, ed. Frances G. Allinson (New York, 1930), p. 361
(Thrasyleon).

T Diogenes Laertius FProtagoras, book g, section 5I.
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. t";ity of his hands, his memory, dream:l, e
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familial social organization, conscience, an

d. It may be that “man has not only developed from
to a toad.

n
the realm of animals; he was, is, and shall alwzrlly;s remain a
i 1 But is this the whole trut}} abqut man .
e is a thing of space, biologically a typ el
e mag lﬁnir_ions cited above expose aspects of the -
Gt ic ” However, when pretending to exXpress w !
e o o 1 about ;nan, these definitions seem to deé-

ey rathic mage of man. We are ready to

te-
f the class of ver
) 1 and of a fish as 0
esticated mamma ; . are we ready to

ioie animals living exclusively 1n \.avatcr. Bandividual £ the

1écCPt the defintion of a human bemi asan 1to e sed?
a ot r known

i mmal existing o
highest type of ma

I’ is no more than his heat-

W hat do we seek to know?

These definitions bctr'ay ad
as a being made in the'1m'flge 0
edly is a conscious desire in man | e
The Human Animal (Chicago, 1954), P

. . 0
cep inclination to conceive m;

f the animal. There undog .t-
to be animal, “patural” in

* Weston La Barre,
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the experience of carnality, or even to identify himself as
animal in destiny and essence. It is, however, questionable
whether this desire may serve as a key in solving the riddle
of human being, Is it to be regarded as evidence of man’s be-
ing an animal at heart or as a desire to experience what he is
not?

Since Aristotle it has been the generally accepted procedure
to define man as a unit in the animal kingdom. Man was de-
fined by Aristotle as “by nature a civilized animal,” and “an
animal capable of acquiring knowledge,” as an animal that
walks on two feet, as a political animal, as the only animal that
has the power of choice, as the most imitative animal.* Scho-
lastic philosophy accepted the definition of man as an animal
rationale,and Benjamin Franklin defined him as Homo faber,
a tool-making animal.

This tendency—so widespread in anthropological reflection
—to comprehend man in comparison with the animal, from
the perspective of what we know about the animal, is bound
to yield answers which are unrelated to our question. To be
sure, anatomy and physiology display innumerable points of
resemblance between man and animal. Yet, for all the simi-
larity in composition and functions, the contrasts are even
more remarkable. In asking the question about man our prob-
lem is not the undeniable fact of his animality but the enigma
of what he does, because and in spite of, wi
his animality. The question about man ;
what we have in common with the anima
a function derived from what is animal i

th and apart from,
s not provoked by
1 kingdom, nor is it
Nl man,

* Topica 128 17, 1322 8; Topica 1300 8, 1322 20, 1338

Topica 133 8, 136V 20, 1400 33; Politika 12538
Poetica 1448V 8,

21, 134° 15, 1402 36;
1; Ethica Eudemia 12260 22;
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In establishing a definition o'f.man I am1 fdeé;nlnigc Cr(r)lgjglzfe
Its first test must be its accept.ablhty to mysed i e
myself in any of these deﬁnit.lons? An‘1 I rea Py
self as an animal with a partlculgr.ad)ectwe. s

In order to understand the validity of an ans d, L neces
sary, as said above, to comprebendftlslti ize:;s(cl: :trrlain Hlmears
1 e problem, the situation o : : hich
;?go(;fl:toppass, and the necessity of commzc:;1 ;ct) agrrcl;ii rletilaﬁt

Otherwise, we are likely to accept answers t

ns. ' .

N It\/};znq;l; Sstfl:Zrch of self-undcrst.anding is notdn}llf)twla::;ivsi};hat
desire to classify himself zoologically or to.ﬁn ulzszlljed €
in the animal kingdom. His search,. hl.S bemgd pd‘Scn o
self is above all an act of disassoc1at.1on and di ‘ }% gement
from sheer being, animal or otherw1.se.. Tk}fc scarrlce or e
understanding is a search for autf'lentlaty 0 'essec Om,m o
for genuineness not to be found in anonyrmc'lty,t mmonacs
and unremitting connaturality. ".l"h'us any doctri e that &
ibes man as an animal with a distinguishing attr1 e tencs

i::)ri)bscure the problem which we seek to und§rst:rrlles.s s

a peculiar being trying to undfzrsta.nd h‘lS un1q}111. hur.nanity'

he seeks to understand is not his am‘m‘ahty bu}t1 Eshis .

He is not in search of his origin, he 1s in search of his :

e wa an has come to be what he is illumines neither iz

"1];1}11;?(;1;: situation nor his ultimate dcstlnabnon. ;I‘}elce1 :illy

between the human and the nonh'uman canh e grf1 ?rom ol

in human terms. Even the derivation of t}}c .umta o

nonhuman is a human problem. TI:IUS, pomtmdg ) heone”
of man throws us back to the qulestlt)Pn: What dow

igi ore!
ma'lIr’l}’lZV }tlicg)toc;’;%:rlng: rtriZytzv?l{lprcgard man, with his physical
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weakness, emotional unpredictability,
as a freak, as an unhappy and pervers
ever, in asking about the status of ma
perspective and standards of man.
disclose about the inner being of m

and mental confusion,

e sort of animal. How-
n we obviously take the
What do these standards
an?

Is it not possible that, in following the example of Aristotle
and contemplating man in terms of the animal species, we
have been looking at man from the wrong perspective? The
sense in which the term “animal” js used in defining the
whole man is far from being clear and exact. Do we really
know the inner life of the animals? Is it possible for us to
sense pure animality, unmixed with humanity? Is the api-
mality of a human being the same as the animality of an ani-
mal? Would it be valid to define an ape as a human being
without the faculty of reason and the skill of making tools?

It is reported that after Plato had defined man to be a two.
legged animal without feathers, Diogenes plucked a cock and
brought it into the Academy. The zoomorphic conception of
man enables us to assign his place in the physical universe,
yet it fails to account for the infinite dissimilarity between
man and the highest animal below him. Zoomorphic concep-
tions of man are as pbroper as anthropomorphic conceptions

of God. In addition to irs descriptive inadequacy,
tive and evocative meanin

“thinking animal

the sugges-
g of the word “animal” in the term
distorts as much as it clarifies,

Every generation has a definition of man it deserves. But it
seems to me that we of this

we deserve. Acce
himself, holding

It is characteristic

generation have fared worse than
pting a definition is man’s way of identifying
up a mirror in which tc scan his own face,

of the inner situation of contemporary man
that the plausible way to identify himself is to see himself in
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ine. “ hine” is today a
i ' hine. “The human mac .
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more acceptable description of mar; .tl'}xlan zh;uktu?hat it

is s g hine into which w ¢ cal

is simply “a mac Sy
ﬁzg and pfoducc what we call thought.” A hu‘fn';r;l ber ﬁgm :
“an ingenious assembly of portable plumbn}%.chcr o
ion itself goes back to the eighteenth c::nrurjil . o
Eowevcr has it been so widely accepted asp a.usxn h.wcnﬁon'
al stan::ls before us as a mystery; a machine is a it
mW t not take lightly man’s pronouncements o
mus : bout
him:':lf They surely reveal as well as affect hl!?gb}::&lc izt;tmade

o ften treat man as it he w

it not right to say that we o : e
?S li]?c 1i.k%nr:ss of a machine rather than in the liken
in
P iti e Ency-
G(f definition of man in the Eleventh I.id:t{on of ;l:encc fgr
lopaedia Britannica is surely bounc-l to msp;rzfrtcv ence for
ih d atness of man. It says: “Man is a secker after . g =
" , ure
: §f gree of comfort for the least necessary expendit
est de : :
1 n here:

. Do we still recognize marn e
cn]?;gyrc-Nazi Germany the following statement of 1:1:1‘:1&‘l 958
£ I:::ntl quoted: “The human body contains a ]iu- clent

o t u:i’: fat to make seven cakes of soap, enoug 1rh o
I o
aﬂ:ig medium-sized nail, a sufficient amourﬁt oflplﬁzipm o
& sulp
i tch-heads, enoug '

uip two thousand ma rtond
o :’E seI;f of one’s fleas.” Perhaps there was a Z(;lnngci:d o be
::JCCH this statement and what the Nazis actu hy
extermination camps: make soap of human flesh.

i 'Homme
i Machine goes back to L .
st explicit statement Man a | : Hopme
. Tbc ﬁi;“ ;flf: of the famous work by La Memlcl(rl';ofg-sc!tz ;ns o
i :hi al activities are explained as mcch'ar_uca u el
tuqupszart:s had denied the possibility of concelving man a
rain. Des
(Discourse on Method, part V).
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As descriptions of one of many aspects of the nature of man,
these definitions may indeed be correct. But when pretending
to express his essential meaning, they contribute to the grad-
ual liquidation of man’s self-understanding. And the liquida-
tion of the self-understanding of man may lead to the self-
extinction of man.

An important characteristic of our problem is that we do

not even know how to phrase the question; we are bewildered
and perplexed over what to ask abou.

wish to know in asking the question
articulates his desire to know himsel
man’s disposition: “Am I a monste
more furious than the serpent T
gentler and simpler sort, to whom
and quiet lot ?”*

However, what we seek to know about man is not only his
disposition, the facts of

life, but also his meaning and voca-
tion, the goals of life. Beholding him piecemeal, we may come
upon his kinship to animality, Seen as a whole, however, the
situation of human bei

ng is one in which facts and goals, dis-
position and thirst for meaning are intertwined,

What precisely do we
about man? Socrates
f as the desire to know
r more complicated and
yphon, or a creature of a
Nature has given a divine

The eclipse of humanity

A new skepticism has emerged. In the past, philosophy has
been motivated by a variety of ultimate questions. Can I be
sure of what I know? Can I be sure of the reality of the ex-
ternal world? Today it is the humanity of man that is no
longer self-

evident, and the issue we face is: How can a hu-
man being achieve certainty of his humanity ?

* Phaedrus 230.
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In the Middle Ages thinkers were trying to discover proofs
for the existence of God. Today we seem to look for proof for
the existence of man.

The term “human” has become ambiguous. It has the con-
notation of weakness. (“He is only human.” “Adam was but
human.” “To err is human.” “All that I care to know is that
a man is a human being—that is enough for me; he can’t be
any worse.”) Yet the term is also used in the sense of mag-
nanimity (“To step aside is human”) as well as charity, par-
ticularly when spelled Aumane, which connotes feelings and
inclination proper to man, having tenderness, compassion,
and a disposition to treat other human beings and the lower
animals with kindness. We speak of humane as opposed to
severe or strict justice.

The ambiguity of Homo sapiens is an old triviality. Both
praise and derision have been heaped profusely upon him. To
some, he is “heaven’s masterpiece”; to others, “Nature’s sole
mistake.” Yet a note of compassion vibrates in the older dis-
courses about him. Today we are fiercely articulate in depre-
cation and disdain. He who would write a book in the praise
of man would be regarded as a half-wit or a liar. Man is be-
ing excessively denounced and condemned by artists, philoso-
phers, and theologians. This is a typical view:

Since [Tennessee] Williams frankly declares himself to be an
evangelist, we may inquire what is the gospel, the good news,
which he has to offer. Man is a beast. The only difference between
man and the other beasts is that man is a beast that knows he will
die. The only honest man is the unabashed egotist. This honest
man pours contempt upon the mendacity, the lies, the hypocrisy
of others who will not acknowledge their egotism. The one irre-

ducible value is life, which you must cling to as you can and use
for the pursuit of pleasure and of power. The specific ends of life
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ﬁrc sex and money. The great passions are lust and rapacity. So the
human com'ev.?y 's an outrageous medley of lechery, aleoholism

omosexuality, blasphemy, greed, brutality, hatred, obscenity. It i’
not a traged)i because it has not the dignit;r of a tra,gedv Thi-m X
who plays his role in it has on himsclf the marks of-.a total ;n:

pravity. And as for the ultimate i i i
e e U and irreducible value, life, that

. Man has very few friends in the world, certainly very few
in the contemporary literature about him. The Lord in h}e!avcn
may prove to be his last friend on earth. Is it not possible that
the tantrum we witness is due to our being trapped by over-
whelming self-disdain, by a superior sense of inferiority ?

. Tl?e tragedy of this creeping self-disparagement is in itls cul-
tivation of the doubt whether man is worthy

Massive defamation of man may spell
1
Moral annihil e

of being saved.

: om of all of us,
Yor i al’:lo.l:l leads to physical extt?rmination. If man is
emptible, why be upset about the extinction of the human
spf:c_zes? The eclipse of humanity, the inability to sense our
spiritual relevance, to sense our being involved in the al
task is itself a dreadful punishment. i o

What is being human?

' Man is our chief problem. His physical and mental
is beyond dispute; his meaning,

. reality
‘ : s spiritual relevance is a
qhucstlon that cries for an answer. Is it not right to suggest
that the agony of the contemporary man is the agony of a
Js;}_)mta.lfllly stur‘lted man ? The image of man is larger than the
rame into which he was contracted ; we have underestimated

* Robert E. Fitch, “Secular Ima
Religious Education, LIII, 87;
delphia, 1950), p. 60.

ges of Man in Contemporary Literature,”
also in What Is the Nature of Man? (Phila-
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the nature of man. Even the form in which we ask the ques-
tion about man is biased by our own conception of man as a
thing. We ask: Whaz is man? Yet the true question should be:
Who is man?* As a thing man is explicable; as a person he is
both a mystery and a surprise. As a thing he is finite; as a per-
son he is inexhaustible.

The popular definitions cited above offer an answer to the
question “What is man?” in terms of his facticity, as a thing
of space. The question “Who is man ?” is a question of worth,
a question of position and status within the order of beings.$

The self-certainty of the soul was valued by Augustine as
the surest of all experiences. Now what is the soul certain of ?
It is certain that it thinks, that it functions. Yet the problem
is not whether I function, or whether I am, but who I am.

And the first answer to the question: Who is man ? is that
he is a being who asks questions concerning himself. It is in
asking such questions that man discovers that he is a person,
and it is the kind of questions he asks that reveals his condi-
tion.

Our question is not only: What is the nature of the human
species? but also: What is the situation of the human individ-

* “What is man?” means what sort of thing is he? “Who” is a pronoun
asking for the identification of a person or persons. The biblical question:
“What is man, that Thou art mindful of him...” (Psalm 8:4), “What is
man, that Thou dost make so much of him...” (Job 7:17) really means
what is the worth of man ... ?

§ The question “Who is man?” (phrased in the category of substance) is
by no means the only possible question in a reflection about man. In an old
rabbinic text three other questions are suggested: “Whence did you come?”
“W hither are you going?” “Before whom are you destined to give account?”
And yet these questions presuppose the knowledge of an answer to the ques-
tion: “Who is man?”
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5 .
ltlljir.nWhat 1s hurr.lan abo.ut a human being? Specifically, our
me 1s not only: What is a Auman being ? but also: What i
being human ? R
Man is not only a special kind of being. His being hu
depends upon certain relations without which he ceagscs tr:in
human. The decision to give priority to the qﬁestion what i«
human about a human being is based upon the assumpti N
that the category of human is not simply derived fro : lgn
caFegc,)’r}.r of being. The attribute “human” in the term “hrtrllrr:a .
bf.:mg' 1s not an accidental quality, added to the essence I;
his being. It is the essence. Human being demands being h:.)l
;nan. A? analysis of t.hc human situation discloses a number of
ssential modes of being human, a few of which I should lik
to refer to in the next chapter. e
It is -indecd conceivable that man may continue to be with
out being human. Human being and being human a Vf)lt };
?xposcd to danger, the latter even more than the former:: “(])3t
1r1gO humfan” must alvs.zays be rescued from chaos or CXtiIl.CtiOIel-
N 1;; <t)h the most frightening prospects we must face is that'
b gzngntlai}l:c popul:;t;;l by a race of beings which though
- 0 thc race of Homo sapiens according to biol
v.vﬂl be devoid of the qualities by whi s spirinually oty
tinguished from the rest of org;anic lz?e;ntiile: S’f');rlg:aﬁlg,rj:r;

we must know what bei
eing human means, h i
: ow
how to preserve it. ’ o e

Iu'st as death is the liquidation of being
the liquidation of being human. What u’
called a human being? !

thi\T.o one definition can fathom the depth of human being
the r1rr11ttrlicatehways ar.ld byways in whom it is disclosed. Yet tc;
at the question is unanswerable, and the problem in-

dehumanization is
alifies a being to be
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soluble, would be to surrender to the hope. of attaining any
knowledge concerning significant issues, since the question
about man is a radical question and the significance of zcllll
other questions we ask depends upon the answer we are ready
to offer to this one. _
Self-understanding seeks to comprehend my cx1§tencep.
What do I supremely care for? What do.I dream of, asplreﬁo.
Facing myself as I am here and now I_dls.cover golc.l as well as
dross. What I come upon as I delve within m'yself is tw.lhghF,
confusion, contentment as well as not knos')vmg.what is ulFl-
mately worth striving for. The mind unguided is groping in
the dark, the mind guided is the product of superimpositions.
Is it possible to achieve knowledge of the sclf'? Ratxoriahstr)n
operates with the assumption that whatever is can also be
known. It fails to distinguish between the world. as given }zln
my mind, wrapped up in concepts an(.i categories, and t E
world as given fo my mind as sheer‘bemg; b.etween the sed
as given in my explanations of certain behavioral form.s an
the self as given zo my mind. What is the self? What in me
remains identical throughout the changes and t.ransfor.ma-
tions to which I am subject, the forms of behavior, actions
and reactions? o
The minimum of self-awareness comes to expression in the
words: I am. But who is I? And what does it mean to be?
The I is an epistemological pretext, a pseudonym f.or what
we do not know. “I am” is a marvel, a source of aston%shmcnt.
One can never recover from the surprise of just being here
and now. o
It seems that the depth and mystery of a human being is
something that no analysis can grasp. The k'nowledge of man
we get from science, for all its usefulness, strikes us as an over-
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simplification; its definitions prove barren when applied to
actual human beings.

Ultimate self-penetration is neither possible nor desirable.
‘What we may aim at is a degree of self-understanding which
would enable us to project our living rather than let our liv-
ing be a projection of crowd, a fashion or a whim. Our task
must include the effort to discern and to disclose the authentic
as well as the unauthentic prepossessions, the honest as well
as dishonest manifestations of the inner life,

The exclamation of the Psalmist, “I am fearfully and won-
derfully made!” (139:14) expresses man’s sense of wonder at
the mystery of his own existence. There is a depth of personal
existence that cannot be fully illumined, that eludes our gen-
eralizations. Yet the necessity to understand man is rough and
demanding,

To ex-plain means to make plain. Yet the roots of existence
are never plain, never flat; existence is anchored in depth. One
cannot study the life of a tree by excavarin g 115 roots.

What follows is an attempt to describe some modes of being
human which every reader as a human being will recognize
and accept as essential. They represent a requiredness rather
than a fabrication of the mind ; not postulates of morality but
fundamentals of human existence. Failure in nurturing the
essential sensibilities results in the deca

y of the humanity of
the individual man.

These features or sensibilities are no disparate trifles, ran-
dom impressions, arbitrarily registered, but rather necessary
components which constitute the essence of being human.
They are not reflecting actual behavior but rather the wisdom
of a necessary self-awareness, a scope of interrelated features
within which man must be understood in his being human
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i i from being beastly. They

istinguished from being amrnal-,
N dls(;f:ig;l;ly given in man’s consciousness, nor are kt)h.cy pézg;
gfiils derived from his biological nature. His sl'lxe.er zlr; % doe
not guarantee them. However, they may be claime ;

standing.
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Chapter three

Preciousness

What do I see when I see a man? I see him first as one

other specimen of the human species, then as a specific, par-
ticular individual who can be named or identified; but then
he stands before me as the only entity in nature with which
sanctity is associated. All other sacred objects in space are
made holy by man. Human Jfe is the only type of being we
consider intrinsically sacred, the only type of being we regard
as supremely valuable. The particular individual may not be
dear to me—in fact | may even dislike him. But he is dear to
someone else, to his mother, for example, although that too
is not the reason for his eminence. For even if nobody cares
for him, he still is a human being.
Our way of seeing a person is different from our way of
seeing a thing, A thing we perceive, a person we meet. To
meet means not only to come upon, to come within the per-
ception of, but also to come into the presence of, or associa-
tion with, a person. To meet means not only to confront byt
also to agree, to join, to concur.

How do I think when I think of a human being? To think
of a thing is to think what I know; to think of a human being
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