Anderson, N. 4. H. Jonas on the perils of progress and the recovery of Metaphysical speculation

hitp//dxdeiorg/10.26694/ pensando. 711124, 11374

Licenciado sob wna Licenca Creaiive Comrmons

@O0

HANS JONAS ON THE PERILS OF PROGRESS AND THE RECOVERY
OF METAPHYSICAL SPECULATION

Hans Jonas sobre 0s perigos do progresso e a recuperacao da especulacao
metafisica

Nicholas Allen Anderson
Boston College

Resumo: 4 proposicio 'r)*(m’r’ Hans Jonas de uma &t
nogio moderna de progr e g retomada de 1
em sua busca por um 'rj
The Phenomenon of Lif

20 da responsabilidade implica o simultdnes rejeicio da
i i 33 humanos
Tonas no
sobre juizos

de walor se apoia em sua cri ltucn do prmn e da ciénci o dg 3Nismo e do ;"":; 3, Mostra
Tonasg, conduz a uma ziufnuld o i g ntes nas
esperangas hubristics ; e 0 B [ Neon 3 imrm&mtm de Wartin
1\ huologi". filosdficn de ;HUI’I\L’I?: TG Hr’r’n:’: Critica (’ﬂe 2 g U 13T

i relagio o nati A0 80 a éticn da onsabilid

ra o ética da i
recuperacio da esp (‘wﬂau"m re
hiimilds m Face do po
aut

[¢] do lrmrmmm
da biosf

ignoriingcia socr:
hubiristica dej
epistemoldgics

parennis,

a0 todo. Somente com htnw nesta modzﬂs ish
esmo tempo com cuidado e sabedoria,

wica e 'r)%el@ rng::j:wm'
nde d@ uma posicio ﬁloboﬁca mode%’
ir chegar oo futurg 00

responsabilidade, ciéncia moderna, tecniologia, metsfisico, natureza

and the
ida r‘d Oﬁ wal

mmm hu%
et

of tech m:»mgﬂ cal
: J@\fi:ﬁb ] phu\\@m.mhucm biclogy serves as o
ure—one that grounds not only
the ethics of resp@mnbﬂ’ vl bwt thf—‘a umqueTy humm gumt ty of reflection. The critique of progress serves, then,
asa pmpacdwutm to the ethics of responsibility and the recovery of an image of man as the reflective animal.
from the dogmas of the physical sciences helps encourage a “new

er. Jonas hopes to replace man’s desire for self-overcoming
1 lef)d to 'the bﬁm]ohem's destmcﬁon This fear

in whut:h the rrmd@m mnmi muat \(I.)Vl}!f)f@ b@twe@n the danng@u
5 and the nihilism h(ﬁ fim]a in ﬂw 1thwumlrmt of Tﬂm tirn Heides

ackn@wledgcs the n’
and the reengagement

modest philosophical stcmm m"
hope to proceed into the future with both cau ion and W ﬂsdom,

Keywords: progress, responsibility, modern science, technology, metaphysical, nature

S | Pensando - Revista de Filosofia Vol. 11, Ne 24, 2020 TSSN 2178-813X




Anderson, N. 4. H. Jonas on the perils of progress and the recovery of Metaphysical speculation

1. Introduction

In recent years a number of leading entrepreneurs have made public their
ambitions to continue humanity’s conquest over nature. We have heard about the desire
to establish a colony on Mars by the end of the decade, the plan to “cure, prevent, or
manage all human disease before the end of the century,” and even the goal of “solving
the problem of death.” Such high ambitions, especially the desire to cure death,
characterizes the hubris and the “Promethean immodesty™ of what Hans Jonas calls the
“modern adventure of knowledge.” While these projects may attest to the optimistic
faith that modern society has in the boundless power of human freedom, ingenuity, and
modern science, they are at the same time symptoms of a crisis that has led to the
destruction of the environment and the increase of human alienation. By turning to
Jonas’s works, we can understand the modern impulse toward hubris and find an
alternative way of viewing the human being’s relationship both with nature and the
pursuit of knowledge.

The modern scientific project, Jonas claims, is an “unceasing dynamism,” in
which “theory has become a function of use as much as use a function of theory.” It has
led to “the endless forward thrust of life into the ever new, unknown.” As a result, our
lives, he claims, no longer abide in the present and are determined by “a new realm of
necessity” that demands “constant employment in the cave.”® The scientific and
technological world was inspired by the charitable hopes that scientific progress would
be a means of relieving man’s estate. Jonas places the origin of such hopes in the works
of the early modern philosophers Francis Bacon and René Descartes. They sought to
liberate man from his original nature through the advancement of science and
technology. Jonas claims that these aspirations inadvertently led to man’s subjugation to
his artificial, “second nature.” Theory has become subordinated to the new necessity of
improving practice for the sake of improving man’s material conditions. Consequently,
as Roberto Franzini Tibaldeo writes, “technology separates freedom from responsibility,
and fails to provide human liberty with the due consideration of the impact of its own
deeds.” In other words, the merging of theory and practice for the sake of material gain
does not “leave the meaning of happiness open,” and modern science disdains the
question “whither goes this unceasing dynamism?™! The inability or unwillingness of
modern man to ask the “extrascientific” questions of value results in his lack of control
over the unceasing technological process.

Yet envious of the certainty and continual progress of the natural sciences,
contemporary philosophy thinks it should take its cues from science. Philosophy too has
become subordinate to man’s “second nature” and has become a function of use, seeking
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no more than to clear the underbrush from the path of the sciences. Hans Jonas thus
observes that two “articles of faith” rule contemporary philosophy: the prohibition
against metaphysics and “the dogma of the sheer subjectivity of values.”? Although
Jonas is himself a heretic regarding these dogmas, he believes that the nearly
overwhelming consensus on these issues should not surprise us since it “reflects the
succumbing of philosophy to the success of natural science, which it would like to
imitate.”* However, as Jonas points out, this is to fundamentally misconstrue two ways
of our being-in-the-world, which, when adequately understood, prove to be
complementary forms of rational activity rather than rivals for our allegiance.

Accordingly, Jonas begins from the “organic fact” of biological existence rather
than rejecting the findings of natural science. On this ground, Jonas strives to revitalize
metaphysical speculation, ground an objective ethical system, and rediscover value in a
seemingly indifferent nature. In particular, Jonas’s philosophical interpretation of
metabolism demonstrates that metaphysical speculation is an extension of this basic
natural fact about us as embodied creatures. Metaphysics is thus both a necessary and
natural activity of the human being—one grounded in that most basic activity of self-
maintenance.

Jonas’s attempt to revitalize metaphysical speculation and ground an objective
ethical system is seen most clearly against the backdrop of his critique of the
metaphysical assumptions of the modern scientific projeci—i.e., the framework that
constitutes our second nature. Indeed, Jonas’s insights into the naturalness of our
reflective activities and his hope of overcoming modern dualism are due to his thorough
examination of the origins of the modern world. Jonas acknowledges that the modern
scientific project arises from a noble aspiration to provide “the foundation of human
utility and dignity,”* however, he is skeptical about the hope in the technological and
moral progress of humanity, advising that we guide our actions with a “heuristics of
fear” in light of our immense power. The optimistic hope for humanity's sovereignty over
nature is to be replaced by a sober calculation of the possibly catastrophic consequences
of humanity's hubris.

Consequently, Jonas urges the reader to give up the cherished idea of progress,
claiming that “the starry-eyed ethics of perfectibility has to give way to the sterner one of
responsibility. The latter is not devoid of hope but it gives fear its rightful place.”
Jonas’s “heuristics of fear” provides an alternative to the hope in perpetual progress that
characterizes the ethics of perfectibility. However, Jonas’s heuristics of fear comes as a
response to the theoretical and practical failures of the enlightenment hope that moral
and political progress will keep pace with the developments of modern science and
technology.’® The theoretical grounding of Jonas’'s ethics of responsibility and his
emphasis on the place of fear are best understood, then, in light of his critique of
progress, perfectibility, and the philosophical foundations of modernity. Jonas's analysis
of progress is propaedeutic to his ethical theory.

Moreover, Jonas's critique of progress entails not only a reorientation in our
moral lives but a reorientation of philosophy. The ethics of responsibility requires
reengaging with the philosophia perennis—that is, the fundamental questions facing

2 Hans Jonas, Moriality and Moy
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human beings!” An engagement with such questions serves as a persuasive
counterweight against any notion of progress: there are some conditions, problems, and
questions that are unresolvable, recurring, or possess only tentative answers. That is,
there is something enduringly human across all generations. Moreover, Jonas contends
that these problems are faced through a mode of questioning that extends beyond the
fact-value distinction that grounds the scientific worldview. Such perennial questions
deal with ftrans-scientific value judgments and thus have political and moral
consequences. Through the recovery of a humble yet zetetic orientation toward the
unsolvable problems inherent in human nature, Jonas hopes that humanity can face the
dire constraints of its technological “second nature.” This recovery, however, is made
possible by Jonas’s critique of the metaphysical and ethical frameworks of the modern
world, namely, modern science and the idea of progress.

This essay consists of three sections and a conclusion. In the first section, I will
outline Jonas’s critique of progress and its basis in modern dualism. The second section
clarifies the relationship between philosophic reflection and the ethics of responsibility
that comes to light in Jonas’s critique of the modern world. The third section further
explores Jonas’s understanding of “reflection” and the corresponding epistemological
modesty accompanying the ethics of responsibility, or what I refer to as Jonas’s posture
of “Socratic ignorance.” Jonas offers the reengagement with the philosophia perennis—
which serves as the condition for recovering the belief in wisdom and objective truth—as
an alternative to both modern science and Heideggerian existentialism.

1I. Jonas’s critique of the modern idea of progress

Jonas characterizes the modern idea of progress as “secularized eschatology” that
assigns the absolute “a finite place in time,” which can be slowly reached through the
process of a “teleological dynamism which leads to the final state of affairs.”® The
modern idea of progress relies on the presumption that there is a distance between the
way the world ought to be and how life in the world is experienced. Through the
doctrine of progress, modern humanity hopes that the gulf between is and ought can be
closed over time. The temporalization of the is-ought distinction is the motor of progress.
That is, progress temporalizes the absolute represented by the ought, making it
something obtainable in this world.

The Kantian distinction between the realm of freedom and the realm of necessity
has influenced, if not determined, this modern understanding of the is-ought dynamic.
There is an “incalculable gulf” separating nature and freedom, and it is the systems built
on this Kantian dualism that ground humanity’s hope in the possibility of progress.'’
Progress, then, is the myth of homo faber. It rests on the belief that nature is there for
man and that man can make the world in his image. Nature, understood only in light of
the useful, is no longer recognized as a home for man.

However, Jonas's biological writings call into question the way modern thought
understands the eschatological motion of the is-ought dynamic by calling into question
the distinction between the realm of nature and the realm of freedom. Jonas begins not
with Kantian dualism but with the Cartesian separation of res cogitans from res extensa
that underlies it. In his genealogy of modern thought, Jonas presents Descartes's
separation of mind and matter as the turning away from ancient or medieval teleology.”
This division of mind and matter is the heart of the “new metaphysic of science,” which

" See, MM, 194,
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drains nature “of her spiritual and vital attributes.” Jonas continues: “nature is entirely
and exclusively [res extensa], i.e., external, while [res cogitans] is in no sense ‘nature,” that
division provided the metaphysical charter for a purely mechanistic and quantitative
picture of the natural world.”” The separation of the Cartesian subject from nature
secures the mathematization, and thereby the mastery of nature: the physical world
becomes one homogenous substance whose “essential attribute is extension” and whose
“knowledge therefore is essentially in the mode of measurement and mathematical
description.”

Descartes’s separation of mind from matier secures the independence of the
measurable but leads to the alienation of the mind due to its “complete ontological
detachment” from nature.” In thinking of himself as separate from nature, man feels the
tension of being an embodied mind—of his essence being limited by accident. The desire
to overcome this tension is the source of the teleological dynamism that drives utopian
politics—such teleology is not found in the realm of nature but posited by reason. The
ontological detachment of mind from matter leads to the self-understanding that we are
not only separate from nature but superior to it.

Here it is helpful to turn to back to Kant, the first great philosopher of progress,
and consider his view on the relationship between reason and nature, best seen in his
description of the sublime:

The irresistibility of [nature’s] power certainly makes us recognize our physical
powerlessness, but at the same time it reveals a capacity for judging ourselves as
independent of it and a superiority over nature on which is grounded a self-preservation
of quite another kind than that which can be endangered by nature outside of us.*

Jonas points out that the “theme of [Descartes’s] science” ensures the “paradox
that reason itself has become an irrational entity.”” This anticipates the problem that
motivates Kant's critical project—spontaneous reason can know nature but not itself.
Kant’s “priority of the practical,” then, serves as a way of overcoming this “incalculable
gulf” through a historical process. Kant’s dualism of reason and nature is the result of a
moralization of the Cartesian distinction between mind and matter; he transforms the
isolation of the res cogitans into a sign of humanity’s moral vocation and superiority
over nature. The idea of such a moral vocation leads to the modern doctrine of progress.
That is, the idea of progress temporalizes and moralizes the dualism inherent in the
Cartesian system. The “incalculable gulf” between freedom and nature, mind and matter,
is the metaphysical grounds for the idea of a progressive history that seeks to merge is
and ought.

According to Jonas, however, dualistic metaphysics cannot account for
metabolism, the definitive feature of all organic beings. Jonas claims that such a rift
between mind and matter is thereby ill-conceived and that subjectivity is not
ontologically distinct from nature but appears in all life down to the unicellular
organism. Jonas looks, then, to the fact of metabolism to overcome the dualism inherent
in modern thought.

By transforming the material of its environment into its sustenance, the
organism “transcends” the mere matter of its environment, which provides the organism
with a “basic freedom” that consists in the independence of its “form with respect to its
own matter.” Jonas writes, “The original condition of an organism exhibits individuality
as the venture of freedom by which a form maintains its identity through the change of

2 PL,72.

22 PL, 54. For a more deiailed analysis of Bacon and Descaries thal supporis Jonas's accomni of ihe foundalions
of the modern world, see Richard Kennington, On Modern Origins: Essays in Early Modan Philosoply,
{Lanham, MD: Lexingion Books, 2004).
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its matter.”” Thus in the biological fact of metabolism, we see in nature the
“emancipation of form from matter;” there is no “immediate identity” between the
organism and the matter that composes it. Yet the price the organism pays for this
freedom is death. Sooner or later, it will give in to the “continual crisis” that is the
condition of its existence.?®

Through dealing with this ever-renewing crisis and by issuing a “constant
challenge to mechanical nature,” life exhibits a concern for itself.* All organic life,
insofar as it fights to prolong its existence, possesses inwardness, an awareness of a self
that is distinct from the “other” of the surrounding environment. This self-relation is
possible only if the organism has the environment as its counterpart by which it
distinguishes itself and against which its desires endure over time. In the act of self-
maintenance, life enters into a “horizon of environment” and a “horizon of time”—in
short, a world.*® The more complex the organism, the more complex its “world-relation,”
and the more mediated is the being's relation to its surrounding environment. Although
more complex mediation comes with greater freedom, there is also greater hazard: the
more complex the organism, the higher the possibilities for failure.

The different varieties of organism-environment relationships take on a
hierarchical structure for Jonas. The more complex the organism, the greater the rewards
that arise from its world-relation:

This increased mediacy buys greater scope, internal and external, at the price of
greater hazard, internal and external. & more pronounced self is set over against
a more pronounced world.... [Life's] price from the beginning was mortality, and
each further stage of separation pays in its own coin.

Through reason and the representation of images, humans have access to a
realm of meaning that all other organisms lack, and with such meaning comes the
recognition of value. Man is not separate from nature but the pinnacle of its hierarchical
chain; his mediation takes on more significant and riskier forms, but the potential for
such mediation is already found in the unicellular organism. Indeed, reason could be
understood not simply in terms of an analogy with metabolism but as the most
sophisticated form of metabolism. This would be an understanding of metabolism that
takes a broader view than the technical biological definition. Still, this understanding
would be rooted in Jonas's broad understanding of freedom, which deviates from any
“normal understanding of the word.”? Jonas states that metabolism is the “first form of
freedom” from which it seems that man’s metaphysical activity is the last form of
metabolism. The activities of reason and mind, therefore, do not belong to an ontological
realm wholly distinct from nature, as Descartes's res cogitans or Kant’s transcendental
subject.

Nevertheless, with the mind of man, there emerges “a new mode of dealing with
the world.” What begins in metabolism as the “emancipation of form from matter”
culminates in man’s ability to interact with and transcend his environment through
abstract thought.

2 PE, 196. Theresa Morris wriles: “Freedom, for Jonas, can be undersiood n an elemeniary way as ihe capaciiy
organisms have (o ranstorm matier inio form [...] becanse form is nol idendical wilth mailier, ihe individoal
organism is free from some of the inhereni limilalions of matier. The organismn is (hns free from dependence
on particular maiier” Theresa Moyvis, Hans Jonas's Eihics of Responsibilily, {Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 2013},
60.
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Jonas seeks to restore life’s “psychophysical unity to its place in theoretical
totality,” highlighting man’s uniqueness within but not his isoclation from nature.

In contrast, the modern idea of progress, rooted in notion of the infinite
perfectibility of man, takes the human being’s “stark foreignness” as a starting point and
“confers” meaning by postulating a project that seeks to remake the world in the image
of isolated man. The politics of progress and the hopes of utopia stem from this
dissatisfied feeling of cosmic loneliness and the concomitant desire to make the world
into a home for ourselves. Utopian dreaming, as much as it is a sign of naive optimism, is
also a sign of ingratitude: one is not satisfied with the “venture” and “risk” of being but
seeks more from a gift freely given. This sort of ingratitude is easier to foster if one
accepts the metaphysical framework of early modern thought, which leaves man
“ontologically unsupported” and “estranged from the community of being.”*® By restoring
the ontological source of value in the purposive activity of the organism, Jonas reopens
the possibility that the human being can discover value in the world, he need not posit it.

I11.Reflection and responsibility

The idea of man as the being estranged from nature not only leads him toward
that unceasing dynamism in which modern man becomes beholden to the technological
world but to a reaction against the feeling of homelessness produced by this new
situation of modern thought. Although Jonas’s thought reacts against the technological
worldview, he sees an equal danger in the manner in which Heidegger’s thought opposes
technology. Indeed, Jonas’s thought stands within the tradition of existentialism, yet he
also understands this tradition to be another source of danger for the modern mind.
Theresa Morris writes: “The twin dangers, the value-free or value-neutral claim of
scientific materialism and the positing of resolute action as authenticity, form the basis
for [Jonas's] critique and the spur toward his revaluation of values.”?® Much like Martin
Heidegger’'s other notable students, such as Hannah Arendt, Jacob Klein, Emmanual
Levinas, Karl Lowith, and Leo Strauss, Jonas’s criticism of Heidegger is accompanied by
a great reverence for the profundity of his thought and the recognition that his
Destruktion of the Western metaphysical tradition allowed for a fresh reexamination of
old philosophical questions.*” The danger of the existentialist Destruktion lies in the fact
that it leaves modern man with little positive guidance or standard of action beyond that
of resolute commitment. Such a position, Jonas argues, is a form of nihilism.*® Further,
Jonas argues that this form of nihilism results from the historical condition ushered in
by the modern scientific worldview and the idea of progress.®* That is, Heidegger’s
analytic of Dasein, Jonas argues, unintentionally expresses the anthropology inherent in
the modern project.

Instead of questioning the opinions of the modern scientific worldview,
Heidegger took for granted the conclusions following from the supposition of the

3 M, 6O,

% PL, 215, 214. For an exiraordinary accouni of ihe revoluiions in early modern thonghi and ihe cosmic
loneliness of man, see Alexandre Koyré, From (he Closed World {o the Infind{e Urdverse (Baliimore, MD: The
John Hopkins Press), 1957.

% Worris, Hans Jonas'’s Eilie of Responsibiliiy, 4.
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separation of res extensa and res cogitans. Consequently, Heidegger's anthropology
portrays a picture of man’s relationship to nature that mirrors Gnostic theology, yet
without a belief in any God. The indifference toward an indifferent nature and the
rejection of the idea of a nature where humanity is at home is essential to his rejection of
metaphysics. However, the idea of an indifferent nature depends on an unexamined
cosmology and a hidden metaphysics—it is an “abstraction of physical science.” That is,
the notion of an indifferent nature in which man is the only being who cares is “a
remnant from a dualistic metaphysics, to whose use the nonmetaphysical standpoint has
no right.”® The use of the metaphysics grounding the modern scientific worldview
points to the inconsistency of Heideggerian existentialism, namely “what is the throw
without the thrower?”* Or, as Lawrence Vogel writes, Jonas claims that Heidegger’s
notion of care “leaves us with nothing worth caring about.”

Jonas argues, then, that Heidegger’'s existentialism rejects the technological
worldview, which obscures the question of Being, yet it depends on the opinions of the
metaphysics underlying the very worldview it rejects. However, despite its inconsistency,
existentialism is insightful and persuasive, thereby increasing its danger. Since it
assumes “the disruption between man and total reality” that is “at the bottom of
nihilism,” it leads the many persuaded by it into a hopeless situation. Jonas hopes to
discover an alternative road open to the modern mind, one that avoids both the hubristic
hope of the Promethean project of technological mastery and the despair of being
isolated in an indifferent cosmos with the belief that “only a god can still save us.” Once
one sees that both of these alternatives rely on a particular view of nature, one can
understand the importance of Jonas’s philosophical biclogy in rediscovering a humble
yet less despairing understanding of man’s place within the cosmos. The need for a
philosophical biology, that is, for a reexamination of man's orientation toward nature,
can only be felt once one has understood the perils of progress.

Grounding ethics in a reexamination of life is Jonas’s proposal for a new
framework for the ethical, political, and spiritual challenges of technological modernity,
diagnosed but not properly met by Heidegger. As stated above, Jonas’s ethical project
begins with a reassessment of the “biological facts,” namely, the fact of metabolism, the
acknowledgment that death is the corollary of life, and that risk is the condition of
freedom. Despite the profundity of his thought, Heidegger failed to consider the
biological facts and limitations that secure man’s worldly experience. This is the
meaning of Jonas’s statement that Heidegger “failed to bring the statement ‘T am hungry’
within the purview of philosophy.”* Jonas’s theoretical interest in the organism is thus a
repudiation of Heidegger, who never mentions “that side of our nature by means of
which, quite externally, we ourselves belong to the world experienced by our senses,” i.e.,
Heidegger’s interpretation of inwardness overlooked the body.*

To reiterate, Jonas’s philosophical biology simultaneously serves as a critique of

0 PL, 233.

4 Thid.
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the metaphysical framework of modern physical science and as the foundation for a new
configuration of the is-ought dynamic. Through the reassessment of the biological facts,
Jonas argues persuasively that man’s capacity for reflection is continuous with his
natural and bodily being, and that reason is not separate from but a part of nature. What
distinguishes humanity from the rest of creation is not freedom or inwardness but
responsibility, grounded in the capacity for reflection. This insight into the metabolic
character of reflection grounds our position of absolute responsibility for the future of
the human species and the biosphere as a whole.

Jonas finds the source of reflection in man’s ability to make images. Image-
making man imposes a symbolic “screen of representations” on the world, ceasing to
“see things directly.”® Jonas writes: “The image is separated from the object, that is, the
presence of eidos is made independent of the presence of the thing.”" In the act of
image-making, man steps back from the “urgent pressures” of his environment, engages
with his world indirectly in a realm of thought, free from the temporal restrictions of the
physical world. The capacity for self-reflection emerges once the “subject of all
objectification appears as such to itself.”

True man emerges when the painter of the bull turns to concerning hirmself with
the unpaintable image of his own conduct and the state of his self. Over the
distance of this wondering, searching, and comparing perception there is
constituted the new entity, “1.” This is of all the greatest venture in mediacy and
objectification.*

In concerning himself with himself, man enters the realm of self-consciousness;
he understands himself in terms of an “idea or image of man that is being constantly
modified” and under which, willingly or not, he “must live.”>® Reflection implies an image
of man; that is, reflection emerges with ethics.

Having become an object for himself, man finds an “immeasurable distance”
between himself and the image of “what is man’s"—a “gulf” opens between man as
subject and as object. In his attempts to overcome this distance man endeavors to “have”
himself through the activity of trying to close the gap between subject and object, that is,
through the “confrontation of the self with itself.” Such reflective activity is expressed in
Augustine’s famous phrase:

Quaestio milid factus sww, “T have become a guestion to myself™: religion, ethics,
and metaphysics are the never completed attempts to confront this question
within the framework of an interpretation of the totality of existence and to find
an answer to it.”

The never-completed questioning of himself and his environment reflects man’s
infinite task of striving to close the gap between himself as subject and himself as object.
This ability to question is paradigmatic of the “new mode of being” that emerges with
true man—one that is the highest form of metabolic exchange between an organism and
its environment.>

This self-conscious questioning is the basis for “the greatest heights and the

“ PL, 185.

47 M, 81.

8 PL, 185, Tonas's ilalics.

* PL, 185,

0 nandg, 84.

51 Thid.

2 By inlroducing ihe task of siriving o close ihe gap belween subjeci and objeci, does Jonas nol reinirodnce
the psychology thai drives Kaniian or even Hegelian notions of progress? Ii is possible thai Jonas seeks (o
foster a new orientation toward this {ension beiween subject and object and toward man’s desire io have
himself. In this sense, Jonas would be appropriating the psychology of German idealism to foster his
alternative orientation ioward the future.

BN | Pensando - Revista de Filosofia Vol. 11, Ne 24, 2020 TSSN 2178-813X




Anderson, N. 4. H. Jonas on the perils of progress and the recovery of Metaphysical speculation

deepest depressions of human experience.” Through such questions, man interacts
with his environment, changes it, thinks along with it, and is changed by it. Humanity
forms a distinct kind of ecological niche through its speculative reflections. Further, such
reflection is the freest form of organic mediation; yet since each further stage of
mediation comes at a cost, man’s self-questioning is also the form of mediation that
carries the greatest risk.** As Tibaldeo writes, Jonas “points out the essential ambivalence
of human freedom” and the risks such ambivalence brings into the “massive
employment of technology.” Man can fail to realize his image and lose that which most
distinguishes him from other forms of life while at the same time continuing to wield his
immense power over nature.

The possibility of failing to fulfill his essence means that man is uniquely
responsible for his being; he has a self-conscious responsibility for his own nature. This
self-relation constitutive of human subjectivity is for Jonas the basis of all morality;
however, since man’s responsibility extends not merely over himself but also his place in
nature, speculative reflection and questioning extends from “the individual ego to the
whole of existence in which the ego finds itself situated.”® Man must continually reflect
on his essence and his place within nature. He may be intuitively aware or feel the need
to act responsibly in certain cases, but only through his capacity to reflect on the whole
can man realize his duty toward the future of the species, his environment, and perhaps
even God. In other words, we have the responsibility to follow the Delphic command,
“know thyself.”

Man answers the question of who he is with “a self-image that is by no means
self-evident but is the tentative result of questioning and speculation.”” Although Jonas
rejects the idea of human perfectibility, he does not deny man’s malleability. Such
malleability explains how humanity could strive to fulfill an idea of man that overlooks
essential aspects of its nature. Man’s image of himself influences the course of his
actions—whether he will act within the limits of his nature or with hubris. Further, the
idea of man “demands the presence of its embodiment in the world.”® We are thus
responsible for tending to an idea of man that tells us both “why there should be men”
and “how they should be.”™ The human organism continually shapes the image of
himself through his speculative interactions with his environment; such an image is a
form that endures the decay of its creator's matter. The image of man is self-
transformative and self-relating, but most of all, it is precarious. The human being has,
then, an “ontological imperative” rooted in the nature of his metabolic being to care for
such a precarious image through the never-completed inquiries into his own being.%

IV.Socratic ignorance and metaphysical speculation

Jonas tends to the image of man in a way that is in stark contrast with the image
of man offered by the theorists of modern progress. Jonas insists on the necessity of
metaphysical speculation, for man’s moral responsibility cannot be separated from his
ability to engage in inquiries into the nature of his own being. The alternative way open
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to the modern mind does not shy away from questions that have been deemed
unanswerable and therefore avoided on the ground that such matters are fruitless. Jonas
argues that philosophy should take up these questions and once again be permitted to be
speculative. The dogma that theory should “steer clear of the unprovable” must no longer
hold sway over contemporary philosophy.®® Jonas’s insistence on metaphysical
speculation has the intended effect of encouraging humility toward our technological
power out of the recognition that man is ignorant of the whole of nature.

Jonas’s notion of metaphysical speculation, however, does not attempt to replace
one set of dogmas with another. The point of reflective activity is not to arrive at a set of
definitive answers to the riddles arising out of human life, but to encounter and hazard
answers to the “ultimate questions.” Questions to which no human being is likely ever to
find a satisfactory answer.

Of course, every attempt to get a grip on the riddle on the universe must end in
disrepute, But this must ever be risked anew, each time as a different and unigue
venture, and mitigated by the consolation that at least in doing so one finds
oneself in good company, even in the best company of all: that of the philosophia
perennis.5?

The questions of the philosophia perennis—modulated and inflected by
historical circumstance—provide an old form of human striving that can be taken up
anew, namely the task of reflecting on the whole. It serves as an alternative to the
modern form of striving, which seeks to remake man into a being without limitations. By
returning us to such good company, Jonas hopes to prevent a form of philosophy, and
thus human reflection, from being lost as a result of modern thought’s insistence on
methodology. In this way, Jonas engages in a reexamination of the fact-value distinction,
showing this distinction to be misguided by being false to both the phenomenon of life
and human experience.

Philosophy must be allowed to pass once again from physics to metaphysics,
from the world as it is known to physicists to speculations about the “whole of reality.”
Jonas insists that “it is the task of philosophy to reflect on this whole.”®® Before
philosophy can reengage with this task, it must recover the perennial questions or the
guestions that point us toward such reflection on the whole. Jonas gives us the origin of
these questions in the man’s first reflections on that paradox of organic being, death.
That is, metaphysical speculation arises when people first mark the passing of their
ancestors with graves. Jonas writes: “With the graves, the question [of death] takes on
concrete form: ‘Where do I come from; where am I going?’ and ultimately, ‘What am I—
beyond what I do and experience at a given time?”* Questions such as these make up
the philosophia perennis. Jonas insists that to philosophize about such questions again,
we need not begin from the beginning ourselves, but to revisit the attempted answers of
past humanity. With Jonas, we must refuse to “believe that all those great thinkers, from
Plato to Spinoza, Leibniz, Hegel, and so forth, were blind and foolish, and that only we
today, thanks to the Vienna Circle, have become clever and wise.”® With these great
thinkers, the modern mind must “dare to ask speculative questions” and test their
answers against new evidence.%

Despite the dogma of modern thought, which claims that one must remain silent
where one cannot know, Jonas’s hope of recovering metaphysical speculation is,
paradoxically, the hope of recovering a more modest approach to the pursuit of

1 B, 192,

62 DA, 194,

63 pAM, 193, Jonas's emphasis.
64 MM, 83.

5 BAM, 194,

66 Thid.

| Pensando — Revista de Filosofia Vol. 11, Ne 24, 2020 TSSN 2178-813X




Anderson, N. 4. H. Jonas on the perils of progress and the recovery of Metaphysical speculation

knowledge. His orientation toward the philosophia perennis admits the impossibility of
ever attaining knowledge of the whole. As Strachan Donnelley writes, “Jonas credits us
as thinkers with being natively equipped with limited or circumscribed epistemic
powers which suffice for speculative philosophy, as long as the latter is critically
reflective and renounces any pretension to certain and absolute truth.”” However, this is
not to say that knowledge of any kind is impossible nor that tentative or historical
answers cannot yield positive results. For example, Jonas praises dualism, in all its
forms, from Plato to Descartes, from St. Paul to Zarathusira, for deepening the inner life
of the human being.®® Even if Jonas claims that these dualisms fail to capture the riddle
of existence, or even the riddle of subjectivity, he maintains that these failures have
provided significant insights into human existence. What Jonas hopes to foster is the
outlook that the knowledge philosophy is most certain of attaining is the knowledge of
ignorance.

As Jonas writes, the Socratic “I know that I know not,” has “proved as a
beginning of philosophy.”® This Socratic ignorance informs Jonas's attempts at
metaphysical speculation. Morris writes: “Jonas’s philosophical vision leads him to
advocate a Socratic recognition of the limits of our wisdom accompanied by a
corresponding questioning of everything, including our role in the greater realm of life.”™
His metaphysical “myth” of the suffering God, for example, attempts to capture some
aspect of the ontological facts and ethical implications he uncovers, but it makes no
pretension of being a genuine theological account.”™ Instead, the mythical cosmology and
account of the suffering God serves as an example of the speculative and tentative
questioning that makes the human being unique. In the end, however, Jonas does not
make any claims to definitive knowledge about the whole. He thus embodies both the
wonder toward the whole and awareness of the limits of human reason supported by the
orientation of Socratic ignorance.

This encouragement of wonder toward the riddle of existence is motivated by
the responsibility that our great power over nature demands “a new kind of humility—a
humility owed, not like former humility to the smallness of our power, but to the
excessive magnitude of it.”™ Jonas’s Socratic ignorance, then, is not only motivated by his
wonder toward the whole. The impetus to discover this modest orientation toward the
whole derives from the fear of what man may do out of his Promethean impulses.
Indeed, the posture of Socratic ignorance is to theory what the heuristics of fear is to
practice; the two postures toward our knowledge of nature complement one another. An
awareness of our ignorance of the whole would restrain the desire to master the physical
world. The knowledge of our “ignorance of the ultimate implications becomes itself a
reason for responsible restraint.””® Where the recovery of a “supreme wisdom” that
makes choices about ends fails, Jonas hopes that the recovery of the seemingly humbler
wisdom, the knowledge of ignorance, will protect man from himself."

Jonas’s greater hope, however, is that this epistemological modesty toward the
whole will control the hubristic disposition of the modern project through a recovery of
the “supremely useful and much needed knowledge of ends.”™ Jonas seeks to recover the
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ability of the scientist, philosopher, and more generally contemporary man, to reflect on
the extrascientific question of ends—for contemporary man “denies the very existence of
[wisdom’s] object, namely objective value and truth.”™ The recovery of the perennial
guestions, along with the recovery of the proper orientation toward them, are the
necessary conditions for the belief that objective standards of value are available.
Contemporary man can hope to manage the technological process by once again
inquiring into the purpose of this process; that is, he must strive to subordinate practice
to the wisdom of theory and scientific knowledge to considerations of the good. The
reflective exploration of these most urgent considerations may help relieve
contemporary man from his indebtedness to the technological process by urging him to
reconsider questions of value under the recognition that these questions might indeed be
the subject of knowledge and not merely matters of preference or opinion.

Access to such perennial philosophical questions requires philosophical theory
to return to its source in ordinary human experience. Concerning Jonas’s approach to
philosophy, Donnelley writes: “The philosopher must take a first and final stand in the
immediate experience of the self and the world and jealously guard this primary,
fundamental, and complex evidence against theoretical extravagances.”” Jonas'’s
critiques of modern theory’s dogma concerning questions of value, the
epiphenomenalism promoted by materialists, and existentialism's neglect of the body,
serve the purpose of turning philosophy back to man’s firsthand experience of the world,
which provides the substance of any genuine or serious metaphysical speculation.” By
counteracting the modern tendency toward radical doubt and beginning from the point
that materialistic science denies, although depends upon,” philosophy can take up the
most urgent questions of human life.

One might accuse Jonas of promoting a naive vision of philosophy. Such a critic
might claim that a confluence of historical circumstances, including conventional and
linguistic constructs, mediates the cognition of human experience. Reason is bounded by
its historicity and thus cannot claim any access to fundamental or perennial questions.
Such historicism, Jonas would argue, is itself a construct of the modern authors of
progress and the anthropology of perfectibility. Instead of denying the facts of ordinary
human experience, as many modern theories of philosophical abstraction appear to do,
we should consider our experience as the most fruitful starting-point of philosophy—
although always on the condition that all theories, even Jonas’s philosophy of life, are
tentative and open to reexamination. This trust in ordinary human experience combined
with the posture that philosophical answers are tentative explains the peculiar
combination of daring and modesty that constitutes Jonas’s vision of philosophy. A
vision best summarized by the tension between longing and unfulfillment; that is, Jonas
encourages us to indulge the metaphysical longings that the dogmas of contemporary
philosophy would like to neuter, yet we must be content to be unsatisfied. Philosophy,
for Jonas, should hold us in a state of zetetic suspense.

V. Conclusion
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Humanity’s technological power has grown immensely during the same period
in which philosophy has renounced metaphysical speculations and refused to indulge
the philosopher’s metaphysical longings. Indeed, “we need wisdom most when we
believe in it the least.”®® Contemporary man denies the existence of wisdom either
because he is convinced of modern dualism’s success in ensuring technological progress
or because he despairs at the disenchantment of the world and is persuaded of the
historicity of all human thought. Jonas seeks a path between the excessive hopes of the
modern project and the despair of modern nihilism. The critique of progress is the first
step toward freeing us from the technological process and the “cave” of modernity. This
critiqgue opens the modern mind to the alternative ethics of responsibility, the emphasis
on metaphysical speculation, and the engagement with the concerns of political
philosophy. Jonas’s philosophy of life is the bridge between this critique and the
reorientation of ethics and thought. The examination of this bridge between the critique
of progress and Jonas’s ethical theory shows how the ethics of responsibility depends
upon Jonas’s idea of proper philosophic activity. That is, a less hubristic ethical theory
depends upon a more modest philosophical posture. To quote Jonas’s good friend, the
posture of Socratic ignorance encourages us to “think what we are doing.”® Only by
engaging with our longings for metaphysical speculation, and with the questions that
most concern human existence, will the ethics of responsibility find a fruitful soil to take
root.

Being heretical regarding modern philosophy’s dogmas will support us in
rethinking our relationship with nature, our place within creation, and help us proceed
cautiously into the future. Yet Jonas shows that we can only hope to reorient philosophy
by engaging with the ideas and questions underlying modern philosophy and the
modern project of progress. Jonas looks to the foundations of modernity and shows how
the answers these early modern thinkers gave to the most urgent human questions—
namely the questions concerning how one ought to live, man’s place in nature, and what
can be known—failed to account for the whole because they were unable to account for
biological life. Yet by reading and thinking with these founders of our modern world,
Jonas offers us the possibility of uncovering these most critical questions for ourselves.
And he gives humanity an imperative to do so. For the normative value of philosophical
activity is grounded in our biological being, and through the search for an objective set
of values, humanity may hope to master its mastery over nature. At the very least, a
modest yet questioning orientation toward the whole, characterized by a knowledge of
ignorance, will aid humanity in its hopes of proceeding into the future with fear,
humility, and caution.

Although fear, humility, and caution have a central place in Jonas’s ethics of
responsibility, he does not leave us devoid of hope—for Jonas knows that hope is the
well-spring of action. This hope is found, fittingly enough, in the biological facts present
in all organisms, namely natality and mortality. In the condition of natality and the
natural cycle of human youthfulness humanity finds its “ever-renewed beginning” that
“may well be its hope.”® Youthfulness comes with the “unique privilege of seeing the
world for the first and with new eyes,” providing the experience of wonder, “the
beginning of philosophy.”® Jonas thus provides us with the hope that man can still
become a responsible steward of being because there exists in the conditions of his
nature enduring access to the perennial questions of life.
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