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Abstract

Helmuth Plessner, beside Max Scheler and Arnold Gehlen, is known
as one of the great founders of new philosophical anthropology
movement. From among new anthropological theories, however,
perhaps none has recently come to the center of attention and begun
to flourish more than Plessnet’s, not only in the field of philosophical
anthropology, but also in science and technology. The ground for such
a so-called “Plessner Renaissance” shall be immediately known in this
article, once the special place Plessnet’s theory occupies in both the
prominent contemporary explanatory paradigms, in general, and
philosophical-anthropological theories, in particular, is specified. In
doing so, Plessner’s philosophical contribution is determined as:

e A non-reductive naturalistic explanatory paradigm as a middle
ground between new Darwinism, social-cultural-historical
constructivism, and naive transcendentalism.

e A phenomenological-hermeneutical account of the biological life,
in general.

e A biological-based transformational philosophical anthropology, in
particular.

The focus of the present article is on Plessner’s contribution to the
philosophy of biology as well as philosophical anthropology.
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Introduction

The significance of Plessner’s philosophical anthropology would be most
readily grasped if it is situated within the oppositions that characterize the
intellectual geography of the contemporary viewpoints on human nature.

New Darwinism attempts to provide a mechanistic and reductive
naturalistic account of biological life and living organisms, including
human beings. So, according to this explanatory paradigm, all
anthropological determinations are explainable in terms of pure biological
features of living organisms, and consequently anthropology is reduced to
a branch of evolutionary biology.

Darwinism provoked reactions on the side of transcendentalists, the
most extreme of which was the creationism of theistic troop. In the
broadest sense, however, transcendentalism signifies all viewpoints that in
their determinations of human nature gives the primacy and principality
to a transcendental entity (such as pure immaterial soul or intellect). They
deny the explanatory sufficiency of Darwinism as an anthropological
paradigm because human reality is said to have characteristics so rich,
abundant and inexhaustible in nature that any mechanistic or algorithmic
model of life fails to provide an explanation for. Dualistic approaches
(both Cartesian substance dualism and Scheler’s more moderate version),
as well as Bergson’s vitalism can be subsumed under this explanatory
paradigm.

Constructionism was another important reaction to Darwinism, but
also to the paradigm of philosophical anthropology. The central principle
of constructionism, in its most general sense, is an intrinsic order of
thought or speech that, be it intellectual, symbolic, or linguistic, is not a
product of physical nature. Evolutionary biology is part of a discursive
bio-power, a linguistic construction on “life”’; and the very distinction of
nature-culture is conceivable only within the culture itself. This is true for
anthropology as well, because the human nature itself is reduced to an
aggregate of cultural-social-historical relations and anthropology is treated
as a mere discourse-object.

Now, Plessner’s philosophical anthropology may be seen as a middle
ground between these extreme opposites; his philosophical anthropology
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takes biology as its point of departure, yet within the framework of a non-
reductive, non-mechanistic naturalistic account of life that centers on the
living matter as a psycho-physical unity.

Immanuel Kant’s answer is: “definitely not!” He believed that the only
way in which we, the finite creatures with our limited cognitive powers,
can explain life and living organisms is to understand life as if it is
intrinsically teleological. Every living organism is a purposive whole and
cannot be explained merely in terms of mechanistic laws of physical
nature.

In his 1964 article entitled “Ein Newton des Grashalms?”, Plessner
states his philosophical position on the biological life again as a
compromise between Cartesian mechanistic and Kantian teleological
explanations; although the function and mechanism of life, and the
intrinsic teleology of a living organism are possibly explainable in pure
biochemical terms, the real nature of life lies beyond the grasp of any
mechanistic account. The meaning of biological life is a proper subject
matter of philosophy, not biology.

The problem of life, from the outset, is interwoven with the problem
of self-consciousness of the living matter. Living organism is distinguished
from nonliving matter in virtue of its having boundary and having a
specific relation to its own boundary (double aspectivity). Then he
specifies certain stages (plant, animal, human) in the continuum of life
according to the levels of this self-relation. Plant is characterized as open
positionality, animal as central positionality and human as eccentric
positionality.

Plessner’s philosophical anthropology, just like Schelet’s, begins with
an accurate description of biological life at its most simple level. But
contrary to Scheler who eventually recourses to a metaphysical principle
(Geist) in order to determine human form of life, Plessner’s proceeds as a
correlation-level theory (Korrelationsstufentheorie) to higher levels,
leading ultimately to the level of human sphere or personal form of life as
eccentric positionality. Consequently, over against Schelet’s metaphysical
dualism, Plessner constructs a  transformational philosophical
anthropology, according to which it is the life itself that is essentially
transformed to the human (personal) form of life, without intervention of
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an additional metaphysical determination. Finally, Plessner’s philosophical
anthropology is fully aware of the conditio humana that epistemologically
restricts any anthropological theory.

Plessner’s philosophical anthropology is interwoven with his
philosophy of biological life in general; he begins with a hermeneutic
phenomenology of living organism in its simplest form to find a priori
vital categories that characterize biological life from the ground up. Based
on these vital categories, he develops his correlation-levels theory of life-
spheres (plants-animals-humans). Accordingly, he provides an a priori
theory of living organism, a non-mechanical, non-reductive naturalistic
explanation of biological life, as a middle ground between mechanistic and
vitalistic approaches.

When it comes to the highest level, ie. the human sphere, his
philosophy of life turns to a philosophical anthropology centering on the
concept of personality. In other words, personality is what essentially
transforms biological life into human form of life. In this sense, Plessner’s
philosophical anthropology is a transformational theory, meaning that
fundamental anthropological determinations are considered to be inherent
in life itself, transforming life from within it, not as some metaphysical
principle imposed externally on life, as in Schelet’s metaphysical dualism..
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4 Feuerbach 16st das religidse Wesen in das menschliche Wesen auf.
Aber das menschliche Wesen ist kein dem einzelnen Individuum

inwohnendes Abstraktum. In seiner Wirklichkeit ist es das
ensemble der gesellschaftlichen Verhiltnisse.
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6 Der Identititskern der Philosophischen Anthropologie (Scheler,

Plessner, Gehlen) (2006). In Philosophische Anthropologie im 21.
Jahrhundert (pp. 63-82).
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