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Researching Weltbeziehung: Interdisciplinary
approaches to self—world relations between
humans, objects, and beyond!

Bettina Hollstein, Hartmut Rosa, Jorg Riipke

The research programme “Attraction, Repulsion, Indifference—a compar-
ative cultural analysis of world relations” follows on from the interdisci-
plinary, historically comparative cultural and social science research that
has been pursued by the members and fellows of the Max Weber Centre for
Advanced Cultural and Social Studies (Max-Weber-Kolleg) over the course
of the past twenty-five years. This collaborative research effort pursues the
goal of opening up innovative perspectives with a specific approach first
developed by Hartmut Rosa. It has its roots in interpretive sociology (Max
Weber), theory of action, and a relational sociology that is shaped by con-
cepts from Karl Marx’s reflections on alienation, through phenomenological
approaches like that of Maurice Merleau-Ponty thematizing corporeality
and human bodies, to Bruno Latour’s networks of things and humans.

Over the years, we have made an effort to overcome Eurocentric and
presentist approaches as much as narrow functionalist or cognitivist views.
This entails the challenging balance of employing and confronting philo-
sophical analysis with universalist claims, with comparative studies of
phenomena and their cultural contexts across epochs and continents. In
this way, those involved in the programme and its various sub-projects—
from groups studying medieval philosophy, early modern natural law and
Kierkegaardian theology to larger research networks analyzing religious

1The editors are grateful to Linda Finnigan and Henry Jansen for proofreading the texts and
to Isabelle Lamperti for editing the manuscript. The publication is co-funded by the Deutsche
Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG, German Research Foundation) — SFB TRR 294 — 42463867 and
GRK 2283/2 — 313147291 — and the University of Erfurt.

© The author/s 2023, published by Campus Verlag, Open Access: CC BY-SA 4.0
Bettina Hollstein, Hartmut Rosa, Jérg Riipke (eds.), “Weltbeziehung”
DOI:10.12907/978-3-593-45587-7_001



8 BETTINA HOLLSTEIN, HARTMUT ROSA, JORG RUPKE

individualizations, property orders, ancient and contemporary ritual or the
nexus of religion and urbanity—want to go beyond cutting-edge research
in their fields and disciplines in order to jointly make a contribution to
the grand societal challenges of the present. In the 2020s, this includes
understanding the role of material, ideal, social, and cultural conditions
for successful coexistence in pluralistic societies, the creation of common
languages for the narrative development of cultural heritage, and the under-
standing of essential value complexes in modernity guiding people facing
the challenges of overboarding state-violence or climate change.

This book is part of this effort. It is a review of where we are and a
reflection on where we want to go; it is an account of what the programme
can achieve and an invitation to join this enterprise. In some detail, it
demonstrates how the sociology of Weltbeziehungen permits new insights
in different disciplines and how it can be made fruitful for various areas of
application. Following this introduction, a first part examines some basic
concepts that are of particular importance for modern societies and the
way we relate to the world, such as property (Hartmut Rosa), attitudes and
virtues (Kathi Beier and Dietmar Mieth), practices (Andreas Pettenkofer),
and progress (Achim Kemmerling). In a second part, comparative perspec-
tives come into play. Starting with a systematic question on the possibility of
comparing worldviews (Hermann Deuser and Markus Kleinert), reflections
on and examples of comparisons beyond Western modernity are presented,
such as regarding the need for decolonising social science research, partly
with reference to India (Martin Fuchs, Antje Linkenbach and Beatrice Renzi),
the concept and cultural meaning of “market” in China (Carsten Herrmann-
Pillath, Qian Zhao), an alternative interpretation of Walter Benjamin from
an East European perspective (Gabor Gangoé), and the handling of death in
ancient cities (Jorg Riipke). Practical conclusions for and from the cultural
and social sciences are drawn in the third part, for example with regard to
practices of sharing and exchange (Christoph Henning), the policies related
to the concept of “refugee” (Nancy Alhachem), and the design of research
sites such as Institutes for Advanced Study (Bettina Hollstein). We will
outline the individual chapters in more detail at the end of our introduction.

So, what do we mean by Weltbeziehung? Part of any comparative pro-
gramme is a confrontation of the very terms employed in such an inter-
pretive endeavour. In the English language, “relations” and “relationships”
are extremely broad concepts, too broad to speak for themselves. “Self—
world relations”, as we have phrased it on several occasions before, seem
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to presuppose a consolidated concept of the self that we have attempted to
deconstruct in an earlier research programme on religious individualiza-
tion and de-individualization. And “world” is a term laden in very different
and frequently unsuitable manners. Thus, we propose to use the German
concept of Weltbeziehung to point to the connectedness of self and world
and the concept of self resulting from such relationships. At the same time,
the term unequivocally calls for filling in the world-pole of the relation and
relationships. Following classical phenomenology, we start from people but,
in adding relationality, we do not overlook the agency of all that constitutes
world and the mutuality of the relationships established. “Worlding” is as
much what people do as what is done to people.

But let us start from the latter. People first find themselves physically
placed in a spatial world that has meaning for them: before they have a world-
view, they have a sense of the presence of a world. The way people feel related
to this world, how they want to and can act in it and what they expect, fear, or
hope from it depends, of course, simultaneously on their self-image, on their
ideas of who they are and what their tasks, needs, possibilities, and goals are
in the world. People are characterized by the fact that they are forced to take
a position on the things and affairs of the world as positively or negatively
significant. Subjects orient themselves in the world by means of a “map” that
shows them what exists and how things relate to each other (Taylor 1989). At
the same time, they locate themselves on this map and determine their di-
rection of movement in biographical foresight and hindsight, to which they
then react by attempting to “lead” their lives.

“Resonance” can be used as a specific analytical concept which describes
a particular form of relationship between a subject and the “world.” The
world here might comprise other subjects, animals, plants, artefacts, but
also “transcendent relations” with comprehensive entities such as space,
time (and the temporalities of past or future), and what has been called
“meta-persons” like gods and God or abstract concepts credited with enor-
mous agency like cosmos or nature. Resonance then is defined by a two-
way “loaded” connection where the subject feels touched, moved, or thrilled
by some internal contact to an outer source, a connection which is not just
causal or instrumental, but imbued with a deeper “meaning,” even where
this meaning remains unarticulated. At the same time, however, the subject
is not just passively moved or touched, but answers with an active internal
or external expression: he or she reaches out to respond to the “call” such
that the relationship between subject and world takes on a responsive,
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proto-dialogical character (Rosa 2019, 2020). In many societies, this form of
contact is ritualistically established and culturally engrained: for example,
it might manifest itself between believers and a priest or an image, amulet,
or sacrificial victim; it is institutionalized in “sacred ground” or the “kairos,”
the right moment of a concert or a “date” (Ritpke 2021a, 2021b). Such “axes of
resonance,” often closely entangled with specific materialities, and “second-
order resonances” building on memories of mind-shaking experiences can
be identified even for periods and contexts where adequate experiential data
are lacking. Thus, it is the shared ambition and conviction of our research
programme that resonant relationships can be analytically distinguished
from other, e.g., purely causal or instrumental forms of Weltheziehung, in
which the relationship remains mute or silent (but perhaps fully opera-
tional and thus simply “indifferent”) or is even experienced as hostile, as
“repulsive.”

What kinds of new perspectives and insights can we gain through the
analysis of Weltbeziehungen? Phenomenological research by scholars such
as Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1945), Otto Bollnow (1963), Herrmann Schmitz
(1964-80), Iris Marion Young (1993) or Thomas Fuchs (2000) has shown that
people perceive their own position in time and space in drastically different
ways. They invariably situate themselves in relation to fellow human beings,
animals and plants, artefacts, events, as well as invisible beings and powers
and the world at large. But the process of positioning and relating varies
significantly between individuals and between cultural traditions and social
formations, as our own data on ancient and modern contexts, and the wide
range of European and Indian practices and experiences demonstrate. This
does not hinder but invites the comparative approach indicated above. After
all, one of the most important intellectual starting points of the research
programme is the idea that Weltbeziehungen constitute a pivotal cluster of
factors not only in trying to understand individual actions but in explaining
distinct cultural and social formations.

Empirical and historical analyses conducted so far have already led to
substantial insights into the ways “resonance” is experienced and enacted by
different actors and how practices are institutionalized that raise the proba-
bility of resonant relationships or narrow the field in which they are sought.
Dispositional resonance is fundamentally important here as a basic, com-
mon and habituative attitude of a subject towards the world, being prepared
to engage in resonant relationships, to face the world with receptiveness and
confidence and to accept the necessary vulnerability of itself.
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This relational approach has proven fruitful for a more nuanced appre-
ciation of the formation and effects of rituals beyond the state of the art
as demonstrated by the research consortium of the international graduate
school based at the University of Graz and at the Max-Weber-Kolleg.* The
analysis of resonant Weltbeziehungen allows us to enter the realm of concrete
practices beyond the level of worldviews. This enables the emancipation
of the corporeality of experience and the meaning of material objects and
artefacts from the level of cognitive and propositional interpretations. In
this way, the cultural spheres of resonance constituted or stabilized by ritual
and cultic practices can be examined anew by looking at the specifically
generated resonance sensitivities and the axes of resonance established by
them. Our findings also suggest that resonant relationships are not fully
created once and for all time but can become indifferent or are even com-
pletely lost due to individual or cultural factors in the whole range of self,
social, object, and transcendent relations.

Ritual practices not only establish relationships to parts of the world like
places, things, people, and transcendent entities, as the heuristic usage of
the concept of resonance seems to suggest. Evidently, such practices consti-
tute segments of the world at the same time, towards which attitudes of in-
difference or repulsion are generated. If the assumption is correct that reso-
nance is only possible against the background of overwhelmingly non-trans-
formable, alien, and indifferent or even hostile world segments, then in such
practices individual and cultural Weltbeziehungen are configured in their en-
tirety. The institutionalization of resonance practices inevitably harbours the
danger of their solidification and reification: by making “resonances” ritually
(and personally) available and bringing them under control, as it were, they
inevitably threaten to turn into “mute” routine Weltbeziehungen in which the
ritual practices lose their resonance-creating power. Again, analytical inter-
ests are therefore directed as much at the production of accessibility as at the
preservation of uncontrollability—and at historical processes of correspond-
ing transformations.

That said, we need to nuance the very concept of resonance. Rosa’s start-
ing point was a definition of resonance as a kind of “peak experience” that can

2 More information concerning the International Graduate School “Resonant Self-World
Relations in socio-religious practices” can be found here: https://www.uni-erfurt.de/en/max-
weber-kolleg/forschung/forschungsgruppen-und-stellen/research-groups/igs-resonant-self-
world-relations.
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inform individual action as well as social structures. The mode of resonance
qualifies Weltbeziehung in a specific way, according to which four characteris-
tics must be fulfilled: namely affection (the subject is touched, moved or seized
by a source experienced as independent); self-efficacy (the subject experiences
itself as efficacious at the same time in the sense that it can reach or move
the other side as well); transformation (in the experience of mutual reaching
out and touching, both sides are transformed and emerge changed); and un-
controllability (the resonance relationship is uncontrollable as it can neither
be forced nor excluded and is always open-ended).

Our volume develops within such a framework. The first part’s review
of fundamental concepts in the light of Weltbeziehung is opened by Hartmut
Rosa’s piece on property. (Private) property, he argues, is one of the most
basic institutions of modern society. It produces a very specific form of
relating to things, to other human beings and towards the self, and by doing
this, it defines the modern Weltbeziehung in the objective, the subjective, and
the social dimensions simultaneously. This property-induced form of Welt-
beziehung, however, proves to be highly problematic under contemporary
ecological, technological, and political conditions.

Kathi Beier and Dietmar Mieth, in turn, deal with virtues as a specific
form of relationships with the “good.” It is, they argue, the contribution of
virtues to produce stable relationships of people with what is good and right
that is fundamental for Weltbeziehungen that are resonant rather than indif-
ferent or repulsive. Virtues form bridges between the personal and the social
and demand institutional support, that is, space for training and exercising
virtues that allow people to develop orientations which habituate such reso-
nance. Virtues are, the authors conclude, making their demands not just on
individuals but also on societies.

Andreas Pettenkofer discusses in his chapter “Three Types of Fatalistic
Practice” how treating Weltbeziehungen as objects of social research helps go
beyond some assumptions that current theories of society take for granted.
His example are fatalistic modes of understanding (which are typically dis-
counted, because our standard theories tend to assume that “modern” so-
cial practices are sustained by the idea of an open future). The chapter shows
how the existence and the stability of several highly consequential forms of
political activity become easier to explain if one recognizes that they are pro-
foundly shaped by fatalistic ways of relating to the world.

In his chapter, “Reconstructing an Impartial and Pluralistic Notion
of Progress in Contexts of Diversity”, Achim Kemmerling analyses a key
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concept of modernity, namely progress and its temporal dimension within
political decision processes. He reconstructs progress as a necessary idea
for decision making in contexts of diversity. The idea of pluralistic and
impartial progress can work as a tool for allowing policymaking under con-
ditions of human diversity. But it requires special analytical considerations:
a temporal dimension, a normative dimension, and a symbolic dimension.
Kemmerling pleads for a notion of progress that is slower and harder to
achieve but ideally avoids the typical pitfalls of standard tools in accelerated
decision-making. In doing so, this contribution adds to our understanding
of how to address global challenges in their own time.

In the second set of chapters, we look beyond the Western present in
explicit comparison. Hermann Deuser and Markus Kleinert start with ad-
dressing the principal question: “How Can Worldviews Be Compared?” They
use a pragmatist approach and exemplify the difficulty of comparing world-
views by the topic of faith and knowledge, in the comparison of religious and
secular worldviews. They show an American and a European reflection on
the problem of referencing and comparing worldviews associated with the
names of William James and Max Weber and point to the role of intellectual
honesty as a disposition for constant self-reflection, for the thematization
of one’s own worldview.

“Theorizing Across Traditions: Social science as a polyphonic encounter”,
by Martin Fuchs, Antje Linkenbach, and Beatrice Renzi, demonstrates the
need and the potential of a conscious interaction and entanglement of dif-
ferent strands of thinking across a post-colonial divide. Engaging with de-
colonization as intellectual project, and starting from a reflection on the im-
plicit Eurocentric biases of important strands of sociological discourse, they
strongly advocate the “attempt of de-centring and pluralizing sociological
discourses and conceptualizations cross-culturally.” Seen from the perspec-
tive of Weltbeziehung the theoretical concept formation in the social sciences
must be a result of a cross-categorial dialogue between Western and non-
Western historic-intellectual traditions.

Carsten Herrmann-Pillath and Qian Zhao compare the cultural meaning
of the term “market” in China and the Western tradition of the term and in-
stitution. They point to a long tradition of understanding economy as part
of good statecraft. Relations established by practices of exchange are part
and parcel of the good relations between individuals, families, and the so-
ciety at large, which is also the object of good administration and govern-
ment. Against this background the concept of the “socialist market” is tra-
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ditional rather than revolutionary and certainly contradicting mainstream
understandings of liberalist conceptions of market economy. Yet “Western”
must not be equated with a narrow range of anglophone economic think-
ing: Chinese ideas of property as a means to ensure the commonwealth and
European, in particular Hegelian, traditions do converge if the latter’s em-
beddednessin alarger ethical framework of society and the state is acknowl-
edged.

Gabor Gangd's chapter entitled “Triumphant Utopia—Shabby Bourgeois
World—Totalitarianism” crosses perspectives not between (South) Asia and
Europe but between Eastern and Western Europe. It deals with different
interpretations of Walter Benjamin's Marxism from the early 1970s in two
countries of the Soviet Bloc, East Germany and Hungary. Similar to the
debates in the GDR of the early 1970s, also Sindor Radnéti’s road to Wal-
ter Benjamin was situated within the context of the polemic between the
Frankfurt School and the review alternative regarding the appropriation of
Benjamin's work. In contrast to the German scene, Radndti sought a third
way by presenting Benjamin as a theoretical support of the political orienta-
tion towards democratic socialism. In comparison with the reception in the
GDR, the contribution reconstructs the intellectual constellation that made
Radnéti’s decision possible as well as the subsequent “Frankfurtization” of
Benjamin's interpretation, which absorbed the later approaches of the Bu-
dapest School to Benjamin as well. Radnéti’s advocation of collective culture
as a vehicle of pluralist and resonant structures poses a challenge to the
comparative theory of East European totalitarianism and its reverberations
in current Critical Theory in the form of forced resonance.

Jorg Riipke develops an analysis of cities of the ancient Mediterranean
world. “Relating to Other Worlds” analyzes how religious practices shape
Weltbeziehungen in urban contexts. The focus is on a relationship fundamen-
tal for all inhabitants, namely to the dead, and dead ancestors in particular.
With a framework of relational analysis, the chapter demonstrates that reli-
gion offers a toolbox for establishing a complex web of relations, to spaces,
to people, to a beyond that is conceptually combining distance and contigu-
ity. Burial practices and funerary rites show the working of such relations
within the framework of an urbanity that amply employs the continuous
membership of dead family for claiming social positions and at the same
time conceptually excludes them from urban space proper.

In the last part of the volume, more practical perspectives are developed:
Christoph Henning shows in his chapter on “Values of Exchange, Values of
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Sharing: The Ambivalence of Economic Weltbeziehung, explained for the ex-
ample of Carsharing,” how exchange relations, and sharing relations as their
counterpart, shape Weltheziehung in the economic world. He examines the
different social imaginaries related to “good” or “bad” exchange and “good”
or “bad” sharing. Using the example of car-sharing, he differentiates various
types of ownership and related forms of Weltbeziehung resulting in different
practical effects for the ecosystem. The comparison of these effects illustrates
that sharing is not per se an alternative to property, but that some sharing
practices limit the power of property, while others do not. In order to grasp
the differences, it is central to differentiate property structures’ involved in
practices of sharing and their effects on the Weltbeziehung of the users.

The next chapter by Nancy Alhachem is entitled “The Transformation of
the Refugee Category and the Dialectics of Solidarity in Europe.” She recon-
structs how the notion of “refugee,” established about 70 years ago to pro-
tect Europeans who were fleeing Nazi-fascist regimes and the aftermath of
the Second World War, developed to a concept that carries racist prejudices
that became visible with the “refugee crises” following the summer of 2015 in
Germany. As already mentioned, dispositional resonance is fundamentally
important as a basic attitude of a subject towards the world, being prepared
to engage in resonant relationships and to face the world with receptiveness
and confidence. Alhachem shows for the field of refugee policy how these dis-
positions changed over time and how they shape lived everyday solidarity in
practice.

The last contribution “Living World Relations—Institutes for Advanced
Study as places for resonant relationships” by Bettina Hollstein uses the
concepts of Weltheziehung and “creativity of action” (Hans Joas) to analyse
how resonant relationships can be created in the world of science through
specific institutions, namely Institutes for Advanced Study (IAS). IAS were
established to enhance inter alia independent research, interdisciplinarity,
creativity, and innovation. They are characterized by collegiality, tranquil-
ity, and inter-relationality. Drawing on the example of the Max-Weber-
Kolleg, Hollstein shows that resonant relationships allowing for creative
interdisciplinary research can be observed and enabled, but not enforced.

3 Concerning this topic see also Rosa in this volume.
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I
Conceptual Perspectives






Property as the Modern Form of
Weltbeziehung: Reflections on the structural
change of possessive forms of relating to the
world!

Hartmut Rosa

1. Introduction

Property is not simply one social institution among many that constitute the
social formation of modernity. Rather, it forms one, if not the, basic insti-
tution on which not only the organisational structure of the economy and
the world of work rest but also that of the welfare state and cultural institu-
tions, family connections, education, and health care in equal measure. The
acquisition and possession, securing and (re)distribution, transfer and con-
version of property—be it material assets, financial assets, capital assets, or
immaterial property titles—are at the centre of both the production and ad-
ministrative operations of modernity. Both the sphere of consumption and
that of production are organised and oriented in terms of property rights
and forms of ownership. Precisely because this is so, the orientations, as-
pirations, and sensibilities associated with it are so deeply rooted, habitu-
alised, and naturalised that not only the social sciences, especially sociology,
but even society itself seems to be characterized by a peculiar “forgetfulness
of property.” This is evident at almost all levels of social life: when the Cen-
tral and Eastern European states began to fundamentally change their eco-
nomic form around 1989, to them, the market appeared to be the core of the
(desired) capitalist economy. It became their top priority to set its dynam-
ics in motion. The question of ownership distribution, however, seemed to
them to be absolutely secondary: it was not important who owned the en-
terprises (workers’ cooperatives, municipalities, small businesses, Western

1 © The author/s 2023, published by Campus Verlag, Open Access: CC BY-SA 4.0
Bettina Hollstein, Hartmut Rosa, Jérg Riipke (eds.), “Weltbeziehung”
DOI:10.12907/978-3-593-45587-7_002



20 HARTMUT Rosa

investors, large corporations), it was much more important to those in polit-
ical power to set in motion the spiral-like productive dynamics of escalation
thatare central to capitalism.”To a certain extent, this even applies to China’s
economic transformation since Deng Xiaoping.® A very similar pattern of in-
terpretation could be observed when the massive neoliberal privatisation of
both the health and care sectors and the media sector took effect in Western
countries at about the same time. The decisive factor was that the services
should be provided efficiently and reliably; the question of ownership was
secondary.* Similarly, the distribution disputes in capitalist societies rou-
tinely focus on income structures and thus on the remuneration for labour,
while the increasingly unequal property and wealth relations are hardly ever
the subject of debate or even consideration.® And even at the micro level of
social life, it can be observed that property structures are strangely excluded
or ignored compared to procedural questions of ownership and operation.
One example of this is when couples are not at all clear about who owns what
in the property relations established by them and between them (who actu-
ally owns what in a joint household?); however, these issues become highly
relevant especially in the event of divorce.®

At the same time, however, there is an almost monomaniacal “obsession
with property” under modern capitalist conditions when it comes to acquir-
ing property titles at all possible levels of existence—to buy something, to gen-
erate income, to obtain entitlement rights. Regardless of that, however, it seems
as if the basic background structure of modern society, its property form, is
lost to view and forgotten wherever it is not directly contested and dynami-
cally “liquidated”; where it forms structures that have coagulated, as it were,
out of sight of the actors. This is as remarkable as it is deplorable because
property is of enormous scope and significance for the self-understanding

2 This is the subject of sub-project BO7 (Property concepts and property conflicts in the privatisa-
tion process), headed by Joachim von Puttkamer, of the Collaborative Research Centre “Structural
change in property” at the universities of Jena and Erfurt. Cf. Peters 2023.

3 The sub-project CO1 “Hybrid property order in state capitalism”, led by Carsten Herrmann-Pillath,
is conducting research on this, also at universities of Jena and Erfurt.

4 The results are being analysed in sub-project C05, led by Silke van Dyk, “Conflicts over the public
sphere and the future of the commons: Property relations in the context of welfare state transfor-
mation.”

5 Distribution and class conflicts are the subject of sub-project BO5 (“Property, inequality and class
formation in socio-ecological transformation conflicts”), led by Klaus Dérre.

6 This is a striking finding of sub-project BO6 (“Property inequality in the private sphere”) led by
Kathrin Leuze and Sylka Scholz (Althaber et al. 2023).



PROPERTY AS THE MODERN FORM OF WELTBEZIEHUNG 21

of modern society and its dominant form of Weltbeziehung. The basic thesis
of this article is that every social formation establishes a very specific way of
“being-in-the-world” for the subjects, a very specific set of relations to the
world (Weltbeziehung) that is formed out of characteristic ways of experienc-
ing, acting in and connecting to the world. With the concept of Weltbeziehunyg,
I am trying to describe a form of habitualised experience and orientation
that is anchored in the body and largely exists below the level of cognitive
operations, consisting of a specific field of sensibility (or focus of attention)
and a correlating structure of will (or pattern of intentionality). Weltbeziehung
thus means a specific form of (passive-receptive) experience of the world and
(active-intentional) orientation to the world. These patterns are ultimately
only fully revealed in an analysis of subjectivity such as that provided by phe-
nomenology (Zahavi 2007, 73; 2002; on this now also Rosa 2023). The overall
structure of such relationships then defines the basic relation to the world
(Weltbeziehung) of an individual or a community.

At least for modern societies and dominant patterns of subjectivity in
those societies, three specific dimensions of Weltbeziehung prove to be consti-
tutive; namely social relations, relations to things or objects, and self relations. It
is no coincidence that Jitrgen Habermas and Karl Popper, for example, agree
in dividing in an onto-epistemological way, as it were, what we encounter as
world, into an objective, a social, and a subjective world (Habermas 1981, 149;
Popper 1973).” The field of sensibility and the structure of the will of the sub-
jects then differ accordingly, depending on which of these three aspects of
the world they are confronted with. And here it becomes apparent that the
institution of property is of cardinal importance for all three dimensions of
Weltbeziehung. Property establishes a specific form of relationship to things
or objects, a characteristic mode of social relation and a particular pattern
of self -relation. In what follows, I would like to elaborate first on these three
forms of Weltbeziehungen, in order to clarify in the next step how much and in
how far these property-mediated patterns of relations are changing in late-
modern contemporary society, and finally, in the last step, to provide some
insights into what other forms of Weltbeziehung are conceivable as a result of
an (ongoing) structural change of property.

7 Popper, however, does not speak of a “social world,” but he does identify (alongside the subjective
and physical worlds) a (socially) “objectified” world of human thought and action.
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2. Property as a form of existence: social-, thing- and self-
relation

In the first place, the institution of property obviously constitutes and con-
figures a specific relationship to things. In making a thing my property by
buying it, for example, I acquire largely unrestricted rights of disposal over
it. Property thus characterises a form of placing the world at my disposal: I
can dowhat I want and when [want it with my bicycle, myland, and my trousers.
I can use them, convert them, lend them, sell them, destroy them, simply
leave them lying around, etc., and at the same time, they are protected from
access by others. I have them at my free disposal. Of course, we immediately see
that this usually does not mean unlimited disposal: I am not allowed to blow
my car up; I am not allowed to drive it anywhere I want. Nor am I allowed to
build what and how I want on my land, etc., and even if I own a company, I
don't have permission to do with it simply as I please. But, with these restric-
tions, we already are basically touching on the social relations and the social
bond of property. Yet, as for the relation to objects, this does not change the
fact that we make things available to us through the institution of property.®

In becoming “my thing” in this way, however, a second form of relation to
objects is established at the same time, as Aristotle already knew, namely, a
relationship of care (Aristotle, Politics, 1262b—1263a). Because this is my land,
ormy car, itis important to me that they remain intact, that they are not dam-
aged, are preserved in their value and usability, or even for their own sake.
For example, if someone knocks over our bike, we exclaim loudly, “Hey, that’s
my bike!”. The things we have at our disposal as property tend to be “close to
our hearts.” However, it is important to notice that there are forms of (capi-
talist) property to which this does not apply at all, such as shares. The specific
feature of capital ownership seems to be that precisely this conditional rela-
tion of care does not arise in this case.’ I will return to this below.

8 At this starting point, I will refrain from differentiating between possession and property, be-
cause it is, to begin with, irrelevant to the phenomenal perspective adopted here. Nevertheless, I
agree with Emil Angehrn’s observation that possession primarily defines a relation to a thing and
thus also affects the relation to the self, while property primarily describes a social relation. I will
return to this in a moment. Cf. Angehrn 1989, here especially 96 f.

9 Georg Simmel elaborated on this difference between abstract and concrete value in a phenomeno-
logically differentiated way in his Philosophie des Geldes (Philosophy of money (1989). Karl Marx
and, in a different way, Max Weber also substantiated it on the basis of economics.
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The paradigmatic example of such a property-like relation to an object,
which has been used again and again in the economic and philosophical dis-
cussion of property since the time of John Locke, Adam Smith, and David
Ricardo, is one’s own plot of land and the little house or flat one owns. “My
home is my castle” means that my dwelling is at my disposal, that I take care
of it and look after it, that I “appropriate” (anverwandeln) it to myself (cer-
tainly in Heidegger’s sense of “dwelling” (Wohnen) as well) (Heidegger 2022),
and that it is protected from access by others, including the state.

With this, however, it is now obvious to what extent property simultane-
ously configures a social relation, or, rather, a whole network of social rela-
tions. Subjects encounter each other as owners and thus as competitors for
scarce goods to which they want to acquire rights of disposal and custody. In
this context, property primarily establishes relations of exclusion: if some-
thing is mine, others—individually and collectively—have no access rights to
it. It is literally “no longer their business.” They can, however, encounter me
as customers or clients or as buyers or sellers with whom I do business—this
involves the negotiation and redistribution of property, such as when I sell
my car or my land (or my block of shares). A certain social obligation then
arises in a quasi-natural way from the fact that my use (or misuse or non-
use) of property has consequences for others. This includes ecological ones,
such as when I let my car rust in the garden, and oil and petrol seep into the
groundwater. But this does not change the fact that property first and fore-
most establishes an exclusive relation of disposal and care.

It is through these property-mediated relations to things and others,
however, that a specific form of subjective self-relation is constituted, too:
the field of sensibility and the structure of the will of the subjects is directed
towards themselves as owners of specific sections of the world. In other words,
property creates a possessive self-relation, the basic structure of which
Hegel already explained in his Philosophy of Right. He sharply analyses how
the social relations and the self-relation of modern subjects are intertwined
when he states:

“The person, distinguishing himself from himself, relates himself to another person, and
indeed both exist for each other only as owners. Their identity, which exists as such, ac-
quires existence through the property of the one becoming the property of the other with
a common will and preservation of their right—in the contract.” (Hegel 1986a, 98)
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And in his Lectures on the History of Philosophy, he pointedly states: “Property is
a possession that belongs to me as this person, in which my person as such
comes into existence, into reality” (Hegel 1986b, 126).

Strictly speaking, the property form of the self-relation already results
logically from the property form of the relation to the other: self-relation and
relation to the (outer) world are always directly correlated and intertwined;
every self-relation takes a diversion, so to speak, via a relation to the world
outside. This means that modern subjects not only encounter each other but
also themselves as owners: I am the one who owns this house, this car, this job, as
well as this coat, this record of music, this book, this jug. We extend ourselves, as
it were, into the world through the things we own. My self-confidence and
my self-perception are shaped, for example, by the fact that I live in this flat
if I am its owner—but also by the fact that this flat belongs to me if I am
its owner and do not live there. Although the effects of (permanent) own-
ership and property on the self-relation are not the same, they both have a
formative influence. We can state that, as a social process, subjectification to
a significant degree takes place through the acquisition of property—for ex-
ample, specific clothing, shoes, books, records, vehicles, digital devices, later
perhapsland and residential property, etc. The question “Who am I?” cannot
be answered in modern society without reference to property. Subjectivity
arises from the interplay of relations of disposal and care that define us as
subjects and translates into claims or rights and responsibilities.

Asayoung childlearns to distinguish “mine” from “yours,” his or her sense
of self starts to take shape—and it acquires individual traits in the process
of adolescence, when the young person begins to demarcate his or her own
material, cultural, and spiritual “realm.” Without a doubt, the decision to ac-
quire a certain article of clothing, a particular trainer, book, vehicle, com-
puter game, game controller, tattoo (or whatever else is perceived to be rel-
evant property) proves to be highly relevant for the process of identity for-
mation. Appropriation is the process by which a thing becomes property. In
the theoretical tradition that runs from Hegel via T.H. Green to contempo-
rary property ethics, we therefore find the conviction that without the right
and the practice of freely disposing of certain parts of the world, no subject
capable of action can develop because it is the possibilities of experiencing
care, planning, and self-efficacy associated with property which provide the
chance for “appropriation” (Anverwandlung),i.e., for the transformative shap-
ing of the self and the world (cf., for example, Wesche 2014; Brocker 1992).
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“Let the individual own nothing but himself, and he will not have a self to
own,” Henry Jones stated pointedly already in 1910 (Jones 1910, 94).

The “possessive individualism” so harshly criticised by C.B. Macpherson
(Macpherson 1962), according to which the modern individual constitutes
his or her self-relation as self-ownership, is in this sense not only the domi-
nant ideology of political liberalism but the embodied and habitualised Welt-
beziehung of modernity. For example, the modern individual possesses school
degrees (“I have A-levels”), offices (“I hold the office of second-in-command in
the voluntary fire brigade”), professional titles (“I have a profession as a doc-
tor”) and family titles (“I have a husband and three children”), and it is through
these relations that his or her self-relation is constituted.

In sum, these three dimensions of modern world-relations, constituted
in the form of property, result in a possessive overall world relation (Welt-
beziehung) that differs from historically or culturally alternative forms of
Weltbeziehung, not least in that the modern subject even seems to possess
his or her thoughts and feelings, moods and inclinations, illnesses and
abilities. We tend to say: I have these thoughts, these feelings, these inclinations,
these strengths and weaknesses, or even a disease. And it is difficult to imagine
an alternative here. It could well turn out, however, that such qualities were
culturally and historically conceived over far longer periods as participatory
states rather than possessive ones. Phenomenologists from Maurice Merleau-
Ponty to Herman Schmitz, for example, have repeatedly pointed out that
the notion of “feelings” as located inside a person may be a cardinal modern
error: they can be more coherently conceptualised as something “extended
and shared” between self and world (Schmitz 2019, 2). In this alternative
way of thinking, individuals are afflicted, affected, or involved in feelings,
moods, or illnesses rather than “having” them. Experts on Japanese and
Chinese speech and thought from Heidegger via Rolf Elberfeld (2012) to
Francois Jullien (2022) have, moreover, repeatedly discussed the tendency
of Asian thought towards participatory involvement in a dynamic world, and
many varieties of Renaissance thought also portray self and world as mutu-
ally interwoven — dynamically interpenetrated — in such a way that fixative,
attributive relations of possession are hardly conceptualisable (Taylor 2009).
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3. The incipient structural change in property in the 21st century

We do not necessarily have to turn, however, to non-European cultural tradi-
tions if we want to try to think of alternative forms of Weltbeziehung. In fact,
according to the thesis put forward in this contribution, a revolution con-
cerning the possessive world relation (Weltbeziehung) constituted in this way
is currently emerging. The causes behind this can be found in technical, eco-
nomic, political, and psychological changes that are happening at the same
time and affect all three dimensions of relation — relationships to objects,
social relations, and the self relation — equally. Property, it could be said, is
no longer what it once was, and therefore its structural function and its cul-
tural meaning are changing (Schuppert 2023).

What exactly does this postulate of a structural change in property mean?
The thesis is that the habitualized modern forms of property have become
questionable and are in flux under the pressure of current technological de-
velopments, economic wealth accumulation in the private sector and debt
accumulation on the state side, as well as from geostrategic changes in both
extensional and intensional as well as temporal and spatial respects. In an ex-
tensional sense, property structures are changing insofar as things that were
not property before are suddenly subject to being owned — such as planets
that turn out to be sources of raw materials; the wind, insofar as it is a source
of energy; motherhood, insofar as it can be marketed; DNA sequences that
can be patented — or, conversely, things lose or at least change their prop-
erty form. This latter applies to cultural knowledge, for example, when it is
no longer collected in expensive encyclopaedias that can be purchased pri-
vately, such as the Brockhaus or the Encyclopaedia Britannica, but can be found
in collective, publicly accessible sources such as Wikipedia, which refuses to
attribute and market entries as intellectual property because they are of a
collective nature.

In general, there is a tendency for the most highly valued cultural goods—
the music of Beethoven or Bach, the works of Goethe or Shakespeare, etc.—to
become public and freely accessible. That is, they are no longer to be appro-
priated in the form of private property by buying the books or the recordings,
whereas, however, the necessary infrastructure (digital devices and streaming
services) are expensive.

But this is also obviously changing the intensional meaning of property
with respect to social practices as well as for the processes of subjectifica-
tion. First, it can be noted that, with regard to cultural goods but to some
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extent even to the material bearers of the Weltbeziehung and our processing
of the world, a tendency towards a significant change from property rights
to rights of use can be observed: Subjects no longer buy the things by which
they subjectify themselves culturally but acquire temporary rights of use for
them. This applies, for example, to music as well as films or books which
are accessed and used through streaming services; but analoguous practices
are beginning to establish themselves in other areas as well so that this ten-
dency can now also be observed for clothing and vehicles (from the scooter
left on the street corner to the leased or shared automobile and to the evening
dress)—not to mention the digital end devices that remain the property of
the provider and are regularly exchanged by him.

This has profound consequences for all three dimensions of Welt-
beziehung—and thus for the late modern way of being in the world as a whole:
with regard to relations to objects, it means that the relation of care disap-
pears almost completely. The care and provision of “devices” and “products”
is the task and responsibility of the manufacturers and providers—while the
right of disposal for customers is clearly restricted: only temporary rights of
use are acquired which can expire at any time if the service is terminated or
payment obligations are not met. But there are no rights of transmission,
marketing, alteration, destruction, etc. In fact, in late-modern capitalist
societies, the producers of branded products are systematically dependent
on the absence of close relationships between users and “things” that lead to
consumers being so attached to their appliances, vehicles, or clothes that
they do not want to get rid of them and replace them with new ones because
they formed intense relations of care with them. Instead, customers are
now supposed to keep replacing material things at ever shorter intervals,
from smartphones to refrigerators to bicycles, while remaining “loyal” to the
brands and service infrastructures.

In terms of social relations, cultural and knowledge goods in particular
are no longer rival or scarce: they can be multiplied and disseminated with-
out restriction and free of charge (this applies to almost all digital products
such as audio recordings, books, films, computer games, software), even
though their initial development is of course resource-intensive. This means,
however, that such things no longer create competitive social relations, un-
less, of course, rivalry is artificially created through pecuniary or other
access restrictions. Exclusive social relations thus shift from the products
that carry the cultural meanings to the material and digital infrastructures
as prerequisites for their use (not everyone can afford Apple products, Amazon
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Prime, or Netflix). If property is understood as the connection between the
relations of disposal and care, then it seems obvious that we are dealing with
a significant change here.

It is true, of course, that this shift concerns only a small part of material
reality and thus of the Weltbeziehung mediated by objects in late modern so-
cieties. Housing, food, clothing, furnishings, etc. are still predominantly ac-
quired, provided for, and used in the form of private property. But there can
be no doubt that the transformations occur in an area which is of great im-
portance for the self-relation mediated by objects. The open research ques-
tion here is: What consequences does it have for subjects, especially young
people, when they no longer own the books, the music, the films, and the
games (and perhaps even the clothing) through which they develop their self-
relation and define their identity but only (temporarily, as long as they care
to and their parents pay the providers and streaming services) read, listen,
watch, play (and wear) them? What does it mean if they no longer have these
things materially present in the cupboard or on the shelf? Phenomenologi-
cally speaking, it is obvious that the physical relationship to them is already
changing: If we leave aside the clothes, they are no longer materially appro-
priated but enter the home as an immaterial data stream. This can mean
that the processes of appropriation, i.e., the processes by which a subject
forms, develops, and defines itself through cultural participation, are also
changing—but the significance and extent of such transformations are far
from clear yet.

In any case, the tendency analysed so far clearly implies a massive dy-
namisation in the relation to objects and thus also in the ensuing self-re-
lations. Without doubt, the hope and idea of acquiring and establishing a
“home of one’s own” is of central importance, at least for the bourgeois world
relation (Weltbeziehung). Fencing off a plot of land and building a house—
this driving motive, which is tremendously strong in modern capitalist soci-
ety and provides an orientation far beyond the bourgeois life story, was not
designed at first for individual ownership but for permanent, intergenera-
tional family structures. The idea and the desire to leave something to the
children one day—a flat, a house, a business—was and still is a motive that
provides the possessive world relation with its driving energy. It is through
home ownership that the bourgeois self expands into the world and liter-
ally finds itself interwoven with its structures: It is in the the workshop, the
small garden, the kitchen, the living room, etc., where the propensities and
features of the world are (or were) literally assimilated (einverleibt) and where
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essential relationships with the social and the material world were created.
This is where thing, social and self-relations are (or were) shaped. The lit-
eral “growing together” between dwelling, furnishings, and subject (which,
of course, could only be a lasting reality for those possessing property), de-
scribed so vividly by Georg Simmel in his Philosophy of Money, experienced a
progressive loosening in the course of the 19th and above all the 20th century
by the very fact that originally immobile, “built-in” housing components such
as a stove, table, settee, and sometimes bed became “movables” (Mabel) that
could be exchanged at historically shorter intervals and less and less often
survived their owners (Simmel 1989, 637).

Of importance to me here, however, is the fact that the property consti-
tutive of the possessive Weltheziehung was, in my view, designed in its basic
structure for intergenerational duration. As research has been able to show,
even in the cradle of late modern neoliberalism, in Pinochet’s Chile, the driv-
ing economic motive of the bourgeois classes was not the acquisition of in-
dividual property but the accumulation of family property designed for per-
manence (Basaure i. V.).!° Such an understanding of property is historically
much older and more widespread than the idea of arbitrary individual avail-
ability: from Roman law of antiquity to the Chinese tradition of the 19th and
20th centuries, the rights of disposal associated with property were and are
rarely individual rights but first and foremost community and above all fam-
ily rights (Reinhard 2017, especially 27 ff.; Kroker 1959). As Tilo Wesche has
mapped out, this intergenerational bridge connects the idea of property with
a motif of endurance that points beyond death: property increases and solid-
ifies over the life-course of the bourgeois subject while its lifetime simulta-
neously decreases and dwindles (Wesche 2014; 2018).

However, there can hardly be any doubt that this very motivational basic
structure of the possessive bourgeois world relation is losing its plausibil-
ity and viability in contemporary society. In short, in the late modern stage
of “acceleration society” based on the operative mode of dynamic stabilisa-
tion, children no longer want to have or take over their parents’ things: not
their furniture, not their clothes, not their vehicles and gardens, and quite
often not their houses and flats either and certainly not the small businesses
or enterprises that they may have built up. And because the son or daugh-
ter of a baker couple hardly (and often in no way) wants to be a baker him-

10 The strong family inheritance motive is also evident in the pension system, for example, which
allows accumulated pension rights to be inherited.



30 HARTMUT Rosa

or herself, they distance themselves from the parents’ self- and social rela-
tions and their relation to objects. Because children often prefer—if they can
afford it—to build or acquire residential property near their parents rather
than take over the parental home, the idea of building a material world rela-
tion for their children (and further generations) is almost obsolete. The idea
of permanence now seems to discourage rather than encourage: an inher-
ited house is experienced more as a heavy burden on one’s descendants as
the spatio-temporal world relation becomes dynamic and as moving remains
a constant option, unless of course they monetise it. This corresponds to the
growing trend to understand home ownership not as a material asset, i.e.,
in the sense of establishing a material foundation and centre of one’s Welt-
beziehung but as an attractive financial investment and old-age security—and
thus as a commodity (Heeg 2013)." Interestingly, a somewhat similar devel-
opmentisalso evident with regard to the acquisition of a car: for young urban
middle classes, owning a car no longer establishes a significant self and ob-
ject relation because it inhibits rather than promotes (hyper)mobility. They
use various vehicles to get around quickly; they no longer want to have them.

If property is to be understood as a link between the relationships of dis-
posal and care, then a fundamental change can be seen precisely in the tran-
sition from the material ownership of things to abstract real estate invest-
ment, which can be observed in the real estate market: those who live in their
own flat have it at their disposal and care for it. Whoever rents out a flat still
has that disposal over and care for it, albeit in a mediated, weakened way:
they select tenants, conclude tenancy agreements, and are responsible for re-
furbishment etc. On the other hand, someone who buys sharesin a real estate
fund does not even know, as a rule, which properties he or she owns shares
in: she has no disposal over it and he does not care, except for the value of the
investment. This form of property does not establish any relation to a thing
at all and, as Simmel also noted, no substantial self-relation either precisely
because it is not connected to any specific “realm of the world.” Wherever
property ultimately exists as fungible fund shares that are bought and sold
by computer algorithms in fractions of a second, this development is taken
to the extreme insofar as the two basic relations of property have completely
evaporated. Owning shares, being rich, or having a high income is certainly
of great importance for the resource endowment of individuals, but it can-

11 The SFB’s sub-project AO7 (“Habitat as collateral: Indebted property and financialisation”), led by
Ute Tellmann, is also conducting research on this topic.
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not as such form the basis for a sustainable, subjectivising self-relation be-
cause itis, as it were, of no quality: it does not establish a relation between the
self and a qualitatively determined part of the world,; it is indifferent to spe-
cificlife contents and life purposes (Angehrn 1989, 107, following Simmel). As
“possessions,” the little house, the allotment garden, the Mercedes, or the Peugeot
bicycle, and the private libvary, the record collection, or the Brockhaus encyclopae-
dia all “form” a subject in a qualitative way. Money as “pure potency” does not
do that.

According to the argument developed so far, the structural change of
property with regard to the relations of self, thing and social relations that it
founds and establishes is thus reflected in the fact that the relationships of
care and disposal in the realm of things is transformed into a relationship of
temporary use without any obligation to care and, precisely because of this,
the quality of subjectification of things is at least changed, if not reduced.
Self-relations are re-configured as (flexible) user relations. In the social
dimension, the competitive form of relationship remains dominant, but the
rivalry now relates less to concrete things and sections of the world than to
what one could call economic “utilisation potency” or range of disposal. This
is determined by the total volume of economic, cultural, social, and physical
capital. What does this mean for the transformation of late modern world
relations (Weltbeziehung)?

4. Conclusion: From a possessive to a participatory
Weltbeziehung?

At first glance, it may seem as if the late modern Weltbeziehung is being trans-
formed from a basically possessive one back into a more participatory one: peo-
ple participate as users in all kinds of services and events, they use buildings,
means of transport, infrastructures, and devices without owning them and
without having to enter into specific obligations of care for them that go be-
yond the usual duties of care. And indeed, this shift seems to be mirrored in
other areas of life as well: Ideally speaking, late-modern subjects no longer
“have” a profession but (temporarily) pursue one; nor do they “have” a spouse
but (for the time being) live with someone; perhaps one can even say that they
also no longer “have” friends but are friends and such friendship only shows
and sustains itself in the execution.
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But this impression of a transition from a possessive to a participatory
Weltbeziehung is deceptive. The relation of use is not participatory in a gen-
uine sense but rests, as it were, on “dead property” (fote Habe) (Fromm 1979),
namely on economic assets in the form of a shrunken form of property. Be-
cause almost all of the participatory and especially material world relations
(from living to working to eating and to all expressions of consumption) are
“paid,” they continue to be based on an encapsulated possessive world re-
lation. People “have” economic assets, and thus a given scope and horizon of
possibilities of use in the form of abstract numbers on their accounts. By “us-
ing” them, they redeem themselves of any participatory care obligations and
secure temporary exclusive rights of use. In short, one has to “have” capital
to buy participation. In the social dimension, they compete less for concrete
goods or “parts of the world” than for the same volume of numbers: the so-
cial relation becomes a purely competitive relation, because whenever and
wherever the account balance rises in one place, it must fall somewhere else.

My thesis is thus that the currently observable structural change in
property undermines the basic structure of property as a combination of
a disposal and a care relation, which gave the capitalist development of
the last 250 years a robust and more or less solid foundation, and at the
same time radicalises the possessive world relation (Weltbeziehung) into a
shrinking form which exacerbates the competitive relation in the social
dimension, reinforces the ecologically problematic side of the relation to
things—insofar as it eliminates the relationship of care to things that goes
hand in hand with classical ownership—and finally also forfeits, or at least
reduces, the ability to create sustainable self-relations.

If we are not to lapse into persistent cultural pessimism about this, the
question arises powerfully as to what alternatives to a possessive world rela-
tion are even conceivable. As I have already indicated, such alternatives seem
to me to lie in the possibility of genuinely participatory Weltbeziehungen in
which people take care of things and “parts of the world” and participate in
them without “having” them. Indigenous traditions and ways of life can cer-
tainly provide examples of this: Forests, rivers, and the plants and animals
thatlive in them can be used, for example, and people can care for them with-
out their being considered and experienced as property and without this hav-
ing to be regulated by corresponding legal claims. And indeed: in late modern
contemporary society, microforms of new sharing practices can be observed
in many places—sometimes born out of necessity, sometimes out of weari-
ness with the capitalist order, and sometimes emerging as an unintended
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side effect of technological developments—in which the most diverse actors
experiment for the sake of the most diverse interests and in very different
ways.'” Certainly, the habitus, interest and interpretation patterns of posses-
sive relations to thing, self and others will continue to dominate for the time
being. But, especially in the field of digital production and consumption, a
critical threshold seems to have been crossed in many places that makes it
difficult to maintain a possessive world relation: this applies to impressive
knowledge structures like Wikipedia, which not only do not “belong” to any-
one but also make the concept of intellectual authorship questionable, to new
sampling techniques in music, to open source software, to works of art pro-
duced by Al etc.” The liquidation of the late-modern Weltbeziehung as a result
of the structural change in property therefore makes it quite conceivable that
a new form of existence one day will emerge from this.
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Relationship to the Good: On the world-
opening and world-connecting power
of virtues!

Kathi Beier, Dietmar Mieth

1. Introduction

The claim we make in this chapter is that virtues contribute essentially to suc-
cessful world relations by bringing the virtuous person into a stable relation
with the good and the right. To put it in a syllogism: i) A relation with the
good is the basis for good Weltheziehungen; ii) virtues establish a stable rela-
tion in humans with the good; iii) Therefore, virtues are the basis for good
Weltbeziehungen. Virtues ensure both a true knowledge of and a good rela-
tion to the world, including a good relation to oneself and to others. In what
follows, we will explain why this is so.

The good that virtues make possible is meant here in an ethical sense.
After all, we humans ask not only whether something is useful, i.e., instru-
mentally good, or pleasant, i.e., sensually good, but also whether our actions
and our lives as a whole are ethically valuable, i.e., whether one should act or
live in this way—even if it is unpleasant or useless. The ability to ask about
the ethical or moral value of an action and to consider values in one’s own ac-
tions is an anthropological prerequisite for any assumption of responsibility.
Virtues are fundamental value attitudes. In them, our ability to do what is
good and right is realised; in this sense, they contribute to a good life. More
than good intentions are involved here, for what is required are attitudes that
realise what they claim—not only for the individual but also in relations and
structures that are necessary to support ethical values. They, too, can be proof
of the power of existing virtues.

1 © The author/s 2023, published by Campus Verlag, Open Access: CC BY-SA 4.0
Bettina Hollstein, Hartmut Rosa, Jérg Riipke (eds.), “Weltbeziehung”
DOI:10.12907/978-3-593-45587-7_003
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The power of virtues has been recognised in almost all ages and by the
most diverse cultures. If one understands “world” in a plural sense, i.e., as
spatially or temporally sufficiently separated, very different social constel-
lations, then one can also say that the idea of virtue is world-connecting.
Alasdair Maclntyre (2007), for example, has traced the history of the con-
cept of virtue in Western thought, beginning with the heroic societies Homer
sings about through classical antiquity (Socrates, Plato, Aristotle), the Chris-
tian Middle Ages, the Scottish and German Enlightenment thinkers (Adam
Smith, David Hume, Immanuel Kant), and the novels of Jane Austen and
Henry James. On this conceptual basis, he develops a neo-Aristotelian virtue
ethics for the present. Parallel to Greek antiquity, the concept of an excellent
character appears in classical Chinese ethics, i.e., in the writings of Kongzi/
Confucius and his pupils (Ivanhoe 2013; Tiwald 2018). Contemporary virtue
ethicists such as Linda Zagzebski (2017) and Shannon Vallor (2016) incorpo-
rate this tradition into their accounts.” Vallor and others also refer to com-
parable teachings in Buddhism (Flanagan 2015; MacKenzie 2018). Further-
more, Zagzebski discusses the ideas of Native Americans, such as the role
model function that Plenty Coups (1848-1932), chief of the Crow Nation, is
still attributed today—by people both within and outside his tribe.’

The basic idea of virtue ethics that runs through all these worlds is as fol-
lows: to be able to act and think well as a human being and to lead a successful
life, it is not enough to have a somewhat natural sense of (moral) good and
bad. This sense can be lost or go astray if it is not rationally reflected upon and
socially cultivated. Moreover, knowledge of the (moral) good does not enable
us to act according to it as such; passions such as desire, fear, and despair are
sometimes stronger than our good intentions. It is only by acquiring stable
dispositions of thought and action, i.e., by acquiring virtues that have stood
the test of time, that we are able to recognise, understand, and properly re-
spond to the normative demands of the world we live in. The virtues, rightly
understood, cause us to aim at what is truly good and to be able to do it.

This idea could also be expressed in terms of a theory of resonance:* a per-
son who is virtuous allows herself to be affected, say, by injustice. She finds

2 Zagzebski (2017, 85), for example, states that Confucius “had the same pivotal role in the creation
of Chinese philosophy that Socrates had for Western philosophy.”

3 See also Lear (2008), a book that, according to Zagzebski (2017, 89), presents Plenty Coups as an
exemplar of Aristotelian virtue.

4 See the introductory chapter to this book, especially p. 11-12.
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an effective answer to the question of what she can do against injustice here
and now. By acting justly, she transforms the world and herself, for—through
the actions they motivate and control—virtues have a permanent effect on
the agent. Whoever acquires virtues and exercises them knows about the un-
controllability of this process, so she can only hope to influence the world and
herself—and maybe others who take her as an example—in the search for the
good and the right.

In what follows, we will describe the world-opening power of the virtues
in more detail. We do this in three steps. In section two, we analyse the
concepts of world, relation, and virtue. In section three, we show in general
terms how and by what means virtues contribute to good self- and world
relations (Weltbeziehungen). In section four, we will focus on three concrete
virtues—prudence, charity, and serenity (Gelassenheit)—and outline their
significance for a good human life on the one hand and the stages in their
respective histories of interpretation on the other. We conclude with some
brief remarks on the social and institutional preconditions for successful
virtue formation and practice.

2. World, relation, virtue: Conceptual reflections

When we speak of relationship, we basically have in mind a form of personal
attachment: a person has a relationship with another person. When humans
enter into a relationship with each other, this can take various forms: we
distinguish, for example, family, friendly, sexual, marital relationships, as
well as hostile, dependent, exploitative relationships, and others from one
another—always in relation to persons. Relations between persons seem to
be paradigmatic for the concept of relationship; such relationships, at least
if they are voluntary, imply reciprocity. Therefore, in religion, we can talk of
a relationship with God. When we do so, however, it immediately becomes
clear that this is a relationship whose correspondences are beyond our con-
trol, for God is beyond our control, at least to the extent God cannot or may
not be instrumentalised. Other human persons are also beyond our control,
i.e., a subject of freedom (Spaemann 1996). If humans were controllable in
a neurobiological way, then their personhood would disappear, dissolve into
availability. People can have relationships with animals that are sometimes
more and sometimes less reciprocal. Can one also enter into a relationship
with things, a relationship that meets the requirements of the personal? Talk
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of a relationship to objects seems to be derived from personal relations. It is
metaphorically possible, but it necessarily remains one-sided.

If, for us, the world is the other side of the relation—as in the sense of
Martin Heidegger’s formula of “being-in-the-world” as a human condition
which Rosa (2016, 55) refers to—it would have to be something quasi-per-
sonal, i.e., a power beyond our control that can nevertheless be influenced
by us, one that changes in and through our relationship with it, just as we
are changed by it. In any case, speaking of a “successful” Weltbeziehung raises
a problem. It is possible to speak of successful human relationships or hu-
man-animal relationships: they succeed if the partners care about the rela-
tionship and are committed to it. Spiritually, it is possible to speak of a suc-
cessful relationship with God. But to what extent is the world a partner for
human success? What sense of the term “world” is meant here?

In the Latin linguistic tradition, world has many connotations. In the
sense of mundus, world refers in a comprehensive way to (almost) everything
that exists. Immanuel Kant understands it as the “epitome of phenomena”
(CpR, B 483) and famously distinguishes between the world of the senses
(mundus sensibilis) and the world of understanding (mundus intelligibilis). In
the sense of saeculum, world means the earthly time in which one lives, the
century or age, sometimes also the spirit of the times. In the sense of societas,
world refers to the forms of alliances and communities one belongs to. And
in the sense of terra, world refers, like globus, to the earth or globe (as a
celestial body) or to the ground or soil (as a substance). Bruno Latour (2018),
for example, along with others who use the word in a charged way, speaks
of “our earth”—thereby alluding to the care that seems to be an essential
component of (personal) relationships. Martin Heidegger, in The Origin of
the Work of Art, distinguishes the “earth,” i.e., the hidden forces or what is
concealed, from the “world,” understood as existing insofar as it reveals and
manifests itself. In classical metaphysics, this is the difference between sub-
stance and form. Heidegger’s distinction between “environment” (Umwelt)
and “co-world” (Mit-welt) is more familiar, i.e., between things and “stuft”
(Zeug)—according to Heidegger “the being encountered in concern” (2004,
$ 15)—on the one hand and being with other people on the other (ibid., § 26).
In his view, “environment” and “co-world” make up our everyday existence,
whereas there is a “world” beyond and behind it that does not touch us so
directly.

If one understands the term “world” not in this latter sense but in terms of
the variables of time, nature, and society as everything that immediately sur-
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rounds us, then it becomes more understandable that human life essentially
takes place in Weltbeziehungen. For it is in relation to the people and things
around us that we grow and develop, that we build up our understanding of
ourselves and the world, that we act and think.

Whether these Weltbeziehungen succeed in an objective sense, i.e.,
whether we can live well together with ourselves and others, with na-
ture and technology, etc., depends not least on ourselves, on the way we
are—hence on our attitudes. Virtues and vices are stable attitudes. The
Greek philosophers spoke of hexis, the Latin philosophers of habitus; today
we usually speak of character traits.

According to Aristotle’s Categories, virtues and their opposites, vices, are
qualities, that is, they tell us something about what a person is like (Aris-
totle, Cat. 8). Unlike warmth and cold or health and illness, however, they
are, first, not physical but mental or character qualities and, second, not eas-
ily changeable constitutions but stable dispositions.® Unlike abilities such as
sight or hearing, they are not innate but must be acquired. And finally, unlike
acquired skills such as cooking or riding a bicycle, they are not ethically neu-
tral; instead, virtues are by definition good and praiseworthy qualities and
vices bad and reprehensible ones. For Aristotle, human virtue is therefore a
disposition acquired through agency and learning, a disposition by which
one becomes a good person or, in other words, through which one becomes
good as a person and which thus enables one to do what most constitutes a
human being, i.e., to think and act rationally (Aristotle, EN II 5).

In the European Middle Ages, this understanding of virtue was authori-
tative,® even though additions were not excluded. For example, virtues given
by divine grace, i.e., so-called “infused virtues” (virtutes infusae), were added,
as well as the virtues related to God (virtutes theologicae), i.e., faith, hope, and
love. Moreover, there were completely new understandings of the virtues,
such as the one proposed by Meister Eckhart (c. 1260-1328); he conceived
of the virtues not as human accidents but as spiritual perfections of God.
We will return to this below. As mentioned at the beginning, the idea of ac-
quired attitudes that contribute to our living well as human beings is not lim-

5 As Aristotle holds, virtue is a hexis, i.e., a state or some kind of habit (Latin: habitus). For the claim
that virtue in Aristotle primarily means human virtue, see Beier (2019).

6 The following definition from the Sentences of Peter Lombard (c. 1100h-1160) was used as a guide:
“Virtue is a good quality of mind through which we live rightly and use nothing wrongly.” Thomas
Aquinas (1224/25-1274), whom we quote more often below, adopts this definition (ST I-II, q. 55,
a.l,arg. 1).
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ited to Greek antiquity and medieval Christianity but can be found in almost
all times and almost all cultures and worldviews. In the following, we shall
illustrate how virtues make a good life possible, first in general terms and
systematically, then by looking at three concrete virtues and their respective
histories of interpretation.

3. Virtue and the good life

The claim that we as human beings need virtues for a good relation to our-
selves and to the world is based on the general concept of virtue, one that
transcends time. Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas justify this concept meta-
physically (Schockenhoff1987). The late MacIntyre (1999) places himself partly
and explicitly in this tradition (Beier 2020). All three understand virtues as
stable character traits whose acquisition is not only possible but absolutely
necessary for living well as a human being. This presupposes certain anthro-
pological assumptions about the nature of humans which we shall discuss in
more detail in a moment.

By contrast, many proponents of virtue ethics in the 20th and 21st cen-
turies, including the early Maclntyre, are sceptical of Aristotle’s “metaphys-
ical biology” (MacIntyre 2007, 148 and 162). That is why they conceptualise
virtue differently, often in terms of social theory. MacIntyre, for example,
conceives of human beings primarily as agents participating in the practices
of their community and therefore defines the concept of virtue by reference
to the concept of practice: “A virtue is an acquired human quality the posses-
sion and exercise of which tends to enable us to achieve those goods which
are internal to practices and the lack of which effectively prevents us from
achieving any such goods” (MacIntyre 2007, 191). Others regard virtues as at-
titudinal models, i.e., models of the good and the right that can be used as a
guide in complex situations (Ossowska 1971; Mieth 1984). As such, virtues are
above all socially important, for they contribute to moral continuity which in
turn is important for the cohesion in the communities we belong to. Without
these models, societies disintegrate. In other words, much depends on the
appeal of virtues as capacities to act well and rightly. For values are present
in societies, and these are the fertile ground for the laws of society: on this
soil they sprout and grow, without it, they die.

Neither a metaphysical nor a socio-theoretical understanding of the con-
cept of virtue precludes a historical approach that is sensitive to the variabil-
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ity of virtue catalogues and the changing meaning of individual virtues and
vices at different times and in different cultures. So, one should distinguish
concrete access, i.e., the time- and culture-specific interpretations, versions,
or clarifications of general virtue concepts from what one might call general
encroachment. Maria Ossowska (1971) has provided an overview of socially de-
fined, culturally preferred, and modified virtue schemata in this sense, as
has Alasdair MacIntyre (2007). We discuss both approaches in more detail in
the next section.

We deem it important to point out that a general understanding of both
the concept of virtue as such and the concepts of the individual virtues is
needed in order to be able to recognise and describe the historical and cul-
turalvariability of the virtues. Without encroachment there is no access but only
bad relativism; consequently, the variability of virtues dissolves into mere va-
riety.

Why do we need virtues? Many virtue ethicists, both old and new, answer
this question by referring to the nature of human beings, especially to their
complex psychological structure. In Aristotle, for example, the doctrine of
virtue is closely linked to his doctrine of the soul. He regards the human being
not only as a composite of substance and form, as a psycho-physical entity,
but sees very different forces at work in the human soul. Basically, there are
two types of forces: rational and non-rational. On the one hand, humans, like
other animals, are sensual beings guided by passions or affects, i.e., they ex-
perience hunger and thirst, feel pleasure and displeasure, joy, fear, love, sad-
ness, and anger. In the process of human development, these passions ap-
pear first; only later do the rational faculties gradually develop. On the other
hand, human beings are endowed with reason, i.e., they are capable of re-
flecting on and controlling their passions, urges, emotions, etc. By virtue of
reason and thanks to the reasonable guidance by others, they can learn to
place the good that the individual passions directly aim at in a larger con-
text, to recognise other reasons for action besides sensual drives, to weigh
reasons, and to act on the basis of a comprehensive judgement. Passions and
reason in themselves sometimes drive us to opposing courses of action. The
desire for wine, for instance, can be so great that one wants to drink the whole
bottle; but the voice of reason warns against that because it knows not only
about the pleasure but also about the damage to one’s health thatit can cause,
or simply about the appointment the next morning for which one needs to
have a clear head. If what is specific to human beings lies in the ability to rea-
son, then it is important to develop one’s rational faculties in order to recog-
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nise what is truly good and to be able to lead a good human life. Aristotle
speaks of eudaimonia (EN I 2), literally: a life on which a good (eu) spirit (dai-
mon) rests.

Virtues are nothing other than aspects of a reasonable goodness that have
become character traits—a reasonableness that does not exclude the pas-
sions but guides them. By letting reason reign, the faculties of the soul are
ordered such that there is harmony between them. Virtues are expressions
of this harmony and hence necessary for a good human life.”

The example of wine shows how the virtues which have to do with pas-
sions simultaneously ensure a good relation to oneself and to the world. For
the virtuous—in this case moderate—wine drinker experiences herself as
harmonious (one could also say: as inwardly resonant) insofar as she wills
the good she recognises and acts according to her will. Without the virtue
of moderation, inner conflicts arise, as Aristotle explains (EN I 13 and VII).
Mere controlled or strong-willed people will also not finish the bottle in the
situation described, so they ultimately do what they see as good. However,
they do not do it willingly but reluctantly; they still have a strong desire to
empty the bottle completely, and they have to fight that urge. Uncontrolled
or weak-willed people simply give in to their desire to drink and regret their
action afterwards since they actually knew better. The dissolute—in this case
intemperate—drinker will empty the bottle habitually and without imme-
diate remorse, so she also acts without inner conflict. Her action, however,
does not dojustice to the situation (it is, as it were, outwardly non-resonant),
for she does something bad—which she may realise later.

According to some contemporary virtue ethicists, the metaphysical as-
sumptions Aristotelian moral psychology makes about human nature are too
strong. They therefore try to develop a concept of virtue based on contempo-
rary psychological theories, such as the reflections by Erich Fromm, the psy-
choanalytical studies by D. W. Winnicott or findings in the field of positive
psychology (MacIntyre 1999; Swanton 2003; Snow 2010; Kristjansson 2018).

7 An old dispute concerns the question of whether virtues are necessary or sufficient for a good
human life. The Stoic tradition that finds many proponents today (Riither 2022; Whiting and
Konstantakos 2021) argues against the Aristotelian tradition for the latter. Other more recent ap-
proaches to virtue ethics are no longer eudaemonistic at all, but agent-based, i.e., they explain
the value of virtues not in terms of their contribution to a good life but solely in terms of the
emotional, motivational, and dispositional qualities of the agent (Slote 2001; Zagzebski 1996 and
2017).
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But let us stay a little longer with Aristotle, whose virtue ethics is still in-
fluential today. He classifies virtues and vices into two groups, according to
the two “parts” of the human soul. Moderation is one of the “ethical virtues.”
These are the virtues by which our passions are aligned with reason. Some-
one who is moderate, knows how to deal properly with sensual pleasure
and displeasure, i.e., she is neither insensitive nor intemperate. Whoever is
courageous can resist fear when it is necessary and muster the right amount
of courage, so she is neither cowardly nor foolhardy. Munificence enables
the sensible handling of money and wealth on a small scale and is positioned
between stinginess and extravagance; generosity refers to the spending of
large amounts of money and is the mean between pettiness and ostentation.
Gentleness allows us to feel the emotion of anger on the right occasions, in
the right measure, and for the right duration, thus preventing irascibility.
Kindness preserves the pleasant aspect of the interpersonal sphere and thus
prevents us from both aggressiveness and seeking popularity. In short, each
of the eleven ethical virtues Aristotle discusses ensures that the person who
has it feels the respective passion neither too strongly nor too weakly but
precisely in such a way that he or she can act well in the relevant situation.
Ethical vices, on the other hand, prevent good actions. Someone who is
foolhardy, for instance, does not (any longer) see the existing danger she is
in or headed towards; someone who is cowardly cannot overcome her fear
despite any possible insight that it is wrong.

The “intellectual virtues” perfect the intrinsically rational “part” of the
human soul and thus ensure that we think well in theoretical and practical
terms, i.e., that we recognise what is true. In addition to wisdom (sophia)
and science (epistemé), Aristotle counts prudence (phronésis) among these
intellectual virtues. According to him, prudence is crucial for acting well.
We will discuss it in more detail in the following section.

In scholasticism, especially through the reflections of Thomas Aquinas,
it became common to emphasise four virtues in particular: temperance,
courage, justice, and prudence (Keenan 1995). They already occupy a promi-
nent place in Plato’s Politeia, but it is only Thomas who calls them cardinal
virtues (virtutes cardinales): ‘A virtue is called “cardinal,” i.e., fundamental,
because other virtues are fixed on it like a door on its hinge (ostium in car-
dine).” (De virt., q. 1, a. 12, ad 24)® The other virtues are controlled by these

8 Thomas’ writings are given here according to the scheme: work (e.g. De virt.), volume (if available,
for ST, e.g., I-1I), question (quaestio), and article (articulus).
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four like a door in its hinge because they are derived from them or can be
traced back to them. The number four corresponds to the human soul itself
(Thomas Aquinas, ST I-II, qg. 61, a. 2). For the rational part of the soul is
perfected by the virtue of prudence, the will by justice, the sensual, desiring
faculty by temperance, and the sensual, overcoming faculty by courage.’
Thomas describes more ethical virtues than Aristotle, but makes it clear
where they belong. The virtues of devotion to one’s parents or fatherland,
for example, can be derived from justice, as can gratitude through which
one repays one’s benefactors (ST I-11, q. 60, a. 3). Patience is part of courage,
because it makes us bear evils inflicted on us by others with equanimity (ST
[1--1I,q.128,a.1,ad 4 and q. 136, a. 4)."°

Itisinteresting to see how the cardinal virtues are considered fundamen-
tal even in those approaches that do not metaphysically ground the concept
of virtue. MacIntyre, for example, leaves the catalogue of virtues open while
considering certain virtues to be fundamental; for him, these are the virtues
that define our relationship to other people with whom we share goals and
standards that constitute a practice. Justice, he says, helps us recognise what
is due to whom; courage prepares us to take whatever self-endangering risks
are demanded along the way (MacIntyre 2007, 191). Others adopt MacIntyre’s
understanding of virtue, including the special importance of the cardinal
virtues (Vallor 2017), or at least consider the category of cardinal virtues to
be structurally indispensable (Halbig 2013, ch. 2.5; Timpe and Boyd 2014).

Like Aristotle, Thomas believes that virtues are necessary for a good hu-
man life. In the Christian Middle Ages, however, Aristotle’s eudaimonia trans-
forms into felicitas, i.e., into earthly or imperfect happiness (beatitudo imper-
fecta). This is so because, as Aristotle (Aristotle, EN I 1) already suggests, we
cannot avoid many evils in this life (Thomas Aquinas ST I-11,q. 3,a.2,ad 4;q.
5,a.3). From this kind of happiness, Thomas distinguishes the perfect or true
happiness promised to man by God (beatitudo perfecta et vera); through this
kind of happiness a human person becomes a “fellow citizen of the saints and

9 Thomas distinguishes more clearly than Aristotle between two forces in the sensual striving part
of the soul (ST, g. 81, a. 2): The power of desire (vis concupiscibilis) draws us to simple goods, i.e., to
attaining what is beneficial to the senses and fleeing what is harmful; the power of overcoming (vis
irascibilis) has to do with what is difficult (arduum) and always drives us on when obstacles stand
in the way of attaining sensual goods. So the latter is, for Thomas, the “champion and defender”
of the power of desire.

10 For a more detailed explanation of how Thomas systematises Aristotle’s doctrine of the virtues,
see Beier (2022a).
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member of God’s household,” as expressed in the Letter to the Ephesians. To
recognise that such heavenly happiness is possible for us—and even more to
achieve it—is beyond human nature, for it presupposes trust in God and His
revelation. Such trust is not given to humans by nature. Therefore, perfect
happiness is only possible through God’s grace—as are the corresponding
virtues. The three so-called theological virtues of faith (fides), hope (spes), and
charity (caritas) are crucial insofar as they establish a stable relationship be-
tween the human person and God, between this world and the divine world
revealed through Him.

We will take a closer look at the virtue of charity in the next section.
Apparently, it is important to many virtue ethicists today to understand
love/charity as a virtue, not just as a passion. At the same time, it seems
difficult for them to do so without abandoning the limits of secular speech
(Rohr 2018). Christian thinkers such as Peter Geach (1977) or Josef Pieper
(1996), by contrast, have less trouble including the triad of theological virtues
into their virtue ethical accounts.

4. Three virtues over the course of time

From a certain, well-founded, point of view, one can say that human nature
does not fundamentally change. Humans are and remain living beings con-
sisting of body and soul. For this reason, a human being is, as Kant says, a
“citizen of two worlds,” for, as a physical being, he is subject to the laws of
nature, whereas, as a rational and moral being, he can set laws for himself.
A human being is and remains a mortal and social being who strives for a
generally good life and asks about the meaning of his life. What changes, not
least through human action, is the world in which he lives. This also changes
the human being’s self-understanding as well as his understanding of the
world and, by consequence, the set of virtues and vices. There has never been
a fixed set or list. Even those virtues that can be regarded as overarching,
i.e., the cardinal virtues, were and still are a constant matter of debate and
interpretation. Given that the world is changing, we must always try to un-
derstand anew what is really wise, just, courageous and moderate. The virtue
concepts are in need of contemporary interpretation because what counts as
virtuous in an individual case is an inescapable question that by no means
always holds the same answers. Moreover, the list of virtues can be supple-
mented, as has already become clear with respect to the theological virtues.
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Prominent virtue-ethical positions from the 20th century have com-
prehensively reflected on the historical side of the concept of virtue. Thus,
Maria Ossowska’s and Alasdair Maclntyre’s reflections can be understood
as historically informed contributions in the sense of the above-mentioned
socio-theoretical understanding of the concept of virtue. According to Os-
sowska (1971), virtues are moral conventions in the society. They are formed
not only in biographies but also in social histories, not only in individual
quantities but also in societies. Conventions of this kind have value; they
gain attraction from the social environment in which they are conveyed.
At the same time, they are not completely arbitrary but solidify into a set
or canon of virtues that belong together and appear together. This set is
offered and passed on through education and lived experience. Ideologies,
religions, and moral teachings aim at making the virtues part of everyday
life, for instance by explaining how they can help avoid stressful situations
(Mieth 1984). It is often important to know where the virtues come from,
who is presenting them and what they are intended for.

Alasdair MaclIntyre’s study (2007) shows that and how the respective so-
cially enabled, favoured, and enforced virtues are time- and culture-depen-
dent, but he also shows how they, as time-dependent as they are, must be
grasped as universally valid and basic ethical qualities, for they are anchored
in human social nature. In heroic societies, whether past or present, courage,
forexample, has a different meaning than in post-heroic ones." Nonetheless,
courage is, according to MacIntyre, an indispensable ethical competence for
human beings and rightly counted among the cardinal virtues.

We want to illustrate how the meaning of the virtues is subject to dif-
ferent interpretations by focusing on three examples: prudence, charity, and
serenity. As it will become clear, these virtues contribute in their own but
fundamental way to a successful Weltbeziehung.

11 For this distinction and its relevance, see Beier (2021). She takes a controversy between two British
moral philosophers of the 20th century as a starting point: Richard M. Hare understood the virtue
of courage as an ideal that is of use only in war situations; for him, it therefore had had its day.
Peter Geach, on the other hand, associated courage with defence and standing one’s ground in all
kinds of life situations and considered it to be of vital importance even today.
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4.1 Prudence: The appropriate practical relation to reality

One can hardly overestimate the importance of the virtue of prudence for a
good human life. For Socrates it is so significant that, in Plato’s dialogue Pro-
tagoras, he considers all ethical virtues to be forms of prudence or practical
wisdom. In Aristotle, prudence enters into the definition of ethical virtue, for
this, according to him, is “a state (hexis) that decides, consisting in a mean,
the mean relative to us, which is defined by reference to reason (logos), that
is to say, to the reason by reference to which the prudent person (phronimos)
would define it” (EN II 6: 1106b36—1107a2). Elsewhere, he even says that pru-
dence, wisdom and ethical excellence in a sense “produce” happiness (eudai-
monia) insofar as possessing and exercising them makes us happy (EN VI 13:
1144a5). Thomas Aquinas calls prudence the “birthing mother” of all the ethi-
cal virtues. What is it that makes prudence so significant?

According to Aristotle, being prudent or wise in a practical sense means
being able to think well or, more precisely, to recognise in a concrete situ-
ation how to realise the good one wants. Since it primarily concerns think-
ing, prudence is an intellectual virtue for him. Unlike wisdom and science,
however, prudence does not deal with absolute, eternal truths but with con-
tingent ones. In a constantly changing world, it is precisely those truths that
are relevant to our everyday life and our practical considerations.' So Aris-
totle defines prudence or practical wisdom as a “state grasping the truth, in-
volving reason, and concerned with action about human goods” (EN VI 5:
1140b21). This places prudence at a crucial interface, for practical delibera-
tion connects the world of thought with the world of action. Considering,
judging, deciding—this is the core business of prudence.

Without thinking wisely, one will not be able to act at all or at least not
well. Aristotle offers a good example (EN VI 8): If one wants to live in a healthy
way and also knows that white meat is easily digestible and healthy, one will
not be able to decide which meat to eat until one also knows that poultry meat

12 See Aristotle (EN III 5: 1112a22-31):"Now no one deliberates about eternal things—about the uni-
verse, for instance, or about the incommensurability of the sides and the diagonal; nor about
things that are in movement but always come about the same way [...]; nor about what results
from fortune—the finding of a treasure, for instance. For none of these results could be achieved
through our agency. We deliberate about what is up to us, that is to say, about the actions we
can do [...]. But we do not deliberate about all human affairs; no Spartan, for instance, deliber-
ates about how the Scythians might have the best political system. Rather, each group of human
beings deliberates about the actions that they themselves can do.”
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is white and healthy. The example illuminates important aspects of the virtue
of prudence. First, because it is related to action, it does not refer primarily
to the general but to the individual. For the same reason it is, second, con-
cerned with the ultimate (eschaton), since that is the object of practical con-
sideration. In other words, prudence does not determine ends but what pro-
motes ends.” This means, third, that as a virtue, prudence presupposes good
ends, for he who finds the means to bad ends is not prudent but merely clever.
Whereas cleverness is neutral regarding bad ends, prudence is committed
to the good (Miiller 1998, 26). This is why both Aristotle (EN VI 13: 1144a8,
1145a5) and Thomas Aquinas (ST I-II, q. 57, aa. 4-5; q. 58, aa. 4-5) empha-
sise the constitutive connection between prudence and ethical virtue: being
ethically virtuous ensures that the goal of action is good, while being prudent
ensures that one finds the good means that lead to the goal. Given that pru-
dence is necessary for all ethical virtues—for it determines what it means for
a particular person in a concrete situation to act moderately, courageously,
kindly, generously, etc.—it is, in a sense, a guiding virtue, “la vertu rectrice
qui détermine la tiche des autres vertus” (Aubenque 1963, 65). For Thomas
Aquinas, it is the “right reason of action” (recta ratio agibilium) since it is only
through prudence that we are able to make right judgements about what to
do in a specific situation (ST I-1I, g. 57, a. 4).

In the history of ethics, both the nature and the significance of prudence
have not always been clearly recognised. Thomas Hobbes prominently as-
sociated it with self-interest rather than with moral character. Consequen-
tialists and Kantians are focused on commands and prohibitions, not on the
context-sensitive judgement and decision-making capacity of the virtue of
prudence. For Kant, the “counsels of prudence,” along with the “rules of skill,”
constitute merely hypothetical imperatives and so do not belong to practical
philosophy, strictly speaking, but to theoretical philosophy (Kant, CJ: Intro-
duction XIII-XIV).

13 Aristotle describes the structure of practical deliberation in the following way (EN III 5:
1112b15-24): “We lay down the end, and then examine the ways and means to achieve it. If it ap-
pears that any of several means will reach it, we examine which of them will reach it most easily
and most finely; and if only one means reaches it, we examine how that means will reach it, and
how the means itself is reached, until we come to the first cause, the last thing to be discovered.
[..] And the last thing found in the analysis would seem to be the first that comes into being.”
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Therefore, more recent virtue ethicists try to take up the Aristotelian tra-
dition. Josef Pieper (2010, 47) describes the relationship that the virtue of
prudence establishes between us and the world as follows:

“The development of the moral person takes place in the respective appropriate response to
reality, which we did not create ourselves and whose essence is the mutability of becoming
and passing away, but not permanent being [...]. Only the virtue of prudence is capable of

)

giving this ‘appropriate response’.

Anselm Winfried Miiller calls prudence “cultivated practical reason” and em-
phasises that it is, like all the other virtues, not a mere ability but an irrevo-
cable disposition: “It is not the one who can judge prudently if he wants to
who is prudent, but the one who, in whatever situation, actually judges pru-
dently because he wants to.” (Miiller 1998, 122). At the same time, it is clear to
him: “Prudence not only means well, it also knows how to achieve the good”
(ibid., 126). Andreas Luckner, for whom ethics is and can only be a philos-
ophy of prudence, conceives of it as a “self-orientation competence,” more
precisely, as an attitude that promotes a sensible and life-serving approach
to the things of the world; as such, it is “indispensable for an independent
conduct in life” (Luckner 2005, 4).

4.2 Charity: The good relationship to the Other

Those who speak of love in ethical terms, i.e., including faithfulness and jus-
tice, do not speak inappropriately of feelings, for feelings are underpinned
by morally relevant experiences. Contrary to what the world of advertising
wants us to believe, feelings are not something purely spontaneous and im-
mediate, coming out of nowhere. Certainly, the feeling of immediate attrac-
tion has become present to many of us at first sight, from the palpitation of
the heart. But it carries with it our hopes and experiences, that is, our iden-
tity which we cannot (or should not) deny. It also carries with it the self-com-
mitments in which Eros’ spontaneous goodness can be prolonged. We are
responsible for what we have made familiar to us through love. This is not to
give way to paternalism or maternalism; rather, it is a truth relevant for every
one of us and for the history every one of us has with itself (Mieth 2019).

The diversity of love alluded to here has been perfectly described and
analysed in ancient philosophy (Al-Taher et al. 2022). Aristotle, for example,
distinguishes between four different forms of love (Beier 2022b). As a sen-
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sual passion, love draws us towards things or persons that seem pleasant or
pleasurable to us. Rational love takes us towards everything we recognise as
good—truth and wisdom as well as useful or virtuous people. As a virtue,
love is aimed at the good for the beloved person. And as friendship, love es-
tablishes a relation between persons who know of their love and reciprocate
it. According to Aristotle, friendship (philia) “is a virtue, or involves virtue,”
and being with friends (koinonia) is “most necessary for our life” (EN VIII 1:
1155a3-5). His conception of the friend as “another self” is widely known (EN
IX 9:1170b7).

In Christianity, the idea of interpersonal friendship is extended to the re-
lationship between humans and God in an almost revolutionary way. In any
case, Thomas Aquinas develops his concept of humans’ love for God (caritas)
entirely on the basis of Aristotle, for he is convinced that the three charac-
teristics of Aristotle’s concept of friendship can also be found here: caritas is
a love coupled with benevolence; it is reciprocal; and it does not remain hid-
den because the friends spend time together, i.e., they form a community.
Thus, Thomas concludes,

“Since there really is a commonality of man with God, inasmuch as He communicates His
beatitude (beatitudo) to us, a friendship (amicitia) must be based in this communication
(communicatio). It states in 1 Corinthians 1:9 about this communication: ‘Faithful is God, by
whom ye were called unto the fellowship of His Sor’. Love (amor), however, which is based
in this communication, is love of God (caritas). Therefore, it is obvious that charity is a kind
of friendship of man with God.” (ST II-11, q. 23, a. 1)

The particular Christian connotations of love point to the importance of the
theological virtues and their unity. Belief in a love that constitutes God’s
essence and proceeds from Him means something different from love that
is just another word for preferences, interests, and forms of desire. Human
love out of God is, rather, to use an axiom from Meister Eckhart, a love from
a “distinction through indistinction,” that is, from a dimension which is
radically different from other forms of love but whose difference cannot be
easily expressed.™

The Judeo-Christian commandment runs as follows: “Love the Lord your
God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and
with all your mind, and, love your neighbor as yourself” (Luke 10:27)"°. Ac-

14 Eckhart uses this axiom in his Expositio Libri Sapientiae, LW 11, 482—91. See also Fischer (1974,
124-28).
15 Bible citations are taken from the New International Version (NIV).
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cording to Meister Eckhart (LW IV: Homily XXX, 271-81), Augustine requires
that this be understood ex toto corde (“with all your heart”) in the sense of “lov-
ing out of God.”® He obviously does not mean our love for God but God’s
love for us. It is God who first loved us (cf. 1 John). His love should grasp us
and permeate us. It is ahead of the human being, always already there. God’s
kingdom is love, and vice versa: where love is, there is God’s kingdom. Ubi
caritas et amor, Deus ibi est: “where charity and love are found, there is God,” as
the liturgy of the Easter Vigil has it. In Hosea (11:1-9; i.e., in the First Testa-
ment), we find this idea again in the following passage:

“When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son. But the more they
were called, the more they went away from me. [...] It was I who taught Ephraim to walk,
taking them by the arms; but they did not realise it was I who healed them. I led them with
cords of human kindness, with ties of love. To them I was like one who lifts a little child to
the cheek, and I bent down to feed them. [...] My people are determined to turn from me.
Even though they call me God Most High, I will by no means exalt them. [...] My heart is
changed within me; all my compassion is aroused. I will not carry out my fierce anger, nor
will I devastate Ephraim again. For I am God, and not a man—the Holy One among you.”

And further (14:4-8):

“I will heal their waywardness and love them freely, for my anger has turned away from
them. I will be like the dew to Israel; he will blossom like a lily. Like a cedar of Lebanon
he will send down his roots; his young shoots will grow. His splendor will be like an olive
tree, his fragrance like a cedar of Lebanon. People will dwell again in his shade; they will
flourish like the grain, they will blossom like the vine—Israel’s fame will be like the wine of
Lebanon.. [...] I am like a flourishing juniper; your fruitfulness comes from me.”

Hosea also shows the angry God who threatens his immoral and ungrateful
people with disaster and destruction. God appears here as passionate, as al-
ternately permeated by his feelings. In a similar fashion, parents can become
angry out of love. Children who meet their parents with an onslaught of re-
sistance still love them. Love always has the upper hand; it is, as it were, the
great “nevertheless.” In the First Testament, it already unfolds in images and
metaphors of fruitfulness, a state to be achieved through the human con-
tinuation of God’s action. What would God’s love be, the prophet asks, if He
were incapable of anger? Why would He be angry if He could not love? On
the other hand, how could He be merciful and compassionate if He were not
also concerned? Otherwise He would be, as the poet Wolfgang Borchert put

16 See also Meister Eckhart in Mieth (2014a, 347—58) and, as an explanation, Mieth (2020a).
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it in DraufSen vor der Tiir, a “fairy-tale God of love”, i.e., a cuddly toy for the
evening. God’s love for us, the prophet proclaims, is full of parental care, ag-
itation and conflicting feelings under the rule of love. What would God’s love
be if it were but an unchanging stream, a warm shower, a mild rain, or a con-
stantly smiling sun?

A look at God’s history with human beings thus teaches us to consider
God’s love for us as a prerequisite for human love. Human beings are per-
meated by that which they are to permeate the world with. Love has its lim-
its, the prophet knows, and at the same time he teaches: love breaks through
these limits. This is both a commonplace and a mystery. It is not surprising
that Hosea says at the end of his short work: “Who is wise? Let them realize
these things. Who is discerning? Let them understand.” (14:9). God cannot,
after all, be spoken of in only one way, certainly not in a way that excludes
the conflict between feelings. God is not simply one side of feelings; he is the
whole of them. Yet this whole is enclosed by love, which also breaks through
in God’s care for us.

Love in this (theological) sense is a strong virtue. On its own, human
love becomes weak, even if it can perhaps be strengthened through practice
(Borchers 2018). This is another reason why modern virtue ethicists find it
difficult to understand love as a virtue, i.e., as a stable disposition (Swanton
2003), or to associate romantic love or even sex with virtue (Halwani 2003
and 2018). God’s love, by contrast, remains: it makes people having the virtue
of charity (caritas) strong. Filled with this love, they know how to love those
who belong to their family or political community as well as strangers and,
what is more, even enemies (MacIntyre 2001; Herzberg 2018). Whoever loves
in this sense is never alone but has God, the great and passionate lover, at
his side. And He is, as the faithful believe, like a well from which people can
draw love and a source that never runs dry.

4.3 Serenity: The right attitude to oneself and to the world as such

As Josef Pieper reminds us, Thomas Aquinas says somewhere in the Summa
Theologiae that on a higher level of perfection, that is, in charity, there is also
a higher and extraordinary prudence which decreases the value of all things
of this world. Pieper writes:
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“Through the superhuman power of graciously bestowed love, one is able to become so
much one with God that he receives the ability and the right to see created things, so
to speak, from God’s perspective and to ‘relativise’ and ‘wrestle’ with them from God’s
perspective—without denying them and contradicting their essence. This is the only
legitimate possibility and the only justification of ‘contempt for the world’ that exists:
growth in love.” (Pieper 2010, 58)

The Christian understanding of the virtue of charity (caritas) thus leads back
to prudence, but prudence in a new guise—that of serenity (Gelassenheit).

Serenity is an attitude that was as important to Epicureanism as it was
to the Stoa; it can be found in Buddhism as well as in Confucianism and
Hinduism. The word as such, however, was coined and introduced as a
(Christian) virtue by Meister Eckhart, the Thuringian Dominican of the
13th and 14th centuries.”” With this word, the German Dominican mystics
both continued and changed a spiritual tradition of the Church Fathers
which is primarily related to the Stoa. Yet for Eckhart, serenity is not a
calm immutability but the basic attitude of self-distance and letting go
(Mieth 2020b), closely connected with what he calls Abgeschiedenheit, i.e.,
detachment or releasement (Vinzent 2011). In the religious sense Gelassenheit
originally had, the non-plannability of the future, the awareness of human
finitude and their susceptibility to error resonate. In philosophy, reflections
on serenity are present in many forms. Plato speaks of sophrosyné, i.e., a form
of reasonableness, calmness, or moderation. The Stoics praise ataraxia and
apatheia, i.e., a kind of concentrated, collected mental tranquillity (Latin:
tranquillitas mentis). Martin Heidegger calls serenity “the basic mood with
which humans should relate to Being.” Wilhelm Weischedel takes up one of
Eckhart’s perspectives when he speaks of Abschiedlichkeit (farewellness), i.e.,
a sense of finiteness.

Eckhart is not the first to speak of Lassen or letting go.'® Yet the way he
speaks of it shows that he does not mean leaving something behind. What
he has in mind, rather, is rethinking or reorienting as becomes particularly
clearin his early speeches delivered in Erfurt, written between 1294 and 1298,
in which he focuses on the word pair “detachment” (Abgeschiedenheit) and
“serenity” (Gelassenheit) (Panzig 2005, 101 ff.). Central to these speeches is the

17 See especially Eckhart’s Reden der Unterweisung and his German sermons 6, 10, 12, 28, 29, 38 and
43. See also Mieth (2014b).

18 Erik A. Panzig (2005, 56—-57) explains how the word, which originally stemmed from the Vulgate
relinquere, was used earlier.
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programmatical saying “Be aware of yourself, and where you find yourself,
let yourself go. That is the very best” (RAU 3 / EW 2, 340)."” Detachment has,
it is said, no equivalent in Latin (Panzig 2005, 105). But it seems possible to
assume that it comes close to the Latin abstractio, for abstraction is the re-
fraining from realities and states of mind that are left behind intentionally.
At any rate, Eckhart’s description of the processes of approaching the true
reality of God, that is, of His being at work in us, represents a process of
abstraction. This process is translated by Eckhart from the realm of think-
ing into the realm of everyday life. In this manner, Eckhart also opposes tak-
ing God “unter einem Felle oder unter einem Kleide” (DW 1, 123,1), that is, clothed
with a coat or a dress, for he is concerned with the “pure” (lauter) God, i.e.,
with the exposure of everything that has been attached to Him. That is why
he praises knowledge before love: whereas love imagines, for example, the
goodness of God, knowledge abstracts. Detachment, then, is the ability to
abstract in thought and in life.

As a stance in life, detachment means an inner distance from everything
that moves from the outside and corresponds with wrong inner intentions.
Simultaneously, it goes along with an inner looseness and receptivity: not
put any obstacles in the way of God’s grace—this is what Eckhart teaches.
This also includes the instruction to live and to act “without any why or what
for” (dne warumbe). Niklas Largier puts it as follows:

“Serenity means renouncing all ‘why, that is, all intentionality as well as any specific path
that could lead to God. [...] In serenity, man sets himself apart from self-love, the source
of the love of the world, and overcomes the human obstruction towards God. [...] Eckhart
translates the abneget semetipsum of the biblical verse (Luke 9:23) with sich selben lazen (Ser-
mon 59, EW 1, 628).” (Meister Eckhart, EW I, 959-62)

But even this interpretation must be contradicted: self-love can no doubt be
purified in that, as Augustine and Eckhart say, humans draw love from God,
i.e., understand and see themselves from God’s unconditional acceptance.
Then they can love from within and without any self-interest. So, serenity,
detachment, and living “without any why or what for” are, at the same time,
forms of crossing out and of receiving inasmuch as there is a negatio nega-
tionis in the negation. The crossing out leads to a breakthrough, that is, to
a purified understanding or attitude in life. In this sense, the realisation of
the human being’s true serenity is the love of God coming out of Him. Sere-

19 We refer to Eckhart’s writings as follows: volume, page, and, if necessary, line.
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nity is permeability for a love that does not strive for itself as a possession or
reward, i.e., for any increasing surplus value but expropriates itself (Mieth
1972). It is not performance but rather some kind of swinging into the self-
surrender of God that the human being receives as a gift and grace (Mieth
2015).

Eckhart goes one step further when he states that we should let God go. In
his speeches, this reads as follows: “No advice is better for finding God than
that of letting God be” (RAU 11/ EW 2, 366). The requirement here is ambigu-
ous. It is meant in the sense of “letting God come,” for God is the seeker who
finds the human being where he lets himself be found. Hence, a distinction
must be made between “letting God go” in the sense of leaving all images of
God behind and “letting God go” in the sense of letting Him do His work. The
latter is expressed in the beautiful phrase: “God is a God of presence. As he
finds you, so he takes and receives you; not what you have been, but what you
are now” (DW'V, 234)5).

Sermon 12 continues this line of thought:

“The man who stands thus in God’s love [...] must have left himself and this whole world
behind. If there were a man to whom the whole world belonged, and he, for God’s sake,
let it be again as it was when he received it, to him our Lord would give again the whole
world and eternal life in addition. [...] Yet another man, who had neither bodily nor spiri-
tual things to leave or give, would leave the most. For whoever would leave himself for
a moment without reservation, to him everything would be given. [...] The man who has
let go and is let go, and never looks back on what he has let go of, and thereby remains
constant, unmoved and unchangeable in himself, only this man is serene.” (EW 1, 150)

Eckhart also makes use of the biblical motif of leaving behind and receiving
anew, especially with reference to Mark 10:28—31. There we can read that the
fulfilled life is already granted now, not only in heaven. And so Eckhart writes:

“Once a man came to me, it was not long ago, and he said that he had left great earthly
goods so that he might save his soul. Then I thought: Oh, how little you have left! It is blind-
ness and folly if you pay attention to what (goods) you have left. If you have left yourself,
you have really left something [Hast du dich selbst gelassen, so hast du gelassen]. The man who
leaves himself shines so brightly that the world cannot bear him.” (Sermon 28 / EW 1, 318)

This last remark points, perhaps, to the conflicts that can arise from Eckhart’s
spiritual prioritisation. In any case, real serenity makes everything worldly
appear in a different light (Mieth 2003; 2004; 2014b). As popular as Eckhart
is today, not least because of his praise of serenity, it seems difficult to secu-
larise this spiritual virtue.
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5. Concluding remarks

As we have tried to show, virtues are necessary to living a good human life.
For they bring us into a good and stable Weltbeziehung, including a good rela-
tion with ourselves, to other people, and with God. This can be illustrated by
reference to three individual virtues. Prudence combines true thinking with
good action; it enables us to find the right answer to the question of how
to realise the good here and now through our own actions. Charity ensures
that we want and do what is good for the other person; it also works inter-
personally as well as between God and humans. Serenity is the basic attitude
of proper self-distance and trustful surrender to God.

According to the account of virtue we have proposed, virtues make de-
mands not only on the individual person who strives for them, but also on
the institutions in which they arise and in which they are to be lived. Do in-
stitutions provide opportunities for virtue? Wise decision-making and ac-
tion are as important at the political level as they are at the individual level.
Autonomy and independent action need encouragement, not suppression.
Love and solidarity only arise in cooperation. Law and the laws should also
be wise, just, courageously prepared, and moderately designed.

Virtues are bridges between the personal and the social. Like the values
we embrace and uphold they do affect our personal as well as our social lives.
Therefore, we need space for virtues and for their practice in as many human
communities and institutions as possible: in families, schools and univer-
sities, businesses and associations. The church is also called upon here. If
it is not an end in itself but serves people; it can promote and complement
virtues. As a conclusion, then, we should keep in mind the connection be-
tween the virtues, practices, and institutions Alasdair MacIntyre reminds us

of:

“The integrity of a practice causally requires the exercise of the virtues by at least some of
the individuals who embody it in their activities; and conversely the corruption of institu-
tions is always in part at least an effect of the vices.” (MacIntyre 2007, 195)*°

20 For helpful comments on an earlier draft of this chapter, we would like to thank Bettina Hollstein
and Jana Ilnicka. We also wish to express our gratitude to Henry Jansen who helped translate the
text into English.
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Three Types of Fatalistic Practice!

Andreas Pettenkofer

1. Introduction

Treating our ways of relating to the world as objects for social research
offers new perspectives on our presuppositions; it makes it easier to take an
empirical look at some taken-for-granted assumptions of current theories
of society. A case in point is the widely shared notion that “modern” social
practices are sustained by the idea of an open future. This idea can be found
in quite different accounts of modernity; its central intuition is that—since
many “traditional” institutions have lost much of their cultural power—
“modern” structures enable, and compel, those who live in such a society to
acknowledge that they can fashion their own world. As this chapter will try
to show, such accounts ignore the explanatory importance of fatalistic ways
of relating to the world, and the role of practices whose participants project
a future about which they have little to choose, because they feel caught in
what they (at least implicitly) imagine either as a closed space they cannot
leave, or as a stream that sweeps them along.

One reason for discounting such attitudes may lie in the assumption
that they must entail a passive outlook, and can therefore only sustain prac-
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tices of avoidance, or “doing nothing.”> But maintaining such a clear-cut

distinction between “doing nothing” and more active versions of fatalism-
based practices might be difficult.> At any rate, focusing only on cases of
“doing nothing” would mean overlooking important other types of fatalistic
practice. These practices are fatalistic not because they imply avoiding all
activity, but because they are constituted by fatalistic ways of understanding
the world. These ways of understanding do not only offer ex-post justifica-
tions for these practices; rather, they guide them by selecting a very small
set of available options for acting: Alternative ways of acting may remain
thinkable in an abstract sense, but they no longer appear as live options
(they are understood either to be impossible to perform, or to remain with-
out consequences, or to have disastrous consequences). Hence, the notion
that there is no way out selects the elements that make up these practices,
generates the energy that drives them, and guarantees their stability. In
this sense, these practices are not simply resilient to, or compatible with,
fatalistic orientations; rather, they are constituted by them. And while it
may seem plausible to assume that fatalism precludes all critical activities,
understanding these practices requires acknowledging that this is not the
case. Fatalistic ways of relating to the world can generate their own norms
and their own modes of critique; they can also adapt and transform existing
modes of critique. This is, on the one hand, crucial for the stability of these
practices: By creating such options for mutual critique, they enable their par-
ticipants to identify and correct deviant behaviour. On the other hand, this is
part of what enables fatalistic practices to transform their environment. (All
three types discussed below have contributed to sustaining radical political
movements.) As this chapter will try to show, fatalistic ways of relating to
the world are closely tied to activities which are crucial for the dynamics
of “modern” society; several puzzling forms of political activity—including
some improbable types of collective action—become easier to explain if one
recognizes that they are shaped by fatalistic ways of relating to world.

2 For an account that focuses on how fatalism can sustain a given social structure by generating
passivity, see Pettenkofer (2017). But see Sammet (2014, 73).

3 What taken in isolation may simply appear as “doing nothing” (staying in bed, not going to work,
not answering emails, not interacting with others, etc.) can look rather different if its context is
taken into account: First, it will be understood by all participants as following one line of behaviour
rather than another and, in that sense, as performing a choice. Second, in most contexts, such a
line of behaviour will be seen as seriously deviant, so following it can require a lot of stamina.
Calling such a behaviour “inaction” may therefore be quite misleading.
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Why fatalism can have such effects becomes clearer if one recognizes that
full-fledged fatalism is a mode of reflexivity. Certainly, the firm expectation
that change is impossible can also function as a tacit preunderstanding. In
that mode, however, such a way of relating to the world is easily interrupted:
Frictions between an agent’s attitude and a given situation can initiate a pro-
cess of reflection, which may transform existing attitudes and routines. This
is what the pragmatist tradition has always emphasized (e.g., Dewey [1922]
1988). Within this tradition, however, the discussion of such processes has
mostly focused on a specific version of them, which ends with any blockage
being dissolved. Fatalistic practices offer occasions for observing a different
type of outcome; in these cases, the process of reflection results in the de-
lineation of a set of actions that, from the point of view of the agent, would
be futile to even think about. The solution then consists of learning to take
the blockage as given. This does not only imply a renunciation of certain ac-
tivities, but also a new routine of selectively avoiding reflection, which cre-
ates new, self-sustaining forms of selective attention (see Pettenkofer 2017).*
However, this kind of fatalism does not at all entail a complete renunciation of
action and reflection. It has social consequences because it produces a spe-
cific self-limiting mode of reflexivity which adapts to perceived boundaries
of action. As a mode of reflexivity of this kind, fatalism is highly resilient
against many possible disruptions: Many objections can now be addressed
on the basis of the reflective conviction that “It would be pointless to think
about this.” It is also because of this particular resilience that norms and
modes of critique which emerge from fatalistic attitudes can be so influen-
tial. For these reasons, too, taking such attitudes into account offers new ex-
planatory possibilities—including alternatives to current normativist strate-
gies of explanation.

2. The Practice of Process Fatalism

If one looks for empowering types of fatalism that create their own norms
and their own forms of critique, the first type that comes to mind may be
a practice that, for some decades, has been associated with the Thatcherite

4 If pragmatism is meant to work as a general sociological perspective (see Gross et al. 2022) and not
just as a partial theory about cases with desirable outcomes, it would profit from systematically
addressing cases that deviate from the type of process it has typically focused on.
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slogan that “There is no alternative.” As has often been pointed out, this prac-
tice cannot be reduced to a set of policy proposals; rather, it offers an encom-
passing way of understanding the world in terms of uncontrollable processes
seen as shaping, and constraining, the space available for political action.
This type of fatalistic practice is all the more important since it does not only
appear within a relatively recent version of free-market conservatism.

2.1 The “Progress” Version of Process Fatalism

As Hannah Arendt has shown in a series of texts published before Thatcher
started her political career, this way of talking about politics had already
emerged in the 19th century, with its conceptual structure being shared
among a set of new competing political positions.” Each of them relies
on the ontological presupposition that all political action happens within a
long-term large-scale process (“History”) that is uncontrollable as well as un-
predictable (at least as far as its concrete course is concerned), and to which
one can only submit. Arendt emphasizes that this presupposition can be
found in liberal ideas about progress, in the socialist tradition (particularly
inits social-democrat and Leninist strands), and in Social Darwinism. These
versions make different assumptions about the character of the assumed
process and the type of selection effects it performs (mostly, selection by
“the market”, by “class struggle”, by “race conflict,” or by some combination
of them), but all are based on the same notion of history.

This type also confirms the pragmatist model sketched above. First,
as Arendt underlines, this way of understanding the world results from
processes of reflection triggered by profound disappointment about the
possibilities of political action, that is, of actively shaping the social world
(Arendt [1957] 2012, 100, 108). These reflections had different points of
departure—for the “left-wing” version, the feeling that 1848 proved the
impossibility of democratic revolution; for the “right-wing” one, the feeling
that the French revolution's trajectory proved that political attempts to
change the direction of society’s development will either be futile or have

5 See, first of all, Arendt ([1954] 2006) and, as an extended version of its second part, Arendt ([1957]
2012); Arendt’s starting point was her inquiry into the origins of “totalitarian” political movements
(Arendt 1973). For an overview of her account of “process thinking,” see Hyvonen (2013).
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disastrous consequences.® But they converged in a set of very similar ways
of understanding the world.

The fatalistic motifs that were crucial for its emergence remain inscribed
into the mature versions of this “process” discourse. This concerns, first of
all, a general doubt about the ability of humans to act rationally. That doubt
even shapes the neoliberal strand of this discourse: Though originating from
the discipline of economics, it sacrifices, in the name of an epistemic fatal-
ism, much of the cherished idea of “rational action”—at least in the Hayekian
version of neoliberalism, which had a particularly strong political influence
(Slobodian 2018). Starting with Hayek (1937), it emphasizes that while agents
may try to maximize their utility, their capability of actually doing this is very
limited because having the necessary knowledge about the relevant process
is mostly impossible. (This view is, again, not so different from the Marxist
account which sees agents as capable of a narrow version of local rational-
ity but, due to socially caused distortions of perspective, as incapable of rea-
sonable cognitive generalization.) From this scepticism about action, it also
draws the conclusion that political interventions in the assumed process are
doomed to fail; according to this view, while economic agents typically have
at least some sort of local knowledge, politicians do not even have that. This
translates into strong assumptions, often expressed in the language of “com-
plexity,” about the limits of political action. In all these versions of process
thinking, the idea of the rational agent becomes less important than that of
evolutionary selection.—Here, one might object that at least the liberal ver-
sion of this discourse is linked to a rhetoric of freedom, which seems to imply
an accent on the possibilities of (individual) action. There is, however, a se-
mantic shift, as Arendt (2005, 120) shows: Within this mode of description,

“freedom is not localized in either human beings in their action and interaction or in the
space that forms between men, but rather is assigned to a process that unfolds behind the
backs of those who act and does its work in secret, beyond the visible arena of public af-
fairs. The model for this concept of freedom is a river flowing freely, in which every attempt
to block its flow is an arbitrary impediment”.

6 On uses of the French revolution as a core example in conservative discourses of futility, see
Hirschman (1991).
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Among the candidates for such subjects of freedom are “the market” (as ex-
pressed by terms like “free market” and “freedom of the market”) and the un-
restrained “class struggle.”

And here, too, this fatalistic mode of reflexivity can be empowering. It of-
fers its users new ways of dealing with blockages of action, by making it eas-
ier to no longer reflect about certain issues. Through its strong claims about
indisputable necessities, it liberates its users from diverse ethical consider-
ations, and from the disruptive emotions they might feel if alternative paths
of action were seen to be available; they can now rely on the justification that
their actions only put into effect what would have to happen anyway.® There-
fore, even though the “illusion of politics” is a trope that can be shared among
the competing strands of this discourse,’ this kind of process thinking can
enable highly ambitious forms of political action, predicated on the idea of
doing what is unavoidable (rather than merely in line with the agent’s prefer-
ences). Particularly in the neoliberal version, this can also appear in the guise
of a politics of self-limitation which makes massive efforts in order to block
forms of collective action that, from its point of view, appear to be based on
illusory hopes, and thought likely to have disastrous consequences.

2.2 Process Fatalism without Progress

Arendt focuses on a version of this process ontology that sees history as
bringing “progress.”’® However, the full action-enabling effect of process
thinking can only be grasped if one also considers a version that is not tied
to such hopes. The “river” or “stream” metaphor, which communicates such
a way of relating to the world, also appears in this other version: Bismarck
said, “Man can neither create nor direct the stream of time. He can only
travel upon it and steer with more or less skill and experience”, adding in

7 Concerning the necessity of “liberating” class struggle, Marx ([1848] 1971, 136) writes: “Die beste
Staatsform ist die, worin die gesellschaftlichen Gegensitze nicht verwischt [...] werden. Die beste
Staatsform ist die, worin sie zum freien Kampf [...] kommen.”

8 See Koselleck (1979, 268—270) for a discussion of an early example of this trope.

9 Frangois Furet — a historian whose re-evaluation of the French revolution was essential for the
politics of history accompanying the “neoliberal” turn around 1980 — takes up Marx’s critique of
a bourgeois “political superstition” (in: Engels and Marx [1845] 1962, 128), and translates it into a
general statement on l'illusion de la politique (Furet 1978, 98).

10 For a different perspective on the concept of “progress” see Kemmerling in this volume.
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another context: “if I stick my hand into it, I do so because I believe it to be
my duty, not because I hope thereby to change its direction” (quoted in Clark
2019, 118). Here, the “stream of time” is not described as an instance that
performs desirable selections; nevertheless, one has to adapt to it (an idea
that has been crucial, for instance, within international-relations “realism”).
Certainly, perceiving the supposed historical process as bringing
“progress” offers additional justifications for activities understood as adapt-
ing to, and accelerating, such a process. It also offers agents a possibility
to identify with that process; they may derive a feeling of self-worth from
understanding themselves as instruments driving this progress, and as
being an “incarnation of the dynamic trend” (Arendt 1973, 215). This mode of
understanding enables agents to do things they would otherwise not have
been capable of; this can perhaps be seen most clearly by the level of violence
that has been performed not only in the name of its Leninist and its Social-
Darwinist versions, but also in that of its liberal or neoliberal version.! As
Arendt has pointed out, this acceptance of violence, too, is encouraged by
the view of history-as-progress: The notion that one can only submit to
this “historical” necessity makes it easier to think that the presently living
should be seen, first of all, as instruments for bringing about a better future
(Arendt [1954] 2006, 80), and to consider large parts of a given population as
superfluous because they cannot be seen as contributing to that progress.*
Nevertheless, the kinds of necessity claims that result from giving up a
“progress” view of history have their own empowering effects. This concerns,
on the one hand, the general problem of legitimating political action. While
“Bismarckian” necessity claims offer less in terms of positive justifications,
they compensate for this by lowering the need for justifications in general.
By avoiding claims about progress, they avoid having to rely on the kinds of
the evaluative criteria which such claims would require, and which would
constitute points of attack for “immanent critique.” They also do not have to
rely on precarious claims about historical teleology, or suggest what could
be understood as utopian promises;" they can more fully acknowledge the
contingent character of historical processes (without having to draw the self-

11 A prominent example is Hayek’s much-discussed support for Pinochet’s way of introducing “free-
market” reforms (see Farrant and McPhail 2014). Like Leninists, Hayekians can have earnest dis-
cussions about the uses und problems of “transitional dictatorship.”

12 On this motif in Arendt, see Bérner (2019).

13 One can assume that for these reasons, Bismarckian process fatalism will gain in importance. In
most contexts, the “progress” versions of process fatalism (including neoliberalism) seem to have
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undermining conclusion that this element of contingency enhances agents’
freedom of action™).

On the other hand, this concerns their effects on how agents understand
themselves. By making it easier for agents not to identify with the acts they
perform, these necessity claims permit a version of what Goffman (1961) calls
role distance (“This is not who I am, I am just doing what cannot be helped”).
Through this, they enable agents to continue participating in activities they
would rather not be identified with (and thereby contribute to the stability
of these activities). At the same time, these necessity claims can also support
role maintenance: They make it easier for agents to say that, for the time be-
ing, it is simply impossible to do what they would really want to do; with the
help of such claims, agents can publicly (and also in their self-understanding)
sustain an identity which, under other premises, might be more quickly seen
as being contradicted by their activities. By thus offering agents (and organi-
zations) a different way of relating to the norms they publicly identify with,
this version of process fatalism empowers them by creating more room for
manoeuver. Examples of such empowering effects can be found in climate
politics: Central tropes of the current rhetoric of climate-policy delay (Lamb
et al. 2020) rely on fatalistic assumptions; this obviously applies to claims
that climate action is impossible anyway, but also to claims about inevitable
free-rider problems that would make climate action futile (“If we reduce our
emissions, others will do nothing”), which is also the premise behind claims
like “We are a small country, reducing our emissions will not change any-
thing.” The flexibility created by this attitude has been particularly visible in
German climate politics, which has combined strong public commitments to
sustainability and democracy with continually postponing effective climate
action, and has compensated for the postponed energy transformation by es-
tablishing long-term business relationships that prop up fossil-fuel-based
authoritarian regimes (a policy for which international-relations “realism”
has offered helpful justifications); in that context, this fatalistic framework
also made it possible for several heads of state to maintain the identity claim
of being a “climate chancellor”.

become minority views. Their power to actually convince has shrunk even if, being entrenched in
existing institutions, they continue to shape political action.

14 A radical version of this view has been articulated by the German systems theorist Niklas Luh-
mann (1971, 44): “Alles konnte anders sein — und fast nichts kann ich dndern.”
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Asthese examples show, process fatalism is an important example of a fa-
talistic way of relating to the world. It also disproves the notion that fatalism
can only be found among those who suffer from a relative lack of resources,
and not among the elites; a more thorough discussion of fatalistic practices
would have to deal with it extensively. Since most versions of this type of fa-
talism (particularly the “neoliberal” one) have already been widely discussed,
this chapter will devote more space to two other types of fatalistic practice,
where the enabling effects of fatalism may be less obvious. Before discussing
these other types, however, it might be useful to briefly address a method-
ological question that the practice of process fatalism could be seen to raise.

2.3 Fatalism as Mere Rhetoric?

Like any other structure of meaning, fatalistic ways of interpreting the
world can be deployed strategically. Impossibility claims may be quite useful
during political conflicts; there can be obvious rhetorical advantages to
presenting a course of action as simply being without alternatives, rather
than merely corresponding to the preferences of those advocating it. So how
can one be sure that fatalistic accounts represent the way in which at least
some agents actually relate to their world?

A first answer might be that agents sometimes will not simply find it ex-
pedient to claim that there is no alternative; they will find it attractive to
look for reasons enabling them to believe that such alternatives indeed do
not exist, and to avoid pursuing lines of thought that might lead to a dif-
ferent result. Take again the example of climate-politics inaction: For those
who continually decide to postpone climate action while being aware that
this will contribute to bringing about large-scale catastrophic results for an
enormous number of people, it can be a reassuring thought that attempting
another kind of politics would be futile anyway.

A more general answer might be that even committed adherents of di-
etrologia, while firmly convinced that every utterance has to be interpreted
in terms of hidden ulterior motives, will probably concede that a rhetorical
strategy can only work if there is a public which sees its central claims as
credible; so if these fatalistic understandings occur systematically, and those
who offer them are politically successful, one should assume that at least
parts of the public believe these claims. There is of course at least one im-
portant exception: Within uncontestedly asymmetric power constellations,
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power holders may find it expedient to use justifications which are so evi-
dently implausible that nobody will assume anybody could be convinced by
them: By parodying the language game of giving reasons, they signal that
truth claims and arguments will not make a difference. Impossibility claims
can serve this purpose, too; the more preposterous an impossibility claim,
the more useful it is for such a strategy. For instance, statements like “This
problem can only be solved by the market” may not function as arguments,
but rather as performative gestures conveying that arguments will not be
listened to. Still, this is only one communicative function of fatalistic utter-
ances, and no general rule for interpreting such utterances can be drawn
from it. In this sense, these kinds of objections do not offer good reasons
for clinging to the comforting idea that under “modern” conditions, people
may talk like fatalists but cannot really mean it.

3. The Practice of Industriousness

While process fatalism is to a large extent an elite practice, the practice of
industriousness is particularly visible among those who, within a given di-
vision of labour, see themselves as tied to a position they can neither change
nor leave. The industrious feel trapped in a constellation of circumstances
thatishard to endure, but they nolonger think about fighting back or looking
for an escape, because they are certain that this would be pointless. (This at-
titude is quite compatible with fatalism about the course of “history,” though
it does not require it.) Such a lack of hope, however, does not render them
passive; it enables them to perform activities that, under other conditions,
might be quite impossible for them.

This way of relating to the world can lead them to no longer adopt a
normative perspective: Under these premises, invoking certain norms—
even norms that, within a given social order, may appear to be publicly
accepted (e.g., ideas about equal dignity)—can seem futile. The industrious
may come the conclusion that not only for themselves, but also for all other
members of the category to which they belong (including future members of
this category), these norms will have no consequences; therefore, they may
conclude that these norms cannot even serve as utopian points of reference,
because viewing one’s condition from the vantage point offered by these
norms could only create dangerous illusions. The fact that, in East German
daily life some decades after the end of the GDR, one continually encounters
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tropes like “down-to-earth™ or “pragmatic” seems to indicate such a loss of
plausibility.

This type of practice can also be linked to an explicit rejection of any kind
of reflexivity that understands itself as political. Such a rejection can be
even easier for those who see themselves as sharing a critical, theory-based
awareness of the pressures caused by their own condition, and of the dan-
gers of overburdening themselves. This knowledge enables them to say to
themselves: “I can’t afford to think like that.” A typical example is the answer
given by an acquaintance of a journalist at a left-wing Berlin-based daily
when asked about outsourcing domestic work: “Do I think it’s a good thing
someone else does my care work?® To be honest, I have thrown all these
political questions overboard. Because I simply need it.” (Weissenburger
2021)

Nevertheless, this practice can also generate different (mutually compat-
ible) normative articulations, which can also serve as a basis for critique, and
for processes of politicization. This is not only essential for the stability of this
practice; it also explains why the practice of industriousness can have conse-
quences that reach far beyond the categories of individuals who perform it.

3.1 Normative Articulations of Industriousness (1): Rules of Prudence

The first of these normative articulations takes the form of a rule of prudence:
It would be unreasonable not to accept things as they are. The world is what
it is, so everybody (at least, the members of one’s own category, who will not
be able to change this world) should get used to these conditions, avoid irra-
tional hopes (illusions about changing the world), and develop routines en-
abling them to deal with their situation.” This rule of prudence can be linked
to norms of emotional display: Complaining or expressing pain can now be
seen as pointless, since — according to this view — such emotional expres-
sions will never function as messages that could lead to any kind of positive
change. Under these premises, protest can be understood as a manifestation

15 See Thériault (2020) on the pervasiveness of this trope in East German everyday life.

16 The interviewee uses the German neologism Care-Arbeit, presenting herself as a person who is
familiar with the relevant feminist debate.

17 Accordingly, surveys in the rural parts of Eastern Thuringia show huge support for the claim
“Workers’ interests are being less and less taken into account” and for the claim “Criticizing the
capitalist system won't help us — these are the rules” (Schmalz et al. 2021, 58).
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of weakness, and critique as a mode of losing touch with reality, or (contrary
to a common political rhetoric that associates critique with “awakening”) as
a form of dreaming — as resulting from a state where self-control has been
lost. !

A key context where such normative articulations are being developed
and enforced is a practice of education meant to spare one’s children un-
necessary suffering. This may be most easy to observe among the under-
privileged: Even if they do not accept their position — i.e., do not see the
given social order as legitimate, and reject the reasons offered for justify-
ing it — a large part of their socialization work may consist of attempts to
help their children get used to the facts of discrimination, in order to pro-
tect them against additional avoidable unhappiness, and to “empower” them
within the space of the possibilities they were born into. A rather similar ac-
tivity, however, can be detected among the relatively privileged. In his study
of current processes of bureaucratization, Graeber (2018, 77-79) reports that
several of his informants — all of them academics or university students —
told him how their parents seemed to plead for an early familiarization with
meaningless work, pushing them into internships which could only have the
value of creating this kind of experience. Graeber concludes that these par-
ents see this as a necessary counterweight to the experience of studying at a
university, which they worry might create among their children the expecta-
tion that, for them, there could be an alternative to this kind of meaningless
work experience, and more generally, create illusory hopes about future pos-
sibilities for reflecting, and for enjoying some freedom of action.

3.2 Normative Articulations of Industriousness (2): Distributive Justice and Mutual
Respect

The second type of normative articulations takes the form of rules of equal
treatment. The starting point for this articulation can be gleaned from state-
ments like “I don't get any help either,” or “Mir hilft auch keiner.”

On the one hand, this kind of perception can justify a refusal of solidar-
ity that, under these premises, can also be defended by invoking a norm of

18 Kamala Markandaya ([1954] 2007, 54) has the narrator of her village novel Nectarin a Sieve say: “one
gets used to anything [...]; only sometimes when I was weak, or in sleep while my will lay dormant,
I found myself rebellious, protesting, rejecting, and no longer calm’.
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reciprocity. Here, even the awareness that others are suffering from the same
problems will not (as optimistic theories about politicization processes tend
to assume) make it more likely that a process of solidarization ensues—not
even if this kind of suffering appears to be widely shared. On the contrary, it
is the very perception of commonality—of shared suffering—that can sus-
tain an avoidance of cooperation: If one’s own conditions seems immune
to change, it may appear more plausible to say “Everybody has to deal with
that”, or “Ich komme damit schlief3lich auch klar”. This can also become a collective
statement ("Wir kommen damit auch klar”); therefore, this normative articula-
tion can sustain contexts of communication which stabilize this way of re-
lating to the world as well as the practical consensus that builds upon it. This
can also reinforce the corresponding rules of emotional display: “We don't
complain either.” At this point, it can also become plausible to say that there
is nothing remarkable, or nothing special, about the suffering of others ("Mir
geht es schliefSlich auch nicht besser,” “Das geht allen so, da habe ich kein Mitleid”),
and that, therefore, those who suffer should make no special demands. In
a next step, the preunderstanding that “I won't be able to escape my condi-
tion either” can make it seem appropriate not to try to understand others’
concrete situations in the first place: The impression that there is nothing
special about the suffering of others makes it easy to infer that there will be
nothing remarkable to understand either. Moreover, for the industrious fa-
talist, it can seem plausible to say: “Nobody cares about me (about us); why
should I (we) try to understand others?” This contributes to stabilizing this
practice; it protects the industrious preunderstanding against possible dis-
ruptions. This way of thinking does not require a belief that the constraints
from which one suffers, or from which others suffer, are good—neither in the
sense that these constraints are justified in themselves, nor in the sense that
they can be expected to have positive consequences (for instance, that they
might have disciplinary effects a practitioner of industriousness might find
desirable).” Therefore, the stability of this kind of practice does not depend
on finding justifications for the constraints to which it submits. It also does

19 Nevertheless, this attitude can make arguments about the value of discipline seem appealing: The
rules of prudence discussed above now can also become attractive because they offer independent
justifications for ways of acting that avoid empathy. (Since these rules can help describe a non-
empathic activity in a way that makes it socially acceptable, they can also help stabilize this activ-
ity.) For example, McCrindle and Rowbotham (1977, 4) recount how, while interviewing workers’
daughters in1970s England, they often were confronted with expressions of hatred against the in-
terviewee’s mother: “We were surprised by this hostility until we realized that teaching a daughter
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not depend on a possibility to attribute to these constraints the kind of sys-
tematic, rule-based character which would be a necessary precondition for
most justifications for social restrictions.

On the other hand, the certainty that “I don't get any help either” can
promote the emergence of specific criteria of distributive justice: The more
attempts at changing their condition seem futile, they more difficult it will
seem to react to a structure of inequality either with attempts to rise within
that structure, or with expressions of indignation and demands for trans-
forming that structure. Within this fatalistic framework, the participants’
main concern can now be that others should not fare better than them: One
possible strategy for dealing with their experience of hopelessness, and mak-
ing their own condition more bearable, is to make sure that they will not have
to watch persons with whom they compare themselves end up in positions
that seem better than their own. In this sense, fatalism can initiate a turn
towards envy—not as a desire to also have a good that the better-off enjoy
(after all, this seems hopeless), but as a desire that the goods one cannot en-
joy should not be available to others either: the type of envy called Missgunst
in German.*°

This type of envy can then be articulated in the guise of new norms (as
has been extensively discussed under the label ressentiment). Again, this does
need to resultin a justification of the fatalism-generating constraints as such
(e.g., “these constraints are good,” “only actions that are subject to these con-
straints are good”). Such an articulation can also take the form of a rule of
distributive justice (“it is only fair if everybody has to submit to the same con-
straints,” “Warum sollte es ihr besser gehen als uns?” etc.). In a next step, such a
rule can be translated into a norm of solidarity which, for instance, enables
the industrious members of a work organization to criticize other members
who try to defy the organization’s rules ("Wir ordnen uns auch unter”). This can
be escalated into a norm of mutual respect. Within the kind of normative
framework emerging from such a process, only those who submit without
complaint can credibly claim that they do not “think that they are special” or
“think that they are better than others.” Under these premises, any impres-
sion of individuality conveyed by a person’s behaviour can be understood as

her role as a future housewife can all too easily develop a sadistic quality when the mother herself
is tired, over-worked and oppressed by her own existence.”

20 On the Aristotelian distinction between indignation, emulation, and envy-as-Missgunst, as three
possible ways of reacting to inequality, see Geuss (2016).
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a gesture that devalues others, because it suggests some sort of elbow room
that this person uses or tries to use (“Not everything is about you,” “Auch du
solltest nicht so viel Aufhebens um dich Machen”).*!

Those who feel pained by the fact that their own freedom of action seems
minimal can then invoke these norms in order to make sure that their equals
stay within their bounds. The deeper the fatalism, the more exclusively will
this kind of critical attention be directed towards those seen as equal or less
privileged: Only they, and not the highly privileged, can still be seen as ob-
jects of possible actions. The fatalists’ yearning for equality, while mostly felt
by them to be illusory, may still take aim at those close to them; there re-
mains the possibility to make sure that their colleagues do not fare better
than them. The force of this social mechanism varies according to the degree
to which the participants feel that their freedom of action is constrained. As
Scheler ([1912] 1978, 7) writes, this experience of powerlessness is particularly
intense wherever, in addition to other constraints, there is a strong pressure
to avoid even the expression of nonconforming emotions; one current exam-
ple is the duty to display a permanent smile that applies in large parts of the
personal service sector and can also become an obligation that members of
certain workplaces impose on each other.

Within everyday cooperation, this practice of industriousness can have
strong effects. For instance, in work organizations, envy can create strong
commitments to making sure that the current rules are being followed, and
to rejecting any criticism directed against these rules (“We have to deal with
this, too”). In this sense, envy encourages the self-policing of the less privi-
leged, lowers the costs of centralized control, and facilitates the emergence
of stable structures of cooperation. Crucially, this also works where the par-
ticipants do not see the existing set of rules as justified: This mechanism can
sustain any kind of norm, and can therefore help free organizations from the
demand of having to present themselves as legitimate to all their members.
It does not require normative integration according to the official rules of a
given structure of cooperation; nor does it require that members can be made
to recognize the rationality of these rules. The energy that enables members
to conform to these rules and to enforce them also does not depend on the
existence of “intrinsic” motivations.

21 On the margin of manoeuver that displays of individuality typically require, see Goftman (1961)
on “role distance.”
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For a normativist perspective—a perspective that sees institutions as co-
operation structures built on norms—these processes create an observation
problem: An observer examining an institution shaped by the practice of in-
dustriousness will certainly encounter egalitarian-sounding ideas about jus-
tice and mutual respect; however, if this observer always already presupposes
that normative attitudes are foundational for the observed cooperation, it
will be hard to recognize where such attitudes only emerge as ex-post ratio-
nalizations of prior constraints. This does not just amount to an explanatory
weakness. Often, this kind of analysis is meant to contrast the actual practice
of a given institution with the “ideals” or “values” that can be deduced from
the norms which operate within that institution; a typical goal of this kind
of “immanent critique” is to motivate the members of a given institution to
transform their practice in a more universalistic and, for instance, less puni-
tive direction.?” Those involved in this kind of fatalistic practice, however,
will feel that attempts to develop such universalistic rearticulations will be
futile. They are also likely, for the reasons described above, to have no inter-
est in making their rules less punitive. Therefore, when confronted with this
kind of fatalistic practice, such normativist theories—even if they may un-
derstand themselves as adopting a critical point of view—tend to produce
descriptions that are highly optimistic.

3.3 Politicizations of Industriousness

Once industrious fatalism has become a normal part of everyday coordi-
nation, it also can be politicized (which can, in turn, reinforce its presence
within ordinary life). Common fatalistic tropes expressing the experience
of being trapped in a constellation of non-cooperation—“I don't get any
handouts either,” “Wir kriegen auch nichts geschenkt”—ofter an access to a
meaning structure that helps make sense of surprising statistical data about
decisions to vote for a “right-wing populist” party.

For understanding how the normative articulations described above
come to have political consequences, Tocqueville's ideas about possible
transformations of democratic norms remain highly useful (Tocqueville
[1840] 1961, 137): At first, democratic institutions may communicate an ideal
of equal liberty for all. If, however, some of those to whom this ideal has

22 For a prominent statement of this view, see Honneth (2011).
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been communicated reach the conclusion that, unlike others, they will never
acquire the promised liberty—that they will never enjoy real freedom of
action—then this can transform this democratic ideal, with “liberty” and
“equality” becoming separate goals. This is how fatalistic ways of relating to
the world can change the meaning of egalitarian political norms: They can
translate into the demand that the constraints which shape one’s daily life
should apply to everybody. This can concern the distribution of resources;
here, the normative articulations described above can be translated into po-
litical statements like “Too much help is given to others,” e.g., to refugees, or
to other recipients of social benefits. The announcement that the “privileges”
of such recipients will be cut is a core topic of what is usually called right-
wing populism. (Those who do not believe the promise that these parties
will improve the material condition of their voters may still believe in the
negative goal of ensuring that others, too, “won’t be given handouts”. Under
strictly fatalistic premises, not “The situation will improve for everybody”
but “For others, the situation won't improve either” can count as a credible
political pledge.) It can also concern the possibility that the members of
some social categories might enjoy “special privileges” which might enable
them to dodge rules meant to apply to everybody. This kind of worry can
focus on the politics of criminal punishment, or on the politics of gender,
where transgender issues have become a core topic of “right-wing pop-
ulist” mobilization; even actors who cannot credibly claim to feel bound to
traditionalist gender norms are thus enabled to display indignation over
the possibility that “exceptions” would be made for minorities. The central
concern within this strand of “right-wing populism,” however, still seems to
refer to the possibility that others might evade the obligation to work.?

All these worries are, however, subject to a self-imposed limitation: Here,
too, efforts at curtailing “privileges” do not focus on everybody, but only on
those seen as equal or less privileged. Since Tocqueville, this has been one
of the puzzles of political sociology.* This puzzle can be solved by consid-
ering the fatalistic element in “right-wing populism,” and by retaining the

23 This has also enabled a reclassification which is constitutive for a central antisemitic trope: From
this point of view, the communist and the banker, far from being polar opposites, belong to the
same category, because both try to escape (“real”) work, and therefore ought to be seen as “para-
sites”; see also the related category of the “work-shy”.

24 Tocqueville’s most explicit statement can be found in an unpublished draft: “Tant que les bour-
geois ont été diftérents des nobles, ils wont point été jaloux des nobles, mais entre eux. Et si nous
nous examinons de plus prés nous-mémes, ne serons-nous pas tous effrayés d’y voir que I'envie
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pragmatist insight that foci of attention and reflection are always shaped
by perceived possibilities of action. If, for instance, despite a high willing-
ness to criticize “privileges,” almost no demands for downwards economic
redistribution can be heard, the reason for this cannot be that supporters
of “populist” movements have no idea of the kinds of lives the upper classes
lead; news media used by the worse-off are full of depictions of such lives.
Rather, what can be observed here is a selection effect produced by a fatal-
istic mode of reflexivity: Only those motives of critique that still appear to
be connected to some credible programme of action are articulated in any
serious way; while the conditions of those who, to the “right-wing populist,”
seem to be on an equal or lower social level might be amenable to change,
thinking about reducing the privileges of economic elites will seem pointless.
This fatalistic self-limitation also facilitates another transformation process
already mentioned by Tocqueville ([1840] 1961, 405): What is, at first, an egal-
itarian impulse—nobody should be unduly privileged—can translate into a
longing for powerful political actors who guarantee that this will not happen.
In this way, this fatalistic attitude can contribute to institutionalisation of
“right-wing populism” also by encouraging the creation of new hierarchies,
and by giving plausibility to the ideal of the strongman.

For the ongoing institutionalisation of this type of politics, this envy-as-
Missgunst scheme is also important because, through the worries and sus-
picion that it generates itself, it can constantly extend its own scope of ap-
plication. On the one hand, these worries create a new, affectively grounded
form of selective attention that drives a search for cases of unjustified priv-
ilege. This enhanced sensitivity makes it possible to apply the core accusa-
tion of laziness to the populations of whole states (“lazy Greeks”) as well as
to professional groups with typically long working hours (“lazy politicians”).
From this vantage point, even the highly dangerous journey refugees take
across the Mediterranean can be depicted as constituting a fouristic experi-
ence, that is, as linked to a practice of laziness.?” Consequently, within the
German “right-wing populist” debate, it has not only become possible to as-
sume that refugees take this kind of journey because they want to avoid hav-

s’y fait sentir a I'égard de nos voisins, de nos amis, de nos proches.” (Tocqueville 1992, 1170; see
Elster 2009, 69)

25 See Hentges (2018, 108-109) for a discussion of two Alternative fiir Deutschland election posters,
showing a refugee boat on a calm sea with a sunset in the background, and a group of refugees
on a beach, again watching the sunset.
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ing to work ("Einwanderung in die Sozialsysteme”), but also to talk about Asyl-
tourismus. Extending this scope of application also becomes easier because
this interpretive scheme makes it possible to feel downward jealousy (de Swaan
1989): Being aware of the irreversibility of their own lives, which they experi-
ence as having been shaped by a set of inescapable harsh constraints, those
who achieved a gruelling social ascent can now feel envy towards the worse-
off—ifit seems likely that the latter will have to suffer less for improving their
economic condition ("Da mussten wir auch durch,” “Wir haben uns auch durchge-
bissen,” etc.). This can be, for instance, a specific envy of the formerly unem-
ployed,? but also the general resentment of the old against the young (see
Scheler [1912] 1978, 20). This type of envy can also translate into a criterion of
recognition which may shape struggles for moral hierarchisation: “For me,
everything was hard, so I can only recognize those for whom everything was
hard.”

Moreover, the concern that “There should be no handouts” can be shared
across very different socio-economic positions. Therefore, this fatalistic
scheme can sustain new forms of political cooperation—in the German
case, particularly between (1) those who have experienced the hopelessness
of the post-1989 East German labour market, (2) workers in companies
in South-Western Germany who clearly profit from globalization, and (3)
small entrepreneurs who may be quite successful economically. As the social
structure of those who voted for the “right-wing populist” Alternative fiir
Deutschland shows, this vote does not presuppose economic misery (see
Lengfeld 2017; Bergmann et al. 2018); industrious fatalists do not have to
belong to the “losers of modernization.””” Surveys suggest it does not require
fears about losing one’s present economic status, either.”® What seems nev-
ertheless to be shared by many of these voters is the feeling of being caught
in a treadmill from which there is no viable escape. This does not have to
be linked to a strong feeling of economic uncertainty; such an uncertainty
is only one possible cause of this treadmill experience. What seems forever
lost, or has never been available for them, is the hope that they might even-

26 At the German federal election in 2017, at least in East Germany, the AfD vote correlates with the
regional unemployment rate in 2000, but not with its rate at the time of the election (Manow 2018,
93-95). If fear of losing one’s economic status were the main motive for voting AfD, the current
unemployment rate should have at least as strong an influence as the former one.

27 On the history of this category, see Ulbricht (2020).

28 For survey data showing that standard explanations of “right-wing populism” seriously overstate
the role of such fears of losing one’s economic status, see Litbke and Delhey (2019).
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tually reach a state of relative ease: Most of those who have been mobilized
by “right-wing populism” can understand their (very heterogeneous) work
experiences in this way; this also applies to those small entrepreneurs whose
working lives can suggest to them that they should give up all hopes about
solidarity, and who therefore see no reason to accept that others should be
“given handouts.” A political rhetoric which articulates these experiences can
also create bridges towards those who experience a rural life where already
the weak infrastructure can make it plausible to say “We don't get any help
either,” and who emphasize their pride in having always been “frugal” and
“hardworking.”*® Therefore, this political mobilization shows how a fatalistic
practice of industriousness can help sustain collective action, even on the
level of national politics.

4. The Practice of Vengefulness

Both types of fatalistic practice discussed above imply a strong focus on the
future (even if the future they project seems to be without alternatives). To its
participants, many elements of the practice of industriousness appear plau-
sible because they promise to make life more bearable (even if the circum-
stances of this life seem immune to change). The practice of process fatalism
is even compatible with the idea of a future that offers improvements over
the present (even if, from the point of view afforded by this practice, the set
of options for pursuing such improvements is extremely limited).

The third type of fatalistic practice is different. Those who participate in
it are convinced that the damages they have experienced cannot be made
good. For them, improving their condition, or even maintaining their cur-
rent position, is no longer an essential consideration. The recurrent experi-
ence of blocked action redirects their focus on a past that seems irrevocable.
The remaining hope they can see as reasonable is that others will suffer dam-
ages, too. This belief can motivate a rejection of any kind of activism.** It can,

29 Searcey (2020) quotes a small entrepreneur in rural Arkansas explaining her vote for Trump: “Out
here in rural America, nobody else is going to do it for me. [...] Because life comes so hard here,
the Republican ideal is what we have. It's kind of me, myself and 1.” For an ethnographic account
of this rural mode of living in the US, and of the rage it creates, see Wuthnow (2019).

30 To give a brief example: An activist from an NGO which tries to make the Indian state of Madhya
Pradesh clean up wells used by Dalits told me that these Dalits often are not enthusiastic about
the cleaning of these wells; they expect that once the water of a well is clean again, they will not
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however, also lead to an activism for which the revenge motive (which can
play a supporting role in the practice of industriousness) becomes dominant.
Such an activism does not need to be accompanied by a long-term perspec-
tive, or by a weighing of future alternatives. Therefore, this way of relating to
the world makes actions possible that, under other circumstances, would be
quite unlikely.

While most readers will have encountered the practice of industriousness
in their everyday lives, members of the academic middle classes often re-
main protected from this practice of vengefulness, at least from its more ob-
vious versions. Therefore, this section proceeds differently than the last one:
It turns to the debates on two much-discussed protest phenomena which can
serve as extreme cases exemplifying two different versions of this fatalistic
practice. For both debates, reconstructing the difficulties of some standard
explanatory strategies, and the alternative explanations offered by some em-
pirical accounts that contradict these standard approaches, helps identify a
fatalistic structure of meaning that is constitutive for these activities.

4.1 Vengeful Activism Embedded in a Context of Future-Oriented Political
Cooperation

In the first version of this practice, actions following a fatalistic logic of
revenge become integrated into more complex structures of cooperation;
only because they are able to make use of this fatalistic way of relating to
the world can these structures operate the way they do. A particularly clear
example is offered by one type of so-called suicide attacks. Attempts to
explain “suicide” bombings often start by emphasizing that they are pro-
duced by organizations. This concerns a crucial motive: Some organizations
see them as a useful tactic in an asymmetric conflict, and/or as proving the
commitment they must demonstrate because they compete with other orga-
nizations (Bloom 2004). It also concerns some processes which make it more
likely that such attacks actually happen: Organizations create commitment

have access to this water any more, since the locally dominant caste will block them. From this
point of view, the only thing that, within the given distribution of power, they can aspire to is
that the members of the dominant caste will also continue to suffer from this: “We have to drink
that dirty water. Our children have to drink that dirty water. They should have to drink that dirty
water, too.”
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devices (like filmed statements of those who agree to blow themselves up),
which can bind would-be perpetrators to their promises (Gambetta 2006).
But these explanations do not address the question why these organizations
have few problems finding persons willing to make that promise.

Here, a common answer says that these perpetrators are deeply embed-
ded into a cooperation structure which strongly values collective goals (typ-
ically, nationalist and/or religious goals)—to a degree that, for the partici-
pants, each individual life becomes much less important. Pape (2006), who
elaborates such an explanation, suggests that this kind of activism can be de-
scribed with Durkheim’s concept of altruistic suicide (Durkheim [1897] 2005,
chap. I1.4).

However, while there may be cases fitting that description, empirical re-
search shows thatitis far from generallyvalid. This also applies to Palestinian
“suicide” activism (a case where, given the presence of competing nationalist
organizations, one might expect this kind of explanation to work particularly
well). Here, the work of Aran (2018), who focuses on the immediate perpe-
trators and their complicated relationships with their handlers, is highly in-
structive. He emphasizes that, while these attacks are arranged by organiza-
tions which present themselves as nationalist actors, and operate in a context
where religious justifications matter, those who carry out the attacks typi-
cally do not seem to have undergone a strong process of politicization; they
also do not present themselves as having particularly intense religious con-
victions. There can be a strong disconnect between the programmes of these
organizations and these individuals’ reasons for participating; these orga-
nizations do not try to compensate for this by giving them a long training,
either (ibid., 49-51, 58). Many of these perpetrators have lost close relatives, a
crucial instance of a damage that cannot be made good —“in the testaments
[...], there is always an emphatic expression of the desire for revenge against
injuries to the relatives of the suicide terrorist” (ibid., 52) — and many men-
tion experiences of humiliation and violence. But as Aran points out, this
is not yet what distinguishes them from the large parts of the population.
Beyond this ordinary experience of oppression, those who accept to become
“suicide” bombers show what psychologists call an “external locus of control”
(ibid., 58)—they understand themselves, to a particularly strong degree, as
unable to influence their own condition or, in other words, they react to this
constellation of circumstances with a deeper fatalism than others. The im-
portance of this mood of despair is recognized by these organizations; Aran
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(ibid., 67) mentions a “senior Hamas leader who told his assistants, charged
with recruiting suicide terrorists, ‘bring me gloomy boys”.

Aran’s observations suggest that, for understanding why this kind of at-
tack makes sense to those who carry it out, a different element of Durkhein’s
theory of suicide could be useful, namely, his concept of fatalistic suicide —
“the suicide deriving from excessive regulation, that of persons with futures
pitilessly blocked and passions violently choked by oppressive discipline”
(Durkheim [1897] 2005, 239). As Durkheim’s argument implies, depending
on how agents attribute their experience, this fatalism can have different af-
fective correlates—among the emotions expressed in a collection of suicide
letters, he also finds “anger and all the emotions customarily associated with
disappointment”; and this kind of suicide can also take a violent form (ibid.,
247-248). It helps make sense of the available biographical information to
see one path to becoming a “suicide” bomber as a version of this process.
Here, too, an ongoing experience of blocked action leads to a fundamental
change in perspective that—by persuading some agents that they no longer
should invest any hopes in their own futures (at least, not in their earthly
futures), and therefore do not have to think about these futures anymore—
enables them to perform actions that, under other conditions, would not
have been possible. This enables some militant political organizations to
pursue their programme in a new way.

Now, interpreting these “suicide” bombings as pure cases of fatalistic sui-
cide may seem problematic: Even if there is a disconnect between the logic
of the militant organization and the logic of the immediate perpetrators,
these attacks can only happen if the organizational framework makes at least
some sense to the immediate perpetrators. To that extent, the logic of ac-
tion guiding this “suicide” activism can be seen as a mixed type, an instance
of a category already mentioned by Durkheim: the altruistic-fatalistic sui-
cide,” Durkheim’s own mythical example being the collective self-annihila-
tion at Masada as told by Flavius Josephus (ibid., 82-83, 252).%* Still, on the

31 Aninterpretation of “suicide” bombings as cases of altruistic-fatalistic suicide has been proposed
by Pedahzur et al. (2003) who loosely build on Durkhein’s argument (focusing, however, not on
meaning structures underlying these attacks, but on social-structural attributes of the immedi-
ate perpetrators).

32 To be exact, Durkheim ([1897] 2005, 252) treats this as a combination between altruistic and what
he calls regressive-anomic suicide motives. However, as Besnard (1993, 178—79) has shown, ac-
cording to the logic of Durkheim’s own argument, “regressive-anomic” suicides are fatalistic sui-
cides.
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backstages of these militant organizations, the dominant emotion concern-
ing the persons who commit to “suicide” bombings is not admiration, but
condescension (Aran 2018, 39—40). This seems to indicate that what would
count, according to these organizations’ standards, as an “altruistic” orien-
tation does not play an essential role for these immediate perpetrators.

The possibility of such disconnects, or loose couplings, is important for
the social potentialities of this fatalistic practice: It can fulfil a function
within such structures of cooperation without requiring those who perform
it to have strong attachments to the norms that sustain this structure. An
experience of having no way out, and a revenge motive which becomes
more plausible through this experience, can lower the need for elaborate
justifications, as well as for the power of justifications to actually convince.
Where religious justifications are offered, their details, and their overall
believability, can now become less important; those who participate in a
genuinely fatalistic practice of revenge do not really need to believe any-
thing.” Therefore, this kind of fatalistic practice can make a particular
difference in environments where religious or nationalist justifications have
lost much of their force, and where strong forms of normative integration
have become unlikely. At the same time, this practice does not require a
strong attachment to the political expectations that sustain the given struc-
ture of cooperation. Whether the long-term goal pursued by a political
movement organization is likely to be reached ceases to be a vital question
for these activists. Consequently, this fatalistic practice offers one type of
solution for a problem that radical political movements are confronted with:
It massively lowers the importance of the question why it would make sense
to engage in acts of protest that have very low chances of success; through
this, it decouples protest activity from a focus on the given “opportunity
structure.”**

Obviously, the “suicide” attack is a rare, extreme case; one might be
tempted to postulate a clear boundary that categorically separates it from
other types of protest activities. Here, too, Durkheim’s conceptualization
remains useful: He describes suicides not as constituting a strictly separate

33 One may choose to call this way of relating to the world “nihilism” (Roy 2016, 123-26), but that
term could be misleading: It can be understood as attributing to these perpetrators a new elabo-
rate set of convictions, while the available information suggests that their integration into these
organizations’ activities depends on their having no systematic convictions at all.

34 See Pettenkofer (2010) on why this is a fundamental explanatory problem for social movement
research.
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class of actions, but as resulting from extreme varieties of logics of action
that can also be observed in milder versions; therefore, he emphasizes sui-
cide’s “unbroken connection [...] with acts, on the one hand, of courage and
devotion, on the other of imprudence and clear neglect” (Durkheim [1897]
2005, xliv), which corresponds to a gradual increase in indifference towards
one’s own future life, and to different degrees of anger towards those seen
as responsible for one’s condition. This conceptualization helps recognize
why the set of mechanisms that can be observed in the case of “suicide”
activists not only operates in this kind of extreme case: In other contexts,
too, versions of this fatalism can enable self-harming practices that, as
elements of larger structures of cooperation, can have social consequences

(which include stabilizing these structures of cooperation).

4.2 Pure Vengeful Activism

The practice of vengefulness, however, can also sustain unlikely forms of
collective action without being embedded in a structure of cooperation fo-
cused on future-oriented political goals. A particularly clear example are the
protests that happened in a large number of housing projects (cités) in many
French banlieues during three weeks in October/November 2005, with hit-
and-run attacks resulting in massive damages to property—among other
consequences, 255 damaged school buildings, and ca. 10,000 burned cars,
mostly belonging to other inhabitants of the cités.*

A large part of the debate on these protests opposed two types of
accounts: The first describes them as an activity which, for those who per-
formed it, had no political meaning (and ought instead to be seen as, e.g.,
thrill-seeking, a venting of aggressions resulting from unrelated causes, or
a cover for criminal activities). The second type suggests interpreting these
events as a version of “normal” goal-oriented political action—a form of bar-
gaining and/or arguing—or at least as a “protopolitical” practice (see, e.g.,

35 The protests started, in Clichy-sous-Bois, after three youths — who, as it turned out, had not been
implicated in any kind of illegal activity — tried to avoid a police control and, under the eyes of
several police agents, climbed into an electricity transformer station; while one member of the
police squad explicitly said that the youths were unlikely to survive there, and a phone call to the
electricity service could have saved them, the police squad finally chose to simply drive away; after
30 minutes, two of the youths were electrocuted, one survived heavily wounded (Body-Gendrot
2016, 558-59).
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Kokoreft 2008; Jobard 2014) which prepares future collective action aiming
at political change. This interpretation was also taken up by a normativist
version of Critical Theory: Using interviews presented by Mucchielli (2009),
to which he applies the “reconstructive” strategy suggested by Honneth
(1992), Sutterliity (2014) argues that these protests signal a “demand for
equality and equal treatment as citizens” (ibid., 47); if, for example, one of
Mucchielli’s interviewees says about his interactions with police agents, “All
we're asking for is respect” (Mucchielli 2009, 741), it “follows that the demand
to be treated before the law and by the guardians of that law in the same way
as other French citizens was at the core of what made the police the target
of young people’s aggression” (Sutterliity 2014, 47).%¢

Neither of these interpretive strategies seems to grasp the meaning
structure underlying these protests. The claim that these acts had no po-
litical meaning for the agents has been thoroughly debunked. First, the
existing research proves beyond doubt that the category of young men from
which the participants came was severely disadvantaged, with many of these
disadvantages resulting from political decisions. While these participants
were mostly under the age of 19, they could observe the consequences these
disadvantages had for their older brothers (Kokoreff 20008, 424—425): They
were excluded from large segments of the labour market, which meant
that in their twenties, many still had to live with their parents.?” They had
attended, or were still attending, deeply dysfunctional schools unlikely to
offer a way out of this. Outside their homes, their daily lives were shaped
by a massive police presence linked to recurrent practices of humiliation.?®
(Like the Palestinian “suicide” bombers, these youths felt tied to a specific
physical space which tends to trap them.) Second, the accounts of the partic-
ipants as well as their specific activities suggest that it is because of these
disadvantages that this type of protest made sense to them: Burning schools
is the ultimate gesture of dissatisfaction with this school system (Ott 2007);
as one of Muchielli’s interviewees says, “what I wanted during the riots was

36 A similar perspective is suggested by Fassin (2009, 1261-63) who, while using a “moral economies”
framework, also refers to Honneth's ideas about recognition (ibid., 1244).

37 See Héran (2021, 213—34) for a brief overview of the relevant research, including the experiments
showing that, all other things being equal, having a postal code from these areas makes it much
more likely that a job application is rejected, particularly if the applicant has a Muslim-sounding
name.

38 On the practice of identity control and its humiliating effects, see particularly Fassin (2015,
144-52).
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to set fire to the high school, because they’re the ones who fucked up my
future” (Mucchielli 2009, 744). Therefore, these acts can be said to express a
political judgment in the sense suggested by Geuss (2010, 16).%

The claim that these protests were acts of bargaining or arguing aimed
at instigating political change, however, is also hard to sustain. The evi-
dence mobilized for this claim—usually linked to the additional claim that
the protests were gestures appealing to a shared normative framework—
typically comes from public utterances which were not made during these
protest events, but in other contexts, for instance, during a peaceful demon-
stration, in statements by local activists, in the news media, or when
participants had to appear in court.*® Certainly, for activists or public in-
tellectuals who used these protest events as an occasion to emphasize that
current policies should be changed, it was rational to portray the protesters
as fundamentally sharing the normative assumptions (“values of the Repub-
lic,” etc.) required for being seen as an acceptable member of the public.*
But observers were quick to distinguish this intellectual mobilization—the
“paper upheavals” (émeutes de papier) (Mauger 2006, 7)—from what happened
within the cités themselves.

Trying to infer from accounts offered in such contexts of public justifi-
cation why these protests made sense to those who participated in them is
quite problematic. The protests in the cités do not seem to appeal to an over-
arching normative framework within which forms of political arguing might
happen, or within which the kind of recognition could be fought for that
might enable the participants to enter processes of political bargaining. In-
deed, from their point of view, the idea of shared norms to which they could
appeal in a meaningful way seems hard to reconcile with their own experi-
ences. This becomes clear, for instance, when they talk about local schools.
One interviewee says:

“everything that’s working class, they’re administered by ... schools that ...do nothing. ...In
wealthy areas like the 16th arrondissement, for example, school, it’s definitely gonna play
its role, educating people. [...] And in other areas, school doesn't play the same role at all.”
(Hartmann 2007, 48)**

39 See also Scheuerman (2021) on property damage as a political gesture.

40 For an example of the latter, see Sutterliity (2014, 47).

41 On the ways in which political rhetorics aimed at normalizing protest can shape the perspectives
of social movement research, see Pettenkofer (2010, 89-103).

42 The mothers interviewed by Marliére (2007, 80-81) essentially seem to share this view.
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They have either come to see these schools as institutions which are not
subject to the same norms as schools in other (“better”) parts of France, or
reached the conclusion that, when dealing with lower-class children of non-
European descent, teachers are not bound by the norms that guide their
dealings with other categories of children. In their interviews, they seem
to be politely implying that only observers who live a relatively comfortable
life, and nevertheless generalize from their own experience, could arrive
at the conclusion that the norms applying to themselves could also help a
banlieusard. These interviewees do not seem to think that, between the way
these schools operate and the way in which—according to the norms in fact
applying to these schools—they ought to operate, there really is the kind of
tension which could serve as an access point for a critique that might lead to
some change.

Moreover, these protest events also do not evoke an alternative normative
framework beyond the dominant discourse of the Fifth Republic. Consisting
mostly of hit-and-run attacks, they cannot really be seen as enacting a pos-
sible new mode of political cooperation. Certainly, the choice of this mode of
protest may result from an adaptation to police strategies; as Jobard (2009,
240) writes, the participants’ “means of expression were therefore limited [...]
by the actions of the police.” Still, this mode of protest hardly enables the
participants to signal to each other the presence of a political collective that
would also be capable of more ambitious and more stable forms of cooper-
ation.® Finally, this practice of protest also does not gesture at any kind of
future collective action extending beyond the category of the current partic-
ipants: The massive burning of private cars may have been meant to frustrate
the police goal of “maintaining order”; nevertheless, it indicates that the par-
ticipants did not even think about the possibility of a future cooperation with
those inhabitants who owned these cars.*

For all these reasons, it is highly credible when participants say that their
main aim was to take revenge (Mucchielli 2009, 740-41).* In that sense, these

43 On the difference that such “prefigurative” protest events can make by giving more plausibility to
the idea that articulating critique is not simply futile, see Pettenkofer (2019).

44 As this book goes into print, a very similar type of protest has started after a young man was killed
in Nanterre by a policeman for no apparent reason (see, e.g., Chrisafis 2023).

45 Jobard (2009, 240) writes that at least some of these acts of destruction were precisely targeted;
for example, a car was burned because its owner was thought to be a racist. However, he offers no
reasons for assuming that, rather than pure acts of revenge, these were future-oriented bargain-
ing strategies meant to affect the target’s behaviour.
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émeutes represent a genuinely fatalistic type of protest: an activity made pos-
sible because, among its participants, the set of obstacles that continually
interrupt their pursuit of everyday goals had created the shared conviction
that thinking about substantially changing their situation would be futile.

These protests may react to a tension between a norm of equality and its
institutionalisation; this does not mean, however, that they are performed in
the name of that norm, or driven by a demand to ensure that it will be imple-
mented more fully. The participants do not seem to believe that the promises
implied in these norms were ever really addressed to them; the idea that they
could successfully demand being treated according to these norms seems ab-
surd to them. (While the practice of industriousness is linked to a transfor-
mation of existing norms of equality, the practice of vengefulness is based
on a loss of trust in such norms.) One may well say that “notions of ‘citizen-
ship'[...] played a central role in their motivations” (Sutterliity 2014, 39); how-
ever, the protesters’ acts should be understood not as appeals to these notions
but as a performance of revenge reacting to the perception that these norms
never applied to them in the first place. Hartmann's interviewee describes
school as a site of deception that creates illusions about a norm of equality
which, in fact, does not exist:

“They’re torching schools, but at school, what doyoulearn? You learn about justice, democ-
racy. We're taught all our lives that we're all equal, that ...that's why ...if we've got a problem,
we can go to the police. But when you see that ... in fact, it’s not true. But at school ... well,
it’s no use to us, is it?” (Hartmann 2007, 48)

This attitude is also apparent where they talk about their aim of gaining more
respect. Before the statement, already quoted above, that “all we're asking
for is respect” (Mucchielli 2009, 741) — which in itself could seem to vali-
date a normativist model of ‘recognition struggles’ — the interviewee ex-
plains how, in his opinion, this respect can be gained: “I told the guys, [...] if
we're gonna do something, it’s gotta be to beat up some cop; that way when
they have to come to the neighbourhood, before they get there they’ll shit in
their pants and they’ll be so flipped they won't play the cowboys any more”
(ibid., 740-41). Another interviewee says about the police: “We're going to
scare them, like that they’ll change their behaviour and they’ll respect us”,
adding: “we've got nothing to lose, since they’ve fucked our lives up” (ibid.,
742). So these youths invest their remaining hopes in a bargaining strategy
based on issuing threats, and the respect they wish to gain consists of being
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left alone out of fear — which suggests that their longing for respect is linked
to a complete fatalism about the officially accepted norms of equality.*

The difficulties of these “protopolitical” explanations are instructive
because they reveal some general problems that normativist interpretation
strategies—including those proposed by recent versions of Critical Theory—
have when dealing with fatalistic practices. These problems are particularly
noticeable where this normativist approach tries to preempt the objection
that in this empirical case, the presumed normativity does not seem to
operate. In a first step, it mobilizes the idea of something that is not being
said but invoked; Sutterliity (2014, 46) writes that a “demand for equality”
was “invoked, for the most part implicitly but occasionally explicitly” by the
protesters; that is, explicit demands articulated at some specific occasions
are taken as supporting the conclusion that those who do not voice these
demands nevertheless express them implicitly. To spell out this presuppo-
sition, this approach uses two different metaphors (their relation to each
other is not fully clear): It refers, on the one hand, to a “normative core”
(ibid., 39) which though invisible can be inferred from overt behaviour; and,
on the other hand, to a “normative grammar concealed in the actions of
young people” (ibid., 49). In itself, this would lead back to a familiar problem
of social research: Even in cases where it seems certain that what one is ob-
serving is rule-following behaviour, there is no easy way to infer, on the basis
of an observed behavioural sequence, which specific rule is being followed.
In order to solve this problem, this approach adds the presupposition that
there is one single set of “fundamental values of the political community”
(ibid., 50), or one single grammar.*

46 To the extent that this bargaining strategy is mediated by norms, what seems mostly relevant
are norms of masculinity which, to some degree, appear to be shared by these youths and the
local police agents: According to Truong (2017, 102—04), the stories told by some youths about
their confrontations with the police suggest that they see themselves as engaging in a masculinity
contest. (These norms are quite different from the “universalist values of the Republic,” however
defined; given that they are conceptually linked to notions of hierarchies created by competition,
they also cannot produce equal respect for everybody.)

47 The idea of a single latent grammar guiding protest already appears prominently in the subti-
tle of Honneth's book on recognition struggles (1992): “The Moral Grammar of Social Conflicts”.
The metaphor of a “normative core” appears already here, too (ibid., 82). (For a different use of
the grammar metaphor, see Boltanski and Thévenot (1991), who look for coexisting heterogenous
normative grammars, with the hypothesis that different grammars will be activated in different
contexts of justification.)
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Taken together, these two presuppositions enable their users to extrapo-
late from an act of protest to an underlying normative structure, and to in-
terpret observed utterances accordingly. This includes the assumption that
these meanings can already be inferred from the words that the participants
use. Forinstance, having come across the word “respect”in an interview tran-
script, Sutterliity (ibid., 47) argues that “Respect is a universalistic category—
in contrast to concepts of honour, for example, which always refer to a par-
ticular type of status. Respect refers to something that everyone is owed to
the same degree and in the same way;” in other words, at least under “mod-
ern” conditions, one can safely assume that the word “respect” always has the
same meaning. In other aspects too, these assumptions can justify treating
available empirical information as irrelevant; particularly, given the presup-
position that there is one single grammar of justification, looking for differ-
ences between the contexts of justification that elicit a given utterance does
not really seem necessary from this point of view.

This interpretive strategy significantly affects how the observed phe-
nomenon is understood: It always confirms the notion that, for the partic-
ipants, it still makes sense to focus on the officially accepted norms — at
least through a type of critique that either emphasizes a disconnect between
accepted norms and actual practice, or a need to reform these norms. Should
the participants consider the activity of articulating such a critique to be
meaningless (for instance, because they see it as a practice of self-deception
that would sustain illusory hopes for a situation where articulating such
reasons might make a difference), this would be difficult to recognize from
the vantage point constituted by these presuppositions.*® It would also be
difficult to recognize whether a given protest expresses a more fundamental
dissatisfaction; this normativist vantage point creates a strong focus on
those elements that can be seen as positively related to a dominant norma-
tive framework. Finally, by always validating the assumption that “modern”
institutions communicate a set of norms which can also be used for criticiz-
ing these institutions, this vantage point makes it difficult to observe that
these institutions can also stabilize themselves by creating the perception

48 The assumption that the protesters practice “immanent” critique, roughly in the way academics
do, can be aversion of what Bourdieu (1990) calls the scholastic fallacy: For many academics, there
are contexts — at least within academia — where “immanent critique” seems to prompt meaningful
answers, and therefore is experienced as a meaningful activity. For the protesters, the idea of
accessing such a context may be simply unthinkable.
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that criticizing them would be futile. This is also relevant because the kind
of protest that is motivated by such perceptions of futility can contribute
to recursively stabilizing the institutions that create these perceptions: If a
polity generates, among the members of a given category, a fatalism about
all kinds of political action that follow the accepted rules, it encourages
them to engage in forms of protest that can easily be labelled as meaningless
(for instance, as senseless violence); the spectacle of such protests can be
important for the self-affirmation of this polity. This also seems to have
been the case with the French protests of 2005: The consequence of these
protests did not consist in a mitigation of the circumstances against which
they were directed.*” Rather, their main consequence was to offer French
elites enhanced opportunities for treating banlieue youths as an incarnation
of everything the French republic stood against; these protests came to fulfil
the function of a spectacle proving that there is no alternative to an estab-
lished regime of “progress.” In this sense, they also show that the effects of
a given fatalistic practice can only be fully recognized if one also looks at its
interactions with other types of fatalistic practice.

5. Interactions between Fatalistic Practices

As the example of the French 2005 protests shows, interactions between dif-
ferent types of fatalistic practices can be vital for the stability of each type.
The most obvious instances of such interactions are relations of coercion and
conflict: By following and re-enacting a process which it assumes to be with-
out alternatives, the practice of process fatalism can construct a social world
where many will find it easy to believe that there really is no alternative, and
that the only options left are industriousness and vengefulness. Whenever
this prompts a form of fatalistic protest, a self-sustaining dynamic can start:
On both sides of a conflict between process fatalists and the vengeful, ways of
acting that only make sense against a background of fatalistic beliefs provoke
reactions which confirm these fatalistic beliefs. (In this sense, these practices
can complement each other in a way that makes them possible elements of
one single order of discourse.)

49 On the lack of changes concerning police practice see, among others, Jobard (2015).
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These relations are embedded in stabilizing constellations of mutual re-
pulsion, where each of these practices offers to each of the others an opportu-
nity for self-affirmation. From the points of view of the process fatalists and
the vengeful, the industrious appear as objects of contempt: If the industri-
ous voice egalitarian demands, their fatalistic preunderstanding leads them
to articulate these demands in the mode of envy-as-Missgunst. This makes
it easy to stigmatize these demands; it also confirms the impression of the
vengeful that a large part of those who are dissatisfied with the current state
of things nevertheless are impossible to cooperate with. For the process fa-
talists, those who do not accept that there is no alternative appear as intel-
lectually deficient, so that it would be futile to try to listen to them. The in-
dustrious, too, can see the practice of vengefulness as an expression of mad-
ness; for them, it can serve as a discouraging spectacle that makes the idea
of protesting even less thinkable.

However, the tacit consensus between these different positions, which
often gets obscured by such gestures of mutual contempt, also opens pos-
sibilities for cooperation. The industrious can feel strongly attracted by the
neoliberal promise that from now on, thanks to “the market,” everybody will
continually be disciplined—that is, no longer only themselves, but also the
relatively privileged who, from the vantage point of industriousness, appear
to “think they’re special.” The options offered by this overlapping consensus
were exploited with particular skill by Margaret Thatcher: By joining the “no-
alternative” rhetoric to a public self-presentation as a “grocer’s daughter™°,
that is, as linked by birth to the small-entrepreneur practice of industrious-
ness, she managed to appear as embodying a compromise between these two
types of fatalistic practice.

For all these reasons, these three types of fatalistic practice can form a
self-stabilizing triangle. This can also enable them to form a structural core
that does not depend on further external legitimations—so that, atleastas a
thought experiment, one can imagine a “modern” social order that is entirely
sustained by these fatalistic practices.

50 For a biographical account that traces the development of this self-presentation strategy, see
Campbell (2000).
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Reconstructing an Impartial and Pluralistic
Notion of Progress in Contexts of Diversity

Achim Kemmerling

“I've tried very hard over these years to avoid recrimination and
bitterness,” he said. “I just think it’s not a good look. One of the ways
I've dealt with this whole thing is to look forward and not backwards.
What happens tomorrow is more important than what happened
yesterday.”

(Salman Rushdie, Interview in New Yorker Magazine, February 6th, 2023)

1. Introduction: The paradox of progress as an idea’

For many contemporary observers, the idea of progress is either dead or po-
litically unsavoury. Many critics rightfully argue that the notion of progress
really took oft during the modernisation and industrialisation of the Western
world and hence involves a severely Eurocentric and dangerously optimistic
bias (Allen 2016; Said 1978; Lyotard 1984). Some scholars would add that this
bias helped protect the power and privilege first of colonial and then of cap-
italist exploitation (Latour 1993; Appadurai 2013). If progress has survived
as an idea in some cultural contexts, it is often equated with the left/liberal
political spectrum, for instance, in the US American sense of progressivism
(Nugent 2010). The apparent demise of progress as a legitimate political idea,
however, comes with huge costs, costs that eventually outweigh its benefits.

World relations (Weltbeziehungen) are always also political relations, and,
in recent years, it seems they are once again at their nadir. Not only do we see

1 This chapter is part of a larger book project on progress and diversity. I thank Humberto Beck,
Bettina Hollstein, Denis Mader, and Hartmut Rosa for their invaluable comments. All remaining
errors are mine.
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the political tectonics of West versus East re-erupting in violent conflicts, we
also see that the dark side of industrialisation and a modern lifestyle is even-
tually catching up with humanity in the form of climate change and (hu)man-
made “natural” catastrophes. Weltbeziehungen are always emotional relation-
ships as well and depend on overarching narratives, and even those grand
narratives seem to be in crisis (Beyme 1992; Mills, 1959). When those narra-
tives no longer exist, partial narratives mushroom. Let me give two some-
what notorious examples: development and greatness.

For a long time, development was an alternative narrative: industriali-
sation pushed the envelope of material prosperity, especially in European
countries and their offspring. This led to the conclusion that other coun-
tries had to emulate the developmental path that those countries had taken
(Young 1982). This narrative was eminently lopsided and partial, however, in
that it usually equated development with economic growth. Where growth
was absent, both governments in developing countries and the international
agencies for development assistance failed (Easterly 2001; Escobar 2007;
Ferguson 1994; Chakrabarty 2009). Where growth was present, it often led
to the over-exploitation of natural and human resources (Sachs 1993; Gowdy
1994; Zaid 2009).

The notion of increasing national greatness is an even better example of the
fact that the alternatives to progress are even less “palatable” than a notion
of progress. While the idea of the gloria or greatness of one’s nation plays an
important, and not always negative, role in the history of political thought
(Price 1977), it is obvious that such a concept of what a country, and a society,
should achieve can lead to very dangerous conclusions. It can lead to ideas of
supremacy and of looking down on other peoples or nations. It is not a co-
incidence that such discourses are on the rise in contexts of crisis and self-
doubt (Hagstrom 2021). The absence of progress as anidea also leads political
leaders, such as Donald Trump and Vladimir Putin, to look to an imaginary
past—a past which glorifies something that never existed and which justi-
fies discourses and policies of antagonisation and enmity (Reshetnikov 2011;
Hopf 2002; Barnett 2017).

Given the alternatives, it might be better to follow the path of those who
have attempted to reconstruct a notion of progress (Kitcher 2016; Wagner
2018; Mider 2014). Otherwise, we easily fall into the spell of highly partial
notions of the path towards a common goal focusing on specific aims (e.g.,
growth) or specific targets (our nation). Whether or not “progress” is the best
choice remains to be seen, but it has some advantages over other notions. To
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name but a few: it does not need to be teleological in the sense of a final state,
we can apply it to political decision-making, and it forces people and politi-
cians alike to make normative choices explicitly, rather than hiding them be-
hind some form of technocratic reasoning.

The biggest downside of the idea of progress is, of course, that it does not
exist, at least not in a naive or strong form, such as a Pareto optimal decision
rule that would be supported by everyone (Arrow 1951). How can we deal with
such a paradox, with progress being both necessary but seemingly impossi-
ble (Shabani 2017)? We have to dissect the idea of progress further and see
how we can use a plural notion of progress in situations of human diversity.

Diversity, in turn, is arguably the most important fact about humanity.
Remarkably, it often leads a surprisingly quiet, unappreciated life for those
looking at world history. One example, Charles Fukuyama (2014, 43), defines
the human condition in four major dimensions: sociability, cognitive skills
for abstract thinking, following norms, and intersubjective recognition.
While this list of characteristics is certainly more extensive than simplistic
models of human behaviour, it still aims to distil factors that are common to
all humanity. One of the defining traits of humanity, however, is that people
differ in many respects, e.g., sex/gender, class, and psychological charac-
ters. Diversity thus takes many shapes or forms among humans and the
ecosystems in which they live. Of course, diversity itself is neither inherently
good nor inherently bad. More poignantly, people are diverse in the sense
that they do not easily agree on a common notion of progress. Progress
can therefore only happen as pluralist decision-making under situations of
human diversity and potential disagreement.

This prompts a look at how decision sciences such as economics and hard
science have dealt with human diversity, and we find that they have often
given diversity short shrift. In order to lead to swift, efficient, and bureau-
cratically feasible decisions, they have downplayed the role of diversity. Such
an efficient version of policymaking has led to accelerating, accumulating,
and arguably biased decisions. We thus need to look at the role of decision
sciences, and the antidotes that can come from “less rigorous” sciences such
as sociology, political science, or anthropology—sciences which usually start
with the notion that all humans are different rather than the same.

Once we have understood how progress operates in political decision-
making, and once we have peeled from it the cumbersome or even danger-
ous layers of intellectual history and modern decision science, we will un-
derstand that progress as a process requires some form of democratic agree-
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ment (Forst 2017). It needs to be pluralist in order to avoid the traps of partial-
ity. This mightlead to fewer, slower, truly progressive decisions but hopefully
also to less biased ones, and it allows us to focus on the biggest global chal-
lenges as a world community, and not fall into the trap of dividing us along
lines of partiality.

2. What progress has meant and what it could mean

It would be going too far to recount the history of progress as an idea (see,
e.g., Nisbet 1992), yet it is interesting to note that progress in its most op-
timistic, linear form had its heyday in the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies. Some of its origins go back to Saint Augustine and, indeed, much fur-
ther back to ancient Rome and Greece. It is also true that only some notions
of progress are truly modern (Bury 1920) while others are not (Edelstein 1967;
Fulda and Rosa 2011; Kitcher 2016). Notions of progress also differ in con-
notations and finalities. For Thucydides, for instance, progress was linked
to greatness and allowed the Greek nations to go from barbarism to civili-
sation (Nisbet 1992, 10). In ancient Greece, progress was also linked to blas-
phemy, a rebellious act against the gods, most famously narrated in the story
of Prometheus who steals fire from the gods and is punished eternally for it.
Progress has always been ambivalent and contained a notion of resistance.
In the late fourth and early fifth centuries, Saint Augustine looked for
ways to reconcile the idea of progress with Christianity. Rather optimisti-
cally, he saw (Christian) humanity gradually rising over the centuries (Nisbet
1992, 13; Mommsen 1951). While Augustine’s ultimate interest lay in divine
providence, his writings reinforced the idea of seeing history as a linear,
cumulative process towards reason. The early modern age saw pessimists
and optimists debating whether life was in the “state of nature” and how
contemporary times related to this. The eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries saw the main rise of optimism in the work of thinkers such as
Turgot or Comte (Bury 1920, 75), but it is important to note that even those
thinkers always saw progress as something delicate and a product of con-
tention (Mader 2014). Progress and modernity find their clearest connection
in the Aufklirung/Enlightenment (Fulda and Rosa 2011; Koselleck 1989), albeit
with foreshadowing sinister undertones about some nations or even “races”
being more enlightened than others (Barnouw 1994; Eberl 2019; Bernasconi
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2002). Even then, however, philosophers disagreed on what progress was
eventually about (Harris 1956).

The triumphalism did not last long, and at the end of the nineteenth
century, critical voices such as Nietzsche ridiculed the idea of progress:
“progress is just a modern idea, i.e. a wrong idea” (Nietzsche 1888, cited in
Maider 2014, 191). The horrors of the twentieth-century world wars struck
a fatal blow to strong, almost eschatological notions of progress. The En-
lightenment had proved to be perfectly compatible with the horrors of
technocratic genocide (Horkheimer et al. 2022). Other ideas of progress,
such as the promise of economic prosperity or liberal democracy lived be-
yond World War IT and became instrumental in the post-war renaissance of
modernisation theory (Lipset 1959; Wagner 2018), but even their days were
numbered.

It did not take long to finally sink the idea of progress. Western colonial-
ism and imperialism had already revealed the enormous level of hypocrisy
(Appadurai 2013; Said 1978), preaching universalist values while delivering
imperial domination. The atrocities of colonialism suggested that progress
was an occidental, Western concept (see also contribution by Fuchs et al. in
this volume). It is true that linear, teleological, and strongly optimist notions
of progress were closely related to particular Western ideas—although not
all Western thinkers shared such an understanding of progress.

Some non-Western cultures had somewhat similar infatuations with
progress and civilisation (Young 1982). For example, famous Arab histori-
ans like Ibn Khalun wrote about the rise and decline of societies (see also
Nakayama 1997). One difference, perhaps, is that there was no clear-cut
division between the religious and secular dimensions of progress in the
writings of Eastern political thought (Kemmerling and Parida forthcoming).
Nonetheless, this should caution us not to take Eurocentrism to its extreme
(Graeber and Wengrow 2021) and think that all types of progress are a West-
ern invention. Non-Europeans clearly “thought” about processes similar to
progress even when the content and importance differed from context to
context.

Nisbet (1992, 31) summarises his tour de force through the history of
progress as follows: “So the idea of progress seems a dead end, but we
should not write its obituary yet.” For progress to survive, however, it needs
to shed some of its naive, outright dangerous partiality (e.g., linking it to
greatness or any specific religion). Partiality here always means two things:
first, the opposite of impartiality as a fundamental norm of governance
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(Rothstein 2011, 6), and, second, partial in the sense of highlighting only
one dimension or value of progress while neglecting others (e.g., prosperity
over sustainability, freedom/autonomy over security/compliance). There
is also little chance of any other type of teleology surviving. Progress then
can be merely defined as an event or sequence of events—or, perhaps more
practically, decisions—that divide before and after (temporal dimension),
better or worse (normative dimension), and an agreement about making
such decisions (political or symbolic dimension). Perhaps a parallel can be
found in Popper’s (1957) idea of “piecemeal engineering” (Stiickwerkstechnolo-
gie) or Kitcher’s (2016, 167) local progress, i.e., progress which happens in a
narrowly defined temporal and spatial context. In other words, we need to
“shrink” the notion to insulate it against any form of hubris.

3. Progress and decision-making under human diversity

Hubris is not the only problem of past notions of progress. A more intricate
issue perhaps is that progress happens in the context of human diversity. Ar-
guably, the most remarkable fact about human society and its ecologies is its
diversity, be it biodiversity, or social, human diversity. As with all anthropo-
logical concepts, there is nothing good or bad about it: it is simply a “fact of
life.” It can be harnessed to great effect but can also divide people, peoples,
and people against nature.

Diversity comes in many shapes and forms. Biodiversity is a good ex-
ample, and so are people living in biodiverse ecosystems. In a social sense,
humans differ in their gender identification, in their psychological traits,
and in their access to income and power, to name but a few differences
(Diamond 1991; Haidt 2012). These dimensions of diversity do not have
immediate moral implications. They also cannot be essentialised. They do
not have to exist. Some people do not care about their sexual orientation and
would never use it as yardstick against which to judge political proposals, for
instance. But diversity implies that people can disagree. They are not ants or
any other eusocial insect. While some individual ants might be rebellious,
such behaviour occurs rarely and is swiftly punished (Wilson 2012, 19). A
worker ant is moulded into the division of labour in its colony. Humans, in
contrast, can and do rebel as workers, as citizens, and as family members.
Their social positions and roles are elastic and can change. This is what
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makes eusociality among humans so dynamic (Bowles and Gintis 2011), and
with dynamics come new questions for social progress.

While diversity is a fact of life, it constitutes a problem for political deci-
sion-making. Some political theorists solve this problem easily by giving all
power to one or very few persons, either to a Hobbsian monarch or autocrat,
to Plato’s philosopher king, or to Leibniz’ Panglossian technocrat. Thus, they
cut through the Gordian knot of divisiveness.

There is another way to deal with the problem: ignore it. This is the way
the science of decision-making often reacts to the nuisance of having to deal
with diversity. Unfortunately, the most powerful branches of decision sci-
ences have found ways to achieve this. In economics, for instance, the power
of neoclassical thinking lies in assuming away diversity and treating every
human being as an identical homo oeconomicus (Keen 2010). This has greatly
facilitated the computation of rational human behaviour. It allows for deci-
sions but does not often lead to a realistic model of human behaviour. While
this is a common critique of neoclassical economics, it also shows why this
branch of economics is so successful and hard to expunge. Let me give one
example. Gregory Mankiw is perhaps the world’s most famous economist.
In his textbooks (e.g., Mankiw 2003), he uses stylised macroeconomic mod-
els that can explain how, for instance, monetary and fiscal policies affect
macroeconomic outcomes such as economic growth or unemployment. But
these textbooks rarely and truly engage with diversity. The economic agents
that populate the textbook world all look the same. There is no real human
diversity when all these books allow for is talking about firms, employees,
and governments, for example.

A short scientific paper shows that this is problematic. It contains a sim-
ple model with two types of consumers, one “myopic,” and one “rational.”
Here is its conclusion (p. 124):

“A better model would acknowledge the great heterogeneity in consumer behavior that is
apparent in the data. The savers-spenders theory sketched here takes a small step toward
including this microeconomic heterogeneity in macroeconomic theory, and it yields some
new and surprising conclusions about fiscal policy.”

The remarkable fact about this paper is its author: Gregory Mankiw (2000).
In other words, the author of the scientific article shows that the author of
the textbook greatly underestimates the consequences of diversity—or het-
erogeneity, as economists tend to call it.
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As a profession, economics has greatly advanced in recent years, also as a
consequence of new sub-disciplines such as behavioural economics and rig-
orous impact analysis. Yet 