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VULNERABILITY AND RESILIENCE AS CHARACTERISTICS
OF FINITE BEINGS

Béla Mester, Budapest

1. Introduction

It is well-known that Immanuel Kant’s definition of the humans as finite be-
ings has fundamental role in his epistemology and aesthetics; the relationship
of this concept with Kant’s social and political philosophy is not emphasised so
characteristically in modern interpretations. Vulnerability of human beings as an
important part of human condition is a relatively recent idea of social philosophy,
and it is not usual to make a parallelism between it and Kant’s classic term, in the
contemporary discourse. In the followings it will be offered a demonstration of
the similarity of terms of humans as finite beings and human vulnerability, in the
descriptions of human condition in different epochs, with a reference to several
terms of late works of Judith Butler as a representative of ideas of our time. It
will be touched several Kantian ideas about humans as finife beings. After that
it will be shown that the root of these concepts is hidden in the religious concept
of humans as created beings with all its consequences. However, this religious
concept cannot be restricted to Christianity, but a highly common idea of every
monotheistic system of religious thinking; this paper will be focussed on the clas-
sical Protestant interpretations of this concept what represent Immanuel Kant’s
intellectual background, mainly with their social and political aspects. Core of
the problem is that how can finite, vilnerable and created beings, as the humans
are, in the state of cognitive and moral corruption after the Fall, create a working
society. By other words, how can civic virtues exist in a community consisted
by humans with corrupted nature. By a possible answer, an ability for sociability
remained for the humankind what is connected with ability for a conception of
common sense. It is a requirement that a society consisted by imperfect, sinful,
finite beings can achieve the resilience as a community. In the concluding words
it will be sown that the solution of the human vulnerability is hidden in the social
faculties of humans both as individuals and as communities.

2. Human Vulnerability as a Possible Anthropological Basis

In the present pandemic situation when everyone has personal experiences about
human vulnerability, under conditions of global uncertainty; reading the call
for papers of the present conference, one cannot avoid several terms and ideas
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of recent works of Judith Butler. It is known that the basic point of Butler’s late
philosophy is the vulnerability of the human body (see especially Butler 2014).
However, Butler’s thought is closely linked with other parts of the discourse
about bio-politics and body-politics, her original peculiarity is an extension of
this initial idea for creating a basis of a description of a complete concept of
human condition. However, her system of ideas is embedded in feminist philos-
ophy, and her special term of precariat derived from the adjective of precarity is
mainly used in a leftist social and economic criticism, her central aim is to create
a general theory of philosophical anthropology, based on the intrinsic weakness,
or, vulnerability of individual human beings and humanity as a whole. In her ide-
as, human communities and societies appear as remedies for this vulnerability,
of course, just the well-functioning communities and societies with worthy val-
ues, only. What are the suitable values; it is the matter of further discussions of
ethics; my aim in here was just emphasise her theoretical frame and basis, what
is the vulnerability of humans as the fundament of sociability of the humanity,
by other words, the human faculty for creating and maintaining communities
and societies. It is interesting that this new philosophical anthropology of hu-
man vulnerability was rarely linked with other academic fields of the research of
collective traumatic experiences and the cultural remembrance of the collective
traumas, or, with other traditions of the human vulnerability in the history of phi-
losophy. In the last years, a Hungarian scholar of the srudies on religions, Andras
Maté-Té6th applied Butler’s theory for the rival collective victim-identities of the
East-Central European national cultures, and called my attention for a possible
new theoretical frame of the analysis of problems of our region; (see especially
Maté-Toth 2018a; 2018b, with direct references to the genocide in Slovenia after
the WWII; his other publications in the previous volumes of the same book series
can be familiar for the regular readers.) I will offer several parallelisms of these
new theories of the human vulnerability in the history of philosophy, in the next
section.

3. The Question of Relationship toward Us in the Antiquity as an
Antecedent of Kant

However, it was mentioned previously Immanuel Kant’s conception of humans
as finite beings, his moral philosophy is just an important, but late example of a
long tradition of an issue what can called the question of our relationship foward
us, ourselves. In the history of philosophy it appears as the questions of the self-
love and the obligations toward the self. Both of them as the questions of the
moral philosophy are in the edge of individual and social regards of human be-
ing and in this regard they are highly sensitive indicators of the anthropological
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backgrounds of ethical theories. Let us discuss at first the term of the love of self
in the history of philosophy, from the point of view of the human vulnerability,
and the relationship of individual and social regard of the human being. In the
form inherited by Kant’s epoch, it is a combination of two terms of two different
antique traditions that are the Peripatetic philautia and the Stoic oikeiosis. Aris-
totle’s term has not a fundamental role in the Peripatetic system; it just refers to
a natural human attitude and the rules of its right regulation. From the point of
view of human sociability we can consider the triple perspective of humans, as it
appears in the Peripatetic theory, and in other schools of the Greek philosophy, as
well; as elements of the universe, as citizens of their political community, and as
wholes, by other words, universes in themselves. It is a characteristic of Aristot-
le’s argumentation that he often switches from one regard of the human being to
another, in his moral philosophy. In this conceptual frame, philautia is a natural
feature of every being as a functional part of an ordered universe, a harmony of a
whole in itself, a microcosm, and a self-estimation of a part of a political commu-
nity, a citizen, in the same time. From our point of view, it is highly important in
this tradition that Aristotle and his followers can directly link the natural, social
and psychical features of the humans, within the same moral theory. However,
the virtues of the humans are different as natural, psychic and social beings,
these aspects of the human life are reflected to each other in every moment of
the moral thinking. It is assumed in the Peripatetic concept of happiness, what is
not separable from the biological and political conditions of the individuals; an
individual who deprived from the sufficient amount of material goods, including
health, and lives in a wrongly established political community, cannot be happy,
disregarding her or his moral values and virtues. This sound and realistic frame
of the Aristotelian thought tacitly presumes an exposure of the human life to
the biological, environmental and social-political circumstances, and contains
hidden roots of the contemporary concept of vulnerability of human life. Another
important antique antecedent of the concept of self~love is the Stoic oikeidsis,
what has much more importance in this tradition than the concept of philautia in
the Peripatetic thought; it is the central motive of behaviour of every living being,
instead of the Epicurean twin concepts of pain and pleasure. By its etymology,
this term is based on oikos (household), consequently it has a connotation that
beings live in the world and find their home in it. In the case of human beings,
to find home in the world means sociability, a special human faculty for creating
and maintaining political communities, on the one hand, and these communities
are needed for the human life both from a material and a moral point of view. We
can see that this Stoic term contains a hidden concept of the imperfectability and
vulnerability of human beings, as well. In opposite of other living beings, humans
can survive physically by the support of their societies, only, and they can find
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their right place — their home — in the world if they fulfil the requirements of the
figure of a good member of the human society what means under optimal condi-
tions to be a good citizen of a good political community. By other words, humans
who are deprived from their social life became dehumanised beings. In the main
strength of the human condition called sociability is hidden the weakness and
vulnerability of individual humans. These antique terms was combined as early
as the Latin translation of the Greek terminology in Cicero’s works and especial-
ly in such a popular work as Gellius’ Noctes Atticae was, where the term amor
nostri as an equivalent of the oikeiosis appeared and disseminated in the modern
European vernaculars with its ambiguous connotations, (Gellius Noct. Att. 12,5;
he mentions here “amorem nostri et caritatem ita prorsus”, by the standard Eng-
lish translation “a love and affection for ourselves”, see Gellius 1927).

4. Autophilia and Sociability in KKant’s Ethics

The scholar community of the philosophers in Kant’s time was an inheritor of a
Latinised form of a combination of the abovementioned two Greek terms; what is
inevitable in the moral discourse, but associated with the pejorative connotation
of selfishness. Kant met the problem of our relationship with us, ourselves in his
Metaphysics of Morals, in a work close to his educational practice, in which he
could not avoid any terms and questions of the discourse of moral philosophy of
his epoch, including very concrete ones like the question of duels. Consequently,
in here he could not use so coherent vocabulary of his own moral philosophy
like in his Critique of Practical Reason; he always met the current terms and
problems of the discourse of moral philosophy of his age. This intertextual con-
nection offers an opportunity to observe how he reflected to the concepts and
terms what are in the focus of our interest, especially the ones, which have a
pejorative connotation like the moral term of self-love connected with the every-
day expression of selfishness. From this aspect we should focus on the connected
and separate discussion of the terms of self-love and the obligations toward us,
ourselves, in the same time, in Kant’s abovementioned work. As it is known,
Kant tried hard to avoid offering any function of the term of se/f-love in the
whole of his moral philosophy; but our everyday experiences are witnesses of the
existence of emotions concerning ourselves, with moral connotations. In these
cases the rigorous Kantian deontology tries to separate these emotions from the
moral considerations, and regard them as qutomatic attendant of the right moral
decision, which cannot have any independent role in the right moral thinking
and acting of human beings. However, it is a natural feature of the humans, its
existence is seemingly uncomfortable for Kant, who do not want recognise it as
a legitimate motive of the moral acting on the one hand, but he do not think it a
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simple moral error, on the other. The solution is the introduction of another issue,
connected and disconnected with the se/f~love, in the same time; it is the question
of the obligations toward us, ourselves. In the context of Kantian philosophy, this
concept is directly linked with the issue of moral relationship of the individual
human being and the whole of the humankind. The core of the Kantian theory
in this field is the idea of the prohibition of self-humiliation, in several points
with such formulations what are irreconcilables with a traditional concept and
attitude of an old-fashioned Christian submissiveness, but they are in harmony
of both the Christian and Enlightened concept of dignity of the human beings.
By the Kantian doctrine, dignity of human beings is true for every individual,
as the fundamental idea of our moral acting and considerations, including the
case when the person of the moral actor and its personal target is the same. If
it is not right to regard anyone as an instrument of the long-term ends of my
acting, it is worst to offer myself as a mere instrument of a political, historical,
or other end above me. It is not a surprise that in the Kantian works, the extreme
of the self-humiliation is the case of suicide. But the equivalence of me and oth-
er individuals concerning human dignity is just the weaker argument against
self-humiliation; the stronger one is more interesting from our point of view; it
is the special connection between the whole of humanity and every individual
human as its members. By this argument [ should consider my human dignity in
my moral decisions and acts, because | represent the whole of humanity in me,
similarly to all the other human individuals. In this point, a special connection is
described between the individuality and sociability of human beings. By a little
bit extreme interpretation, dignity of the individuals is just a dignity borrowed
from the whole of humanity. Humans empirically appear as individuals but they
as mere individuals, deprived from their relations with the whole of humanity
are valueless beings, without dignity, (see Kant’s Metaphysics of Morals, Part 11
Metaphysical First Principles of the Doctrine of Virtue 1. On Duties to Oneself
as Such; Kant 2017. 185-236; especially § 20). On the other hand, humanity can
exist just as a structured community of separate individuals, and not as a homo-
geneous mass. Kant’s concepts and dilemmas show for us that there are two more
different, but connected elements, hidden in the background. First of them is the
anthropological and religious roots of this concept of human dignity, second one
is the human sociability as a remedy.

5. Religious Roots of the Kantian Concept of Sociability

In the abovementioned topics of the Kantian moral philosophy the presence of
secularised versions of several elements of a religious concept of the dignity of
human beings is clear. The most explicit is the idea that individuals are rep-
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resentatives of the whole of humanity as a fundament of their dignity; it can
be easily interpreted as the transformation of the religious idea of humans as
images of God. The same phenomenon is observable in his social philosophy,
as well. A central issue of Kant’s essays on this topic is the problem that how to
create a working society, including political communities and a peaceful glob-
al system of the coexistence of different groups of humanity, from individuals
whose fundamental characteristic is their infinite and imperfect nature. The most
extreme form of this concept in Kant’s thought is the idea of functioning republic
of rational devils, by the formulation of his To Perpetual Peace, in First Sup-
plement of the Guarantee for Perpetual Peace. In the most widespread English
translation it is “a race of devils, if only they are intelligent” (Kant 1983), what
is in German: “Volk von Teufeln (wenn sie nur Verstand haben)”, I think it is
better here to call political actors with Verstand as rational rather than intelligent
beings. This Kantian slogan is a witness of the religious origin of Kant’s chain
of ideas; the members of his enlightened republic are not simple infinite and im-
perfect, but radically sinful beings; by other words, their infinite and imperfect
nature appears practically as their sinfulness. This imperfect nature manifested
in sinfulness is not just an obsfacle of building societies, political communities,
but the main reason why of their existence; living in society is a need of humans
because of their imperfect, sinful nature. Thinking about the religious root of
Kant’s social philosophy, it is obvious to refer here the argumentation for the
origin and legitimacy of the earthly power and civic obedience in the Epistle to
the Romans (13:1), and its interpretation in the early modernity, dominantly in
the Protestant discourse of the political philosophy. After the Fall, human moral
faculties has been corrupted, and in this imperfect condition of human beings we
can live in political communities, only, under rules of earthly powers. Obligatory
civic obedience is a penalty of our sinfulness, on the one hand, and a remedy of
our sinful condition, on the other. However, it seems that all the classic theories
of social covenant preserved this system of ideas in a more or less secularised
form, what is clear in the comparisons of state of nature and the social state of
the humanity in these works; human sociability cannot be described based on the
morally corrupted human nature, only, because of two reasons.

At first, the measurement of the corruption of the human faculties in the early
modern discourse of political philosophy is fundamental. If we calculate with
totally corrupted faculties, our political behaviour must be restricted to a passive
civic obedience, without a power to make a judgment on good or wrong rules. If
we consider humans as they have less or more abilities for political thinking and
acting, we can attribute them to thinking about public affairs, form and transform
their political communities what can be resilient by the activity of their citizens.
For the first, humanist generation of the Reformers, this question appeared as
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the problem of usage of antique tradition of political philosophy in public affairs
of their age; we can hear the breath of relief when Calvin concludes in his In-
stitutions that humans have ability for iustitia civilis, consequently, usage of his
favourite antique authors in the public thinking is allowed, and what is more,
recommended. (See in the final version of his masterpiece, 11.2.13—14; Calvinus
1559/1863—1892, columns 197. {f.)

At second, corrupted human faculties are connected directly with the vulner-
ability of humans as finite beings. It is symptomatic that in the rise of the idea of
social covenant, Hobbes used directly the topic of human vulnerability, when he
established his social theory of the fear as the fundamental feeling of the humans
in the state of nature, defining the goal of political community as an elimination
of this elementary human fear.

In the end of our journey in the history of ideas of the fundaments of human
societies and political communities, we can assume our experiences in several
points. Vulnerability and imperfection of the individual humans as finite beings,
and society as its remedy is a basic initial element of the history of political ideas;
formation and maintenance of functioning political communities from humans
with restricted faculties is the main question in here; and society itself appears
as a remedy, a self~healing of humanity. In the present pandemic we can see in
an extreme form the ambiguity of the solitude and social needs of individual
humans; but it is the fundamental dilemma of human condition.
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Béla Mester
Vulnerability and Resilience as Characteristics of Finite Beings

It is well-known that Immanuel Kant’s definition of the humans as finite beings
has a fundamental role in the epistemology and aesthetics of the German philoso-
pher. The relationship of this concept with Kant’s social and political philosophy
is not emphasised so characteristically in the modern interpretations. Vulnerabil-
ity of human beings as an important part of the siuman condition is a relatively
recent idea of the social philosophy, and it is not usual to make a parallelism
between it and Kant’s classic term, in the contemporary discourse. In the present
writing, at first, it will be offered a demonstration of the similarity of the terms
of humans as finite beings and human vulnerability, in the descriptions of the
human condition in different epochs. After that it will be shown that the root of
these concepts is hidden in the religious concept of the fumans as created beings
with all its consequences. However, this religious concept cannot be restricted
to the Christianity, but iz is a highly common idea of every monotheistic system
of religious thinking; T will focus here on the classical Protestant interpretations
of this concept what represent the intellectual background of Immanuel Kant,
mainly with their social and political aspects. The core of the problem is how
Jinite, vulnerable and created beings, as the humans are, in the state of cognitive
and moral corruption after the Fall, can create a working society. In other words,
how the civic virtues can exist in a community which consists of humans with
corrupted nature. It is the requirement how a society which consists of imperfect,
sinful, finite beings can achieve the resilience as a community.
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