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Positionalitiatstheorie in philosophischer Anthropologie Plessners (6)

OKUYA, Koichi
Abstract

Despite spending many years under the influence of Max Scheler, Helmuth Plessner
blazed a path that differs from Scheler’s, establishing a philosophical anthropology of his
own. This anthropology was based on Plessner’s special knowledge of biology, with his
assertions being drawn from great expertise. Plessner’s theory was unprecedented, since it
addresses the whole of the living world and the phenomenon of life from the viewpoint of
“position form” of that life in its surroundings. Plessner’s theory, developed in the same
year Scheler published his celebrated Die Stellung des Menschen in Kosmos, attempts to explore
various problems only in the living world, beyond metaphysics. This contrasts with
Scheler, who was searching for the essence of man and the essential difference between
man and animals in the principle of a “spirit” transcending the living world. This distinction
deserves greater recognition. Plessner’s theory can be considered a valid perspective even
today. It holds that out of lives that have boundaries and dual-aspecitivity, plants take an
“open position” to their surroundings, whereas animals take a “closed position” and man
takes an “excentric position.”

However, Plessner’s methodology seems to be caught in a pitfall of inconsistency. Despite
taking an empirical biological approach to philosophy, his perspective continues to deal
with a-priori existence, i.e., the conditions that enable an organism to experience life. The
methodology has another problem, in that it includes constructivism and deductivism. More
importantly, there are fatal cracks in the theory, since it includes assertions that cannot be
verified by today’s comparative cognitive psychology and that contradict evolutionary
theory. For example, the limitations of his era’s biology cause Plessner to rank plants lower
than animals, and to define animals as being more limited than man because of their confinement
in the in terms of space and time (the “here and now”) and their lack of senses that allow a
reaction to the negative. Besides these methodological issues, there are problems with the
concept of the “excentric positionality of man,” since it is regarded as fixed and there is no
possibility of rising from the centricity of animals to the excentricity of man. Another problem
is his thesis that man is able to have a “self” and “self-identity” as well as a “vanishing
point” or “viewing point” in the depth of his inner self since one’s self-identity has the position
form of excentricity. The theory runs contrary to rationalism. That is, the excentricity of
man is realized by encephalization acquired in the evolution of man and self-identity derived
from that encephalization. Comprehensive evaluation of Plessner’s anthropology becomes
possible only after the above explanation.
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