
Kent Academic Repository
Full text document (pdf)

Copyright & reuse
Content in the Kent Academic Repository is made available for research purposes. Unless otherwise stated all
content is protected by copyright and in the absence of an open licence (eg Creative Commons), permissions 
for further reuse of content should be sought from the publisher, author or other copyright holder. 

Versions of research
The version in the Kent Academic Repository may differ from the final published version. 
Users are advised to check http://kar.kent.ac.uk for the status of the paper. Users should always cite the 
published version of record.

Enquiries
For any further enquiries regarding the licence status of this document, please contact: 
researchsupport@kent.ac.uk

If you believe this document infringes copyright then please contact the KAR admin team with the take-down 
information provided at http://kar.kent.ac.uk/contact.html

Citation for published version

Haustein, Katja  (2019) How to Be Alone with Others: Plessner, Adorno, and Barthes on Tact.
  The Modern Language Review, 114  (1).   pp. 1-21.  ISSN 0026-7937.

DOI

https://doi.org/10.5699/modelangrevi.114.1.0001

Link to record in KAR

https://kar.kent.ac.uk/69614/

Document Version

Author's Accepted Manuscript



H  BE ALE IH HE:
LEE, AD, AD BAHE  AC

Di Entrmung rwist sih n n n-
shn gr rn, ß i Distnzn ort-
lln.
Estrngmnt shows itsl prisly in th
ispprn o istn twn popl.

(  . A )1

Introduction

In th ours o Frnçois ru ut’s lm Baisers volés (1 ) th protgonist
Antoin Doinl ns tmporry mploymnt with  ttiv gny. n o
his jos is to work s  shop ssistnt in  sho shop in orr to n out why
vryon tsts its ownr, . r. Antoin is inrsingly ntrn y .
r’s wi, Finn. n y, Antoin is invit or lunh t th rs’
lgnt prtmnt. hn . r lvs, Finn srvs o , puts on
som musi, n sks: ous-imz l musiqu, Antoin?’ o whih h rplis:
ui, onsiur.’ y oth look t h othr, lrm. Antoin rops his up,
th o  spills, n h runs o . uh ltr, Antoin rturns to his prtmnt
only to n  gi  y his oor. It is rom Finn, who hs tth  not
ontining  littl story:

un j’étis u ollèg mon prossur nous xpliquit l i érn ntr l tt t l 
politss. n monsiur n visit pouss pr rrur l port ’un sll  in téouvr 
un m solumnt nu. Il rul ussitôt, rrm l port t it: h, pron, m
!’ Ç ’st l politss. L mêm monsiur poussnt l mêm port,éouvrnt l mêm 
m solumnt nu t lui isnt: h, pron, onsiur!’, ç’st l tt.

I thnk Anrs Cororn, Luy ’r, Dvi ussll, Lui uprht, n th two rrs t th
Modern Language Review or thir invlul ommnts on rlir vrsions. I wrot most o this r-ti
l whil holing  rsrh sholrship rom th Gr Hnkl Fountion n I thnk thm, too,or 
thir gnrous support.

 1Minima Moralia: Re exionen aus dem beschädigten Leben (1 1), in Gesammelte Schri en, .y 
ol imnn n othrs,  vols (Frnkurt ..: uhrkmp, ), , , trns. y E. F. . Jphott 
s Minima Moralia: Re ections from Damaged Life (Lonon, w ork: rso, ), p. 1, susqu
ntly it in th txt s Minima Moralia’. All quottions rom Aorno’s writings will  r-rn to 
oth th Grmn originl n thosionlly moi English trnsltion whnvrvill.

 Frnçois ru ut, Baisers volés (1 ) (unih: Conor Hom Entrtinmnt, ), 1:  and 
1:12.



Plessner, Adorno, and Barthes on Tact

Finn’s story implis tht th soil prti o tt is link to th mntl
ility to mpthiz. Empthy n   n s n  tiv n ognitiv
pross tht hlps us to gt  sns o wht it my  lik to  nothr
prson. It supports us in orming  onrn or, n  onntion with,
othrs. Empthy, writs ihr ollhim, is s on  orm o twool
ttntion’.  l, or imgin, wht it my  lik to  in nothr prson’s
pl whil simultnously rtining n wrnss o not ing in his or hr
pl. is mks mpthy  potntilly vlul gui to suitl orms
o rsponing, n inormr’, s Hinz Kohut nots, o pproprit tion’.
But thr is  ritil g to mpthy. For mpthy os not only involv
 gnrl rognition o th xistn o  worl o xprin yon our
own. By tking n othr-orint prsptiv’ so s to rplit th trgt’s
xprin’, s Amy Copln writs, th prti o ing mpthti ntils
 potntil thrt o intrusion.  tymology o th trm hints t this: m-
pthy’ s empatheia oms rom en in, t’ n pathos pssion, su ring’.

 Grmn trm Einfühlung (ling into’) urthr ntuts wht Copln
spi s s th pross o unrstning th othr prson rom th “insi” ’.
Empthy suggsts mor thn just  sns o proximity. It implis th i o
ing l to lim into n out o h othr’s mins. Hrin lis n impor-
tnt istintion twn mpthy n tt. Although th ility to mpthiz
my provi  rout to ttul hviour, tt, unlik mpthy, os not im
to ilitt nrnss. n th ontrry, its gol is, s Finn’s story suggsts,
to gnrt istn n to knowlg i rn.

 wor tt stms rom th Ltin tactus, whih mns touh’, ttility’,
ling’, in un’, n, sin th lt nth ntury, is lso us to mn
t’ or puls’. s tymologil onnottions unrlin th sptil n
tmporl imnsions o th trm. y mphsiz th spts o istn,
urtion, rhythm, n sp. Bing ttul towrs on nothr implis th
shr ngotition o th right ln twn pproh n thmnt,
ssonn n issonn, oinin n rrl.  img o n or
gm ormtions tht mrgs hr is urthr ntut y th suggstiv
ssonn twn tt’ n Grk tachus, mning quik’ or sun’, s

Amy Copln  ns mpthy s  omplx imgintiv pross in whih n osrvr simu-
lts nothr prson’s situt psyhologil stts (oth ognitiv n  tiv) whil mintining
lr sl–othr i rntition’ (nrstning Empthy: Its Fturs n E ts’, in Empathy:
Philosophical and Psychological Perspectives, . y Amy Copln n tr Goli (xor: xor
nivrsity rss, ), pp. – (p. )).

ollhim introus th trm to sri th wy in whih  prson who looks t n
rtwork is simultnously wr o th ojt rprsnt n o th t tht h is looking t its
rprsnttion, in Art and its Objects (Cmrig: Cmrig nivrsity rss, ).

n Empthy’, in e Search for the Self: Selected Writings of Heinz Kohut, . y ul H.
rstin, vols (Lonon: Krn, ), – : – , , – (p. ).

nrstning Empthy’, p. .



wll s Grk taxis, mning rrngmnt’ or orr’, sttus’, n position’.
Dspit th tymologil onntion with touh’ n ontt’, tt, unlik
mpthy, is o n ssoit with isrtion n rspt or th sp o th
othr. t, w might sy with Jqus Drri, who plys with th tymo-
logil implitions o th trm, is th nm or th pori o  touhing
tht os not touh,  “touh without ontt” ’. Finn’s story thmtizs
this.  ttul hviour o th gntlmn llr is s on th prtn
o not notiing wht us th mrrssmnt.  im is to prsrv n
rspt th intimt sphr o th othr prson, n in this wy to rstor hr
ignity. Bing ttul is hr  n y wht on os not sy (Lt. tacere=
to  silnt’, to onl’) n yt it prsupposs mutul wrnss o th
unspokn thing. is shoul not  onus with rprssion, nil, or lying.
I nything, it oul  unrstoo in th sns o  rtin orm o rol-ply
whih, in orr to untion, ns to  rogniz n opt y ll in-
iviuls involv. t, writs ikls Luhmnn, is s on th xpttion
o xpttions. or spi lly, ttul hviour os not simply onsist
in th ul lmnt o th othr’s xpttions. Inst, Luhmnn  ns it s
 hviour with whih A prsnts himsl s th on whom B ns s 
prtnr, to  l to  th on tht h woul lik to prsnt in A’s ys’.

 gol is to mn  -to- rltionship tht is tmporrily mg or
rokn, n to rstor wht Erving Go mn lls th norml stt’ twn
th intrloutors. is nnot  hiv simply y mns o politnss.
olitnss, s Finn’s lttr suggsts, is s on onvntion,  st o tools,
 o (o tiqutt). t, y ontrst, is n iniviul’s vrition o tht o.
It is  vition. t, w oul sy, is situt in twn th mns o
soil rols n thir tul xution. t orgnizs th rltions twn
th soil prson (Lt. persona=msk’) n th intimt sl. Its gol is
th spring o somon’s intimt sl. nlik politnss, tt is  orm o
hviour tht is i ult to th. mingly  ortlss, it must  liv, lik
tst or gr, or tt, s Dvi Cron rightly mphsizs, is s on th

Günthr Gö n Jörg irs, Di Krtivität s kts’, in Takt und Taktlosigkeit: Über
Ordnungen und Unordnungen in Kunst, Kultur und erapie (Bill: trnsript, ), pp. –
(p. ).  Crl von Cluswitz’s trt Vom Kriege ( ) or n xplortion o th militry
onnottions o tt.

On Touching: Jean-Luc Nancy, trns. y Christin Irizrry (tnor: tnor nivrsity rss,
), p. .
A Sociological eory of Law ( ), trns. y Elizth King n rtin Alrow, . y

rtin Alrow (Lonon: outlg & Kgn ul, ), p. .
e Interaction Ritual: Essays in Face-to-Face Behaviour ( ) (w Brunswik: Alin

rnstion, ), p. .
x hlr mks th istintion twn ozilprson’ n Intimprson’ in Der Forma-

lismus in der Ethik und die materielle Werteethik: Neuer Versuch der Grundlegung eines ethischen
Personalismus (Brn: Frnk, ), pp. – . Go mn, in  similr vin, i rntits twn
th iniviul n his rol’ in ol Distn’, in Encounters: Two Studies in the Sociology of
Interaction (Hrmonsworth: nguin, ), pp. – (p. ).
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iniviul’s high gr o wrnss, snsitivity, n ttntion. t is
n this is prhps wht Finn’s husn, th unlov . r, ils
to omprhnwht ol iglr lls i r sihrhit s Gühls’
(th ury o snsitivity’).

I hv wlt on th xmpl o ru ut’s Baisers volés us th lm
rmtizs on spt o tt in prtiulr tht I wish to xplor in this ssy.
t, ru ut shows us, is s on  iltil rltionship twn nr-
nss n istn, inti tion n sprtion. Its purpos is to trmin
th pproprit istn twn iniviuls.  ruil ignosis ru ut
mks hr is tht th ky prolm o morn sujtivity is not, s on might
suspt, th inrs istn twn iniviuls ut, on th ontrry, its
rsur. is osrvtion is lso t th hrt o th thoris o tt ormult
y th thr writrs tht r th ojt o th ollowing isussion: Hlmuth
lssnr ( – ), oor . Aorno ( – ), n oln Brths
( – ).

At rst gln, lssnr, Aorno, n Brths ppr n unlikly group
or omprison. Although lssnr’s n Aorno’s prios o intlltul
proutivity ovrlpp with tht o Brths twn th s n s,
nithr lssnr nor Aorno knowlg Brths in thir work or vi
vrs.  rltion twn lssnr n Aorno is mor omplit. Both
rturn rom xil to Grmny in . y knw h othr wll n wr
tmporry ollgus in Frnkurt m in. y wr rivls who ssn-
tilly stoo or two ompting n mutully xlusiv shools o thought: th
Critil ory o oity (Aorno) n th hilosophil Anthropology o
ornity (lssnr). An yt th works tht will srv s th or mtril

Dvi Cron isusss this point in e Nearness of Others: Searching for Tact and Contact
in the Age of HIV (innpolis: nivrsity o innsot rss, ), p. .

Das Gefühl: Eine psychologische Untersuchung (tuttgrt: Göshn, ), p. (my
trnsltion).

lvoj Žižk quots Finn’s lttr within this ontxt in Goo nnrs in th Ag o
ikilks’, London Review of Books, . ( Jnury ), – <http://www.lr.o.uk/v33/
n02/slvoj-zizk/goo-mnnrs-in-th-g-o-wikilks <ss y . For mor rnt
rrns to ru ut’s sn s th ov-it Dvi Cron, who uils muh o his rgumnt
roun it, n Hruki urkmi, whos, Dr oki, th protgonist o on o his short storis, is
it to th prinipl o tt (s An Inpnnt rgn’, in Men without Women ( ),
trns. y hilip Gril n  Goossn (Lonon: Hrvill kr, ), pp. – ; th rrn
to ru ut is on p. ). Cron’s osrvtions in prtiulr hv inspir my own intrprttion
o Finn’s lttr.  lso, within this ontxt, ihr nntt’s thory out th tyrnny o
intimy’ in e Fall of Public Man (Cmrig: Cmrig nivrsity rss, ),  work tht
rsonts prtiulrly wll, I think, with som o lssnr’s is.

o my knowlg th prsnt ssy is th rst ttmpt to ring ths thr writrs togthr.
For rr xmpls o omprtiv work on Aorno n Brths s Doris Kolsh, Das Schrei-
ben des Subjekts: Zur Inszenierung ästhetischer Subjektivität bei Baudelaire, Barthes und Adorno
(inn: ssgn, ), n Luy ’r, “ot  ustion ut  oun”: Aorno, Brths,
n Asthti  tion’, Comparative Literature, . (pring ), – .

hil lssnr tivly nggs with Aorno’s work, rrns to lssnr’s work r no-



or this ssylssnr’s Grenzen der Gemeinscha : Eine Kritik des sozialen
Radikalismus ( ), Aorno’s Minima Moralia ( ), n Brths’s ltur
sris t th Collèg  Frn, Comment vivre ensemble ( – ) n Le
Neutre ( – )shr  numr o similritis tht r ruil, I liv,
whn thinking out tt.

 works in qustion wr prou in tims o immns soio-politil
uphvl n, in th s o lssnr n Aorno, nsuing sism n wr.
lssnr wrot Grenzen der Gemeinscha in s  irt rspons to th
politilly n soilly unstl sitution in th imr puli n s 
pssiont wrning ginst th ris o soil n politil rilism rom th
right n th l . Aorno wrot Minima Moralia uring th s, on-
tmplting th  ts o sism on Grmn soity n xploring how th
smllst ourrns in vryy li my r t th most tstrophi vnts
in humn history. Brths, in turn, wrot n onvn his lturs, Com-
ment vivre ensemble n Le Neutre, in post- ris, xprimnting, lik th
ru ut o Baisers volés, with nw orms o iniviulity n soiility in th
 rmth o th stunt rvolution.  hypothsis I wish to isuss in this
ssy is tht in thir works ll thr uthorsth i rns in historil n
intlltul ontxt notwithstningrt to  shr sns o risis whn
rsponing to th ollowing qustion: wht istn must I mintin twn
mysl n othrs i w r to onstrut  ommunity without ollision, 
soiility without lintion, s on  orm o iniviul rom tht
my imply solitu ut not isoltion? unning ginst th intlltul n
politil urrnts o thir tims, th nswrs lssnr, Aorno, n Brths
provi r ily nti-ommunl. rioritizing th iniviul ovr th
olltiv, ll thr writrs hmpion n thi o inirtnss. ithin this
ontxt, tt, unrstoo s n ongoing ngotition twn th mns o
onvntion n th lims o th iniviul, turns into  gur o istn
n o i rn. is intrprttion o tt llows Aorno n Brths in
prtiulr to think o tt s th sthti si o th thil. Bs on th
prinipl o th s i ’, tt susums soil hviour n th thory n
prti o intlltul n rtiv proution. As suh, tt,  n s 
orm o iniviul igrssion, n lso srv s  gur o ritil nquiry.

toriously snt in Aorno’s writing. Aorno’s rogtory ommnt on x hlr s on o
th ouning thrs o hilosophil Anthropology is, in turn, wll known (s Minima Moralia,
p. ; p. ).

ot tht, s Johim Fishr points out, n rly working titl o lssnr’s ssy ws
Grenzen der Gemeinscha : Eine Kritik des kommunistischen Ethos (s Fishr, hwort’, in
lssnr, Grenzen der Gemeinscha : Eine Kritik des sozialen Radikalismus ( ) (Frnkurt ..:
uhrkmp, ), pp. – (p. )).
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Adorno and the ‘historical hour of tact’

 Oxford English Dictionary rits oltir ( ) s th rst to sri
tt s  prti o soiility. t, w r, is 

ry n lit sns o wht is tting n propr in ling with othrs, so s
to voi giving o n or win goo will; skill or jugmnt in ling with mn or
ngotiting i ult or lit situtions; th ulty o sying or oing th right thing
t th right tim.

is  nition illustrts th shi in mning rom tt primrily unrstoo
s  sns o ling or touhing to tt s n iniviul rt o hnling. Bor-
row rom th Frnh, th wor ws quikly pt in English to not, s
Dugl twrt wrot in , tht lit sns o proprity whih nls
 mn to l his wy’ in soity. twrt xplin th n or tt in th
ontxt o th Frnh volution, whr isorinttion ws th orr o th
y n nw orms o rognition h to  vlop tht oul no longr
rly on gnrl oi tion ut wr s on iniviul orms o sujtiv
prption. In Grmn, too, th wor kt’ gin in prominn roun

.  Deutsches Wörterbuch y th Brothrs Grimm lists Fririh von
tthisson, Johnn Gottri um, n Johnn olgng von Goth s th
rst to us tt in th sns o  lit ling or wht is right n propr.
 ntry lso rrs to Immnul Knt, who ssoit tt with tst’ n

ppli th trm in in th sns o n thil n sthti jugmnt
tht, oprting  priori without sinti  prinipls, ws s on th im
Dunkln s Gmüts lignn Bstimmungsgrün s rtils’ (grouns o
jugmnt tht li in th rk rgions o th min’). It is t this historil
momnt, mrk y th mis o solutism n th ris o th ourgoisi,
tht Aorno lots wht h inti s s th high point o tt.

nlik orrt Elis, who ouss on th phnomnon o politnss whn
thinking out th trnsormtion o ourtlinss (Hö shkit’) into ourtsy
(Hö ihkit’) twn th il Ags n th rly morn prio, n
in ontristintion to ihl Fouult, who ssoits morn orms o tt

Outlines of Moral Philosophy: For the Use of Students in the University of Edinburgh (Ein-
urgh: print or illim Crh; Lonon: . Cl, ), . . I tk th quottion rom th
OED.

For  isussion o th ris o tt in nintnth-ntury Britin s Dvi ussll, Tact:
Aesthetic Liberalism and the Essay Form in Nineteenth-Century Britain (rinton: rinton
nivrsity rss, ). I m wr o Dvi ussll’s work only on I h nish r ing
this ssy. I thnk him, howvr, or ltting m r th proos.

Knt lls this pross logishr kt’: Anthropologie in pragmatischer Hinsicht, in Werkaus-
gabe, . y ilhlm ishl, vols (Frnkurt ..: uhrkmp, ), , , trns. y
ry J. Grgor s Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View (  Hgu: ijho , ), p. .

Über den Prozess der Zivilisation, vols (Frnkurt ..: uhrkmp, ); s spi lly
, .



n isrtion with ontrol ovr nunition n  poliing o sttmnts,
Aorno links th importn o tt in th Enlightnmnt to th irth o th
morn, utonomous sujt.  historil hour o tt’, Aorno ontns
in Minima Moralia,
ist i, in wlhr s ürgrlih Iniviuum s solutistishn wngs lig wr.
Fri un insm stht s ür sih slr in, währn i vom Asolutismus ntwi-
kltn Formn hirrhishr Ahtung un üksiht, ihrs ökonomishn Gruns
un ihrr rohlihn Gwlt ntäußrt, gr noh ggnwärtig gnug sin, um
s usmmnln innrhl vorzugtr Gruppn rträglih zu mhn. (p. )
ws th hour whn th ourgois iniviul ri himsl o solutist ompulsion. Fr
n solitry h nswrs or himsl, whil th orms o hirrhil rspt n onsi-
rtion vlop y Asolutism, ivst o thir onomi sis n thir mning
powr, r still just su intly prsnt to mk living togthr within privilg groups
rl. (p. )

Lik oln Brths, who, s w shll s, vlops his thory o tt on
th sis o novlisti simultions’ o humn intrtion, Aorno, too, st-
lishs his thory o tt y rwing on litrry works.  stion romMinima
Moralia it to th Dilti o t’ opns with  ontmpltion oWil-
helm Meisters Wanderjahre ( – ), th thir n lst volum o Goth’s
gnr- ning Bilungsromn yl. For Aorno, this txt thmtizs th -
ts o unprnt urniztion, inustriliztion, n popultion growth
on humn rltions. It rvls how tt oms importnt in tims o rpi
hng, whn stlish soil hirrhis ollps n norms n onvn-
tions ruml. ithin this ontxt tt srvs s  mns to u r th  ts
o th inrsing lintion twn iniviuls. It rsults rom wht Aorno
lls  rnunition o originl ontt, o pssion, n ungrohns Glük’
(unlloy hppinss’) (Minima Moralia, p. ; pp. – ).

Aorno’s rgumnt is s on th ssumption o  polr tnsion twn
so-ll immit humn xistn on th on hn n lintion n
ojti tion on th othr. At rst gln, this tnsion sms to init
 oussuist lin o rsoning. But Aorno’s pprnt no t oussu’s
onpt o th originl stt o ntur’ is ptiv. A ri look t oussu’s
n Aorno’s i rnt uss o th onpt o humnity’ within this ontxt
not only srvs to highlight th i rns twn Aorno n oussu
t this point, ut lso hlps to lriy Aorno’s mo o rgumnttion. A-
oring to oussu, humnité’ rsults rom ompssion, whih, unrstoo
s  gur o inti tion twn sl n othr, hrtrizs th originl
stt o ntur. In Aorno’s ring o Goth, y ontrst, Humnität’ is
link not to ompssion s  gur o inti tion ut to tt s  gur o

e History of Sexuality, vols, trns. y ort Hurly (w ork: nthon, ), , – .
Discours sur l’origine et fondement de l’inégalité, in Œuvres complètes, . y Brnr Ggnin

n othrs, vols (ris: Gllimr, ), , – .
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sprtion (Minima Moralia, p. ; p. ). In, oring to Aorno th
humn imnsion o tt onsists in th i o sl-rstrition. is sl-
rstrition os not rsist ut mrs th inlutl ours o history n
th inhumnity o progrss tht go hn in hn with wht Aorno lls th
withring o th sujt’ (rkümmrung s ujkts’) (Minima Moralia,
p. ; p. ). In ontristintion to oussu, or Aorno slvtion nnot
 hiv through th ttmpt to rstor n originl immiy o humn
rltions. uh n ttmpt n only vr rsult in simultion.  ky to th
prolm is to  oun not in th rstortion o intimy n inti tion
ut in th ultivtion o istn n issoition. ur Frmhit’, writs
Aorno, ist s Ggngi ggn Entrmung’ (rtntion o strngnss is
th only ntiot to strngmnt’) (Minima Moralia, p. ; p. ). is
smingly proxil i is urthr unpk in  stion on Hnrik Isn’s
rm Hedda Gabler ( ) in whih Aorno isusss th rltion twn
two prominnt ourgois virtus: s Gut’ (goo’) n i Güt’ (kinnss,
nvoln’). Kinnss, or nvoln, Aorno rgus, is  ormtion o
goo insmuh s it sprts th morl prinipl rom th soil prinipl
n ispls it into th rlm o privt onsin. Kinnss, h stts,
ims t th llvition o soil injusti ut not t its ovroming. is is its
limittion. Kinnss simults th possiility o irt rltions twn in-
iviuls. Its guilt’, Aorno writs, is intimy, n in touh. For Güt’,
h xplins,

ürspringt i Distnz, in r llin r Einzln vor m Angtsttwrn urhs
Allgmin sih zu shützn vrmg. Gr im ngstn Kontkt rährt r i unu-
ghon Di rnz m shmrzlihstn. (Minima Moralia, p. )
kinnss ovrris th istn tht is th iniviul’s only prottion ginst th
inringmnts y th univrsl. It is prisly in th losst ontt tht h ls th
unolish i rn most pinully. (p. )

Aoringly, or Aorno, on o th ky prolms o morn humn xis-
tn is not th xtnsion o istn twn iniviuls ut th limintion
thro, not th loss o intimy, ut th xpnsion o intimy in its pr-
vrt orm. Aorno’s rgumnt hings on th i o touhility’ hr,
n its potntilly ngtiv rprussions. In his ormultion, tt is ing
rmov rom its smnti onntion with touh’ n ontt’ (antasten:
to touh on’, ut lso to inring’, to violt’, s in: Di ür s nshn
ist unntstr’ (Humn ignity is invioll’)). t pprs s th rvrs o
touh. r ttr, in  vrition o Drri’s ormultion, tt oms ontt
without touh.

For Aorno, tt os not simply mn th suorintion to rmonil
onvntion’. In ontrst to politnss, tt is in Di rnzstimmung’ (
trmintion o i rns’) s on wissn Awihungn’ (onsious



vitions’) (Minima Moralia, p. ; p. ). is  nition nls Aorno to
isuss tt s  tgory to  mploy oth in thil n in sthti trms.

 works o Goth, Bthovn, n Knt ppr to Aorno s minntly
ttul’ insmuh s thy prorm wht h sris s th simultnity o
soil onvntion n iniviul vrition (Minima Moralia, p. ; p. ).
t, Aorno ltr xplins in his Klin roust-Kommntr’, riss rom
th i rn rom Konktion s Gnkns, s vorggn un t-
lirt Clihé’ (ry-m thought, th pr-givn n stlish lihé’).
t is  rtion ginst tht whih vryoy sys.

Aorno’s ssoition o humn soiility with intlltul n rtisti
innovtion ollows  logi rminisnt o Knt’s prox o ungsllig G-
slligkit’ (unsoil soiility’). At th hrt o humn vlopmnt,
Knt xplins, lis th iniviul’s sir to intgrt with soity omin
with  onstnt thirst or isoltion. is ntgonisti ynmi is on o th ky
rivrs tht spur humn soil n ulturl vlopmnt. Knt uss th trm
irstn’ (rsistn’) hr to quliy this humn tnny towrs is-
intgrtion. It mrgs rom th proxil struggl o wnting to prtiipt
in olltiv ultur whil t th sm tim sking to rnoun it. Aorno
mks  similr point whn rguing tht intlltul proutivity prsupposs
th iniviul’s involvmnt in olltiv ultur prisly us it is this
involvmnt tht provis him with th strngth to ismiss it (Minima Mora-
lia, pp. – ; p. ). An yt, thr is  ruil i rn. hil th Kntin
prox ollows n shtologil trjtory mrk y li in th humn
pity or prtion, Aorno’s ntgonism tks  ngtiv turn. In t,
Aorno sris th ronilition twn th mns o onvntion n
th unruly lims o th iniviul, whih th xris o tt mns, s
tully impossil’ (igntlih unmöglih’) (MinimaMoralia, p. ; p. ).

Aorno is pssimisti whn it oms to nswring th qustion o how tt
n om normtiv without unrmining its own sujtivity. At rst th
y o rmonil onvntion in mornity pprs to n t tt us
it opns up grtr sp or utonomous tion. Howvr, i tt, s ini-
viul i rn, mnipts itsl rom soil onvntion to onront th
iniviul s n solut, without nything univrsl rom whih it n 
istinguish, tt, in Aorno’s viw, turns into wht it originlly sought to

Klin roust-Kommntr’, in Schri en, , – (p. ), trns. y hirry r
iholsn s hort Commntris on roust’, in Notes to Literature, . y ol imnn,
vols (w ork: Columi nivrsity rss, ), , – (pp. – ).

 Knt, I zu inr llgminn Gshiht in wltürgrlihr Asiht’, in Werkausgabe,
, – (pp. – ), trns. y H. B. ist s I or  nivrsl History with  Cosmopolitn

urpos’, in Political Writings, . y Hns iss, n, nlrg ition (Cmrig: Cmrig
nivrsity rss, ), pp. – (pp. – ). I thnk Bn Huthinson or lrting m to Knt
in this ontxt.

Knt, I’, pp. , ; pp. , .
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suvrt.  rnunition o onvntion s n outt ornmnt ls to
 li o irt omintion. ht rmins is th triumph o intimy ovr
istn, n o irtnss ovr igrssion. Any orm o intlltul ti-
vity, ssntilly unrstoo s  orm o rsistn, oms impossil. 
morn iniviul, on nlightn n r, is rush in wht Aorno
lls, in llusion to zi Grmny,  ritur o tt tht mnists itsl in 
potntilly murrous ultur o Kmrri r Anrmpli’ (ri-igging
camaraderie’) (Minima Moralia, p. ; p. ).

Plessner’s ‘Culture of Impersonality’

Hlmuth lssnr’s Grenzen der Gemeinscha is, lik Aorno’s Minima Mo-
ralia,  txtul hyri tht osillts twn gnrl philosophil nquiry,
soio-politil nlysis, n litrry-ssyisti polmi. Lik Aorno, who
sks to rvitliz wht h sris s th long-lost trition o philosophi-
l thought it to th Lhr vom rihtign Ln’ (thing o th
goo li’) (Minima Moralia, p. ; p. ), lssnr, too, onptulizs his
rgumnt vom Ln hr’ (rom li’). Lik his youngr ollgu, lssnr
rsss n uin tht illy omins n mi with  mor gnrl
rrship. Howvr, whil Minima Moralia sol mor thn , opis
n ws swi ly u s ltzt utsh olksuh r hilosophi’ (th
lst Grmn hpook o philosophy’), th immit impt o lssnr’s
ook ws limit. Dspit riving  numr o high-pro l rviws, th
work wnt out o print. Its wir rption ws only triggr y its -
ing rprint in honour o th uthor’s ightith irthy, in . But th
so-ll lssnr rnissn tht ollow wnt lrgly unnoti in Anglo-
Amrin sholrship, n w o lssnr’s works hv n trnslt into
English.

In Grenzen der Gemeinscha lssnr vlop  lin o rgumnt tht,
lssnr, Grenzen, p. , trns. y Anrw ll s e Limits of Community: A Critique of

Social Radicalism (Amhrst, : Humnity Books, ), p. , susquntly it in th txt s
Grenzen’. All quottions rom lssnr’s writings will  rrn to th Grmn originl n
to thosionlly moi English trnsltion whnvr vill.

lrih ul , hwort’, in Minima Moralia’ neu gelesen, . y ul n Anrs Brnr
(Frnkurt ..: uhrkmp, ), pp. – (pp. – , my trnsltion).

viwrs inlu igri Krur n Frinn önnis, th oyn o Grmn soio-
logy t th tim n on o th prim trgts o lssnr’s ritiqu. Both önnis’s n Krur’s
rviws n  oun in Plessners ‘Grenzen der Gemeinscha ’: Eine Debatte, . y olgng Eßh
n othrs (Frnkurt ..: uhrkmp, ), pp. – , – . lssnr himsl sri
önnis’s rviw s  linswürig nrknnn znsion’ (griously ppritiv rviw’),
hwort zu Frinn önnis’ (ostsript to Frinn önnis’), in lssnr, Übergänge:
Politik, Anthropologie, Philosophie, . y lvtor Gimmusso n Hns-lrih Lssing (unih:
Fink, ), p. (my trnsltion).

For n ovrviw o th Grmn t s Plessners ‘Grenzen der Gemeinscha ’. For  rst
oumnttion o th t in English, mostly writtn y ontinntl Europn sholrs, s



with vritions, h mintin throughout his mi rr. ith this
ssy, lssnr intrvn in  t tht  n soity’ (Gsllsh ’)
n ommunity’ (Gminsh ’) s ihotomous soiologil trms, n
ritiqu th prrn or th trm ommunity’ ovr soity’ tht prvil
in Grmn mi n puli isours t th tim. is os not mn
tht Grenzen der Gemeinscha is irt ginst ll orms o ommunity. In-
st, th ssy sts out to limit wispr xpttions tht, s on li
in th possiility o irt rltions twn iniviuls, promot iliz
iologil onptions o ommunity’ s  sp within whih lintion
woul issolv. In, in his ssy lssnr ttks th l intrntio-
nl, l völkish gtönt rklärung r hrnknlosigkit im itinnr’
(iliztion o smlss togthrnss, tint y oth, intrntionlist n
thni-ntionlist völkisch olours’) tht h ss s ominnt in intlltul
n puli t t th tim. rittn in th yr o th ommunist uprising
in Hmurg n th il zi putsh in unih, lssnr’s txt ntiipts
Aorno’s onrns out  ommunity mrk y ri-igging camaraderie’
n ns th i o soity’ s  sp in whih istn  ors mn his
own ignity.

Antiipting Aorno, in Grenzen der Gemeinscha lssnr riss  on-
rn out th y o rmonil onvntion sin th Enlightnmnt. At
th sm tim, howvr, h sssss th mniption o th iniviul tht
oinis with it in lss positiv trms thn Aorno. lssnr’s mol or
orinttion is th slon ultur o th svntnth n ightnth nturis.

 o o onut h rommns omins spts o th itzshn -
thos r Distnz’ (pthos o istn’) with th morlist il o th hônnt
homm’, portry y Frnçois  L ohouul mong othrs s mstr
o ommunition who rivs his tlnts rom hrtr trits tht omin
ortitu n ourg with jugmnt, tst, n tt. or rigorously thn
Aorno, lssnr mphsizs th ongoing n or  o o onut. 
lirtion o th iniviul rom soil n ulturl onstrints, lssnr
rgus, rts  n to stlish nw mns o prottion, to shltr th
intimt sl, th soul’, rom puli xposur, n to mintin its hygin’ y
Plessner’s Philosophical Anthropology: Perspectives and Prospects, . y Jos  ul (Amstrm:
Amstrm nivrsity rss, ).

In his lstrstllung’, pulish in , lssnr still ritiizs th Glun n i
öglihkit unvrmittltr Bzihungn von nsh zu nsh’ (li in th possiility o
immit rltions twn humns’), in Gesammelte Schri en, . y Güntr Dux n othrs,

vols (Frnkurt ..: uhrkmp, ), , – (p. ) (my trnsltion).
lssnr, hwort zu Frinn önnis’, p. (my trnsltion).
Fishr, hwort’, p. .
 L ohouul, Maximes, . y Jqus ruht (ris: Gllimr, ), .g. pp. ,

. For  isussion o lssnr’s rltion to Frnh morlism s Doroth Kimmih, orlistik
un u hlihkit: Ein Kommntr zu lssnr’s Grenzen der Gemeinscha ’, in Plessners
‘Grenzen der Gemeinscha ’, pp. – .
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protting it rom violtion n humilition (Grenzen, p. ; p. ). is vri-
tion in jugmnt is link to  unmntl i rn twn lssnr’s
n Aorno’s gnrl thortil orinttions. Aorno’s iltil thory o
tts his ring o Goth’s Wilhelm Meister illustrtsrtins th th-
ortil possiility o  hrhit ürs unmittlr Ln’ (truth out li
in its immiy’) whn srutinizing vryy liv xprin in its lint
orm (Minima Moralia, p. ; p. ). Aorno’s txt is ompos rom tht
lst hypothtilstnpoint o rmption (Erlösung’) (Minima Moralia,
p. ; p. ). For lssnr, y ontrst, this hypothtil stnpoint os
not xist. Aoring to him, th vry onpt o n immit orm o humn
xistn’ is inonivl in th rst pl. Aginst ll ngtiv thoris o
lintion tht strt with oussu n tk muh o thir inspirtion rom
 potntilly rutiv Hglin–rxist ilti, lssnr rgus tht li-
ntion is not  tmporry stt o humn xistn tht oul potntilly 
ovrom. For him, th ilist xiom oring to whih r nsh mit
sih intish wrn müss, wil r s inml gwsn si’ (mn ns to
om intil to his originl sl, us tht is wht h on ws’), is
wrong. Alintion is n inhrnt prt o humn xistn. Bs on th
ssumption tht th humn position is mrk y  onstitutiv miy’
(rmittlthit’), lssnr vlops his two unmntl onpts o nturl
rti ility’ (ntürlih Künstlihkit’) n ntri positionlity’ (xzntri-
sh ositionlität’). Entri positionlity mnists itsl in th ontologil
gp twn ing  oy’ (Lisin’) n hving  oy’ (Körprhn’).
turl rti ility’ hlps us to ompnst or this unmntl issoi-
tion. Humns r ssntilly Dopplgängr’ insmuh s thy r split into
n outr prsonlity, th puli or unrliz’ sl, n n innr prsonlity,
th rl’ or privt sl. Any orms o irt, immit, orgni rltionship
with othrs, n with ourslvs, r potntilly strutiv. It is only through
prorming  soil rol, wring  msk, tht w n rt n prott our
privt xistn.

For Aorno, th soil rol w ply in soity is th rsult o ojti tion
n lintion. o him, in morn onsumr soity th i o th n sih
sin un unhängig rsönlihkit’ (prsonlity s xisting in-
pnntly n in itsl ’) oms n illusion. hnmähtig in r ürwälti-
gnn ozität, rährt r Einzln sih slr nur noh ls gsllsh lih
vrmittlt’ (powrlss within n ovrpowring soity, th iniviul n
only xprin himsl s soilly mit’) (Minima Moralia, p. ).
For lssnr, thr is no on it twn uthnti xistn n lintion.

 lssnr, Ds rolm r Ö ntlihkit un i I r Entrmung’ ( ), in
Schri en, , – (p. ) (my trnsltion).

y trnsltionthis stion rom th Anhng’ (Appnix) is not inlu in Jphott’s
trnsltion.



Aoring to him, our soil prson os not olish our privt sl. n th
ontrry, it is th soil rol tht llows us to hv  privt xistn in th
rst pl. is is why, oring to lssnr, lintion is th onition o

inti tion. It is in th rlm o soil orion tht w n n lirtion,
s it is only through ing othr tht w n  ourslvs. is is th on-
txt in whih lssnr’s thory o tt s  wy to prmt th ounris
twn intrior n xtrior, privt n puli, sl n othr, n volv.

In Grenzen der Gemeinscha lssnr  ns tt’ in istintion to Hö-
lihkit’ (politnss’) n Diplomti’ (iplomy’). olitnss ollows 
o. t ngotits twn this o n iniviul xpttion. olitnss
is ssoit with  norm, with wht vryoy os’. It s th pst. t,
in turn, is n iniviul vrition o tht norm. It is link to th spontnity
o th iniviul. t is  situtionl orm o hnling tht ours in th hr
n now’ o th prsnt momnt.  i is to strik n quilirium twn
iniviuls. is quilirium is rgil insmuh s it is lot yon th
ruls o onvntion. Diplomti hviour is trgt-orint. Its strtgi gol
is to rh n grmnt. t, y ontrst, is istint rom ttis’. It is
ssntilly without rson’ (grunlos’) (Grenzen, p. ; p. ), utious in
its xprssion (Gämp hit’) (Grenzen, p. ; p. ), nun, n, most
importntly, inirt. is inirtnss pprs s  mns to hiv th
highst possil gr o riprol prottion (Grenzen, p. ; p. ).

lssnr’s vrit ginst ny irt, immit orms o humn xprssion
uls his ril ritiqu o ontmporry sthtis. For lssnr, rt, sign,
n litrtur shoul rrin rom ny lims to honsty’ n uthntiity’
tht woul thrtn to xpos th intimt sl o th sujt. Inst, thy
shoul hlp prvnt ny irt orms o rprsnttion n promot n s-
thti tht susris to th rtion o istn n issimultion. n rom
this ngl, Exprssionism pprs s th sthti o ttlssnss whil th
ln-ut surs o w jtivity (u hlihkit’) look lik mnis-
ttions o  morlity tht is mrk y wht lssnr lls  rklss honsty
omin with  prinipl prti o hurting onsl n othrs (Grenzen,
p. ; p. ).

t n iplomy r sprt in thory yt intrtwin in prti (Gren-
zen, p. ; p. ). ogthr, thy o r th iniviul  strtgy to sgur
himsl ginst ny orms o uthntiity n usion. tul hviour srvs
s  provision ginst rtionl n motionl ovr ow. It hlps to ronstrut
ounris whr unrstrit n immit orms o ommunition with
othrs, s wll s with onsl, my urrntly xist. As  wll-tmpr om-
promis twn hot n ol, tt rgults th istn twn sl n

lssnr, Grenzen, p. , n ozil oll un mnshlih tur’ ( ), in Schri en, ,
– (p. ).
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othr. t, writs lssnr in  ky pssg, voking th imgry o ply n
n, is mrk y th
virtuos Hnhung r pilormn, mit nn sih i nshn nh kommn,
ohn sih zu tr n, mit nn si sih voninnr ntrnn, ohn sih urh
Glihgültigkit zu vrltzn. (Grenzen, p. )
virtuous mstry o orms o ply whr prsons om los to h othr without
mting n whr thy stlish istn without mging h othr through
ini rn. (p. )

is os not mn tht lssnr’s nthropology ntils  o o ool on-
ut, s Hlmuth Lthn rgus. or os it nssrily tgoriz lssnr,
in th wors o orto Esposito, s  thortiin o th prvntiv immu-
nistion o ll soil orms’. lssnr’s iltil  nition o th humn
soul’ s in wig nh Brührung vrlngn un is Brührung
oh ihn, nh Antstung strn nntstrkit’ (n inviol-
ility striving or violtion, n inviolility onstntly mning n, yt,
ing ontt’) (Grenzen, p. ; p. ), n his introution o th trm

rthit’ (liy’) s  ky symptom o tt, init othrwis. hing
k to th ightnth ntury, rthit’ rris onnottions o liy,
tnrnss (ärtlihkit’), hrmony, wknss, n trlnss (rriß-
rkit’). Assoit with  t n with th i o r n prottion,
rthit’ is lso link with mininity, orming  ountr-prinipl to o-
hit’ (runss’/runss’), n to msulin strngth. ithin th ontxt
o lssnr’s rgumnt, rthit’ is rlt to gr, wrm-hrtnss, n
ur (Grenzen, p. ; pp. – ). As  light n lusiv orm o ontt,
not  grip, rthit’ pprs s th only mns to rnr soil intrours
possil n grl (Grenzen, p. ; p. ).

lssnr’s thory o tt rs trs o th trumti rprussions o th
First orl r n th unmntl soil n ulturl risis tht ollow.

 iniviul lssnr sris in Grenzen der Gemeinscha struggls to
n  ln twn th mßlos Erkltung r mnshlihn Bzihun-

gn urh mshinll, gshä lih, politish Astrktionn’ (immsur-
l hilling o humn rltionships y mhnil, ommril, n politil
strtions’) n th qully mßlos Ggnntwur im Il inr glü-
hnn, in ll ihrn rägrn ürqullnn Gminsh ’ (immsurl

Hlmuth Lthn mks this point whn hrtrizing lssnr’s iniviul s  Dullsujkt’
n n xprt in ivision: s, in prtiulr, Lthn, Verhaltenslehren der Kälte: Lebensversuche
zwischen den Kriegen (Frnkurt ..: uhrkmp, ), pp. – . For  til ritiqu o
Lthn’s position s Fishr’s n Eßh’s ontriutions in Plessners ‘Grenzen der Gemeinscha ’,
pp. – , – .

is is Esposito’s intrprttion in Immunitas: e Protection and Negation of Life, trns. y
kiy Hn (Cmrig: olity, ), p. .

rthit’, in Deutsches Wörterbuch von Jacob und Wilhelm Grimm <http://wortruhntz.
/DB/?lmm=rthit <ss y .



rtion in th il o  shimmring ommunity ovr owing through ll
o its supportrs’) it provoks (Grenzen, p. ; p. ).  utopin Kultur
r nprsönlihkit’ (ultur o imprsonlity’) whih lssnr vots
grows out o th spirit o tt s  on gurtion o istn (Grenzen, p. ;
p. ). is os not mn tht th inhitnts o this ultur r isolt or
ini rnt. Inst, thy orm prt o  omplx n lit ntwork o mul-
tipl soil n motionl ssoitions tht xist to gurnt thir riprol
prottion, oth with n ginst h othr.

Barthes and the ‘Right to Digress’

In omprison with lssnr’s n Aorno’s work, oln Brths’s writing
is surprisingly voi o llusions to th xprin o sism n wr.
Brths ws thirty whn th on orl r n, n h lost his thr
in th First orl r. His su ring rom pulmonry turulosis mnt
tht h spnt muh o th s in th slu ommunitis o vrious
i rnt sntoriums,  li-orming xprin tht gv inspirtion to som
o th litmotis o Comment vivre ensemble.  lturs Brths livr
twn n wr ompos t  tim tht ws still mrk y
li, s lssnr osrv in , in th possiility o immit rltions
twn humn ings, n tht sw  rnw ppl o ommunl orms
o xistn s wys to rtrt rom soity. lssnr wnt on to spiy his
point y onstruting  link twn th intlltul limt o th s
n tht o th s whn h onlu: Dr litn Gnk wr un
ist i Briung s nshn us sinr Entrmung, n wlhr j nh
Br un Lg r Kpitlismus, l r Kommunismus shul sin’ ( 
ovrrhing i ws, n rmins, th lirtion o mn rom strngmnt,
us, pning on rquirmnt n sitution, y pitlism or ommu-
nism’). In his lturs Brths, too, toy with spist ntsis.  shll
s, howvr, tht th vrition h propos i rs quit istintly rom th
nti-soitl iologis tht wr th ojt o lssnr’s ongoing ritiqu.

Brths’s lturs r lss opnly politil thn lssnr’s ssy. Lik
Aorno, who ws unr svr ttk in – or rusing to ngg
irtly with th politil hllngs o th tim, Brths stins rom irt
politil isours. is os not mn, howvr, tht his lturs o not hv
politil implitions. Brths onurs with lssnr n Aorno in think-
ing tht sthtis r n ssntil omponnt in th onsirtion o soil

Exptions my  oun, or xmpl, in th lttrs Brths wrot whil t th sntorium
t-Hilir-u-ouvt in th s, rprint in Roland Barthes Album: inédits, correspondances et
varia (ris: uil, ).

lssnr, lstrstllung’, p. (my trnsltion).
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onitions. Lik Aorno, who sks to rvitliz  trition o philosophi-
l thought s  thing o th goo li, n lik lssnr, who writs his
ssy rom th prsptiv o liv xprin, Brths, too, ims or un
introution u vivr, un gui  vi’. In th projt éthiqu’ tht mrgs,
Brths, lik Aorno, rws on litrtur s  tool to invstigt prolms o
ommunlity, srhing, lik his prssor, or  utopin ln twn
ommunity n utonomy, soil intgrtion n intlltul inpnn.
In th pross ll thr sholrs hoos to oupy n o -ntr position. In
his introution to Minima Moralia Aorno, lthough vowly shool y
Hgl, ritiizs th prioritiztion o th univrsl ovr th iniviul tht
h ss s ominting post-Hglin thought (Minima Moralia, pp. – ;
pp. – ). lssnr, with his rvnt ritiqu o th limits o ommunity,
onsiously writs on th mrgins o th intlltul sptrum o th imr
puli. An y rrring, s os Aorno, to Hgl, Brths knows tht to
vloriz th iniviul t th xpns o th ommunl vits signi ntly
rom th olltiv unrurrnt o post- Frnh intlltul t.
It is in this ontxt tht Brths grully  ns tt,  wor qulqu pu
provont ns l mon tul’, s on o th ky onpts o his lturs.
r, s h prrs to ll itin  mov tht rsmls lssnr’s us o th trm
rthit’élitss’.

Brths o rs  rst til isussion o élitss’ in Fragments d’un
discours amoureux, th st-slling ook h pulish in whil writing
his lturs or Comment vivre ensemble. In th stion with th symptomti
titl J’i ml à l’utr’, Brths  ns élitss’ s  prtiulr orm o
ompssion. Brths’s strting point is not, s his rlir ltur vrsion o
th sm hptr suggsts, oussu’s  nition o ompssion, ut Arthur
hopnhur’s mor rnt thory o itli’ (su ring with’),  onpt
tht hopnhur  ns s th sl ’s omplt n uttr inti tion with

For  mor til isussion o Brths n Aorno in this ontxt s ’r, “ot 
ustion ut  oun”’, pp. – .

Le Neutre: cours au Collège de France ( – ), . y oms Clr (ris: uil/IEC
), p. , susquntly it in th txt s Neutre’.
As Brths osrvs in n intrviw: out philosophi qui ssy  s soustrir à s

impértis  olltivité st xtrêmmnt singulièr, t, j iris,  un muvis img 
mrqu’ (ropos sur l violn’ ( ), in Œuvres complètes, . y Éri rty, vols (ris:
Gllimr. ), , – (p. )).  lso th ollowing sttmnt: Il ut prtir   viux
hvl  till: l’iniviulism isréit (. ritiqu srtrinn  l émorti ourgois:
ls inivius omm s ptits pois ns un oît+ritiqu mrxist+ritiqu guhist: vri
onjurtion ontr l’iniviulism!)’ (Brths, La Préparation du Roman I et II: notes de cours et
des séminaires au Collège de France – et – , . y tli Légr (ris: uil/IEC,

), p. ).
Comment vivre ensemble: simulations romanesques de quelques espaces quotidiens. Notes de

cours et de séminaires au Collège de France ( – ), . y Clu Cost (ris: uil/IEC,
), p. , susquntly it in th txt s Vivre’.
Fragments d’un discours amoureux, in Œuvres complètes, , – (pp. – ).



th othr’s istrss. Following itzsh’s polmil rjtion o hopn-
hur’s onpt s Ein-li’ or Einliigkit’ (su ring-into’, or su ring on
n th sm ling’), Brths rgus in th ook stion tht hopnhur’s
unrstning o th trm is misling. hil hopnhur’s itli’ hs
to o with th  tiv n orporl usion o sl n othr, Brths’s trns-
ormtion o ompssion into élitss’ is motivt y  sir or spr-
tion. hopnhur’s itli’ is ltruisti; Brths’s tt is gontri. t
nls th sl to prott itsl rom mpthti inti tion n hn rom
ing hrm, ngtstt’, y th misry o th othr. hil hopnhur
lrts th rkown o th ounry twn th you’ n th I’ in th
t o ompssiont inti tion, Brths ims to rsurrt it. As suh,
tt hlps to rinstt th i rn twn sl n othr. For Brths, s or
lssnr n Aorno or him, this i rntition twn th iniviuls
involv is ssoit with prottion. An lik lssnr’s kt’, Brths’s é-
litss’ is link to th ontrol o motions, to rti ility’, n to hlth’.

hil in Fragments d’un discours amoureux th gur o tt triggrs 
rlps into  non-iltil, sl-ntr onstrution o thought, in th
ltur sris tht ollow, Comment vivre ensemble n Le Neutre, tt is
trnsorm rom  gur tht hlps on rm th ounry twn th I’
n th you’ into  onpt tht ssists in rting this ounry in orr
to ovrom it. In his lturs, Brths is no longr thinking out  ul
mol (th oupl), nor is h simply rpling tht ul mol with  plurl
or olltiv mol (th mily, th row). Inst, h xplors wht w
might ll  vry prsonl ntsy o  listyl: ulqu hos omm un
solitu intrrompu ’un çon réglé: l prox, l ontrition, l’pori
’un mis n ommun s istns  l’utopi ’un soilism s istns’
(Vivre, p. ).  moti tht st this ntsy to work is th smll group o
onoiti monstris on ount Athos in Gr: monks oth isolt rom
n in ontt with on nothr, within  prtiulr typ o strutur s on
gglomérts iiorrhythmiqus’ (Vivre, p. ). In his ltur sris, Brths’s
intrst thus shi s rom n iniviul thi tht ouss on th iiosynrsis
o th I’ to  soil thi tht tivly tks into onsirtion th sp o th
othr.

 lirtly ssoitiv is o tt susquntly xplor y Brths
r  numr o rsmlns to thos w hv nountr in th txts

For th ltur vrsion on Compssion’ o rh s Brths, Le Discours amoureux:
séminaire à l’cole pratique des hautes études – , . y Clu Cost (ris: uil, ),
pp. – . I o r  mor til nlysis o this pssg in onjuntion with th ook stion in
Ktj Hustin, “J’i ml à l’utr”: Brths on ity’, L’Esprit créateur, . (intr ), –
(pp. – ).

Arthur hopnhur, ur Ethik’, in Sämtliche Werke, . y olgng Frihrr von Löh-
nysn, vols (Frnkurt ..: uhrkmp, ), : Parerga und Paralipomena II, p. (§ ).

Brths, Fragments, p. .
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y lssnr n Aorno. Brths, lik his prssors,  ns tt in is-
tintion to politnss. olitnss is un gngu onormist ’hitus’
(Neutre, p. ). t is  vition o this hit n with it  igrssion
rom soil norms n onsnt. t prris gnrlity y invntiv, non-
prigmtizl hviour. t is imlss, uslss, util, n  mint.
It is mrginl to mss ultur, n soilly osèn’ (Neutre, p. ). In 
rr rrn to ltr Bnjmin, who is hsitting, unr th in un o
hshish, ovr wht to tnon pr goinrri’, s Bnjmin xplins, mis
pr xprss politss à l’égr s plts,  pur  ls roissr n ls ru-
snt’Brths portrys tt s  kin o xlttion o politnss, n hn,
rthr ountr-intuitivly, s  orm o xss (Neutre, p. ). At th sm
tim, howvr, tt lso pprs s  u r ginst th potntil onslught o
motions. ithr hot nor ol, tt is sri s  wll-tmpr ompro-
mis twn proximity n istn, pssion n rson (Neutre, p. ).
Essntilly impliit, tt hlps to irumvnt ny irt onntion twn
iniviuls. ppos to rnknss n to lkmiling (Neutre, p. ), tt
os not rush th othr sous un mn poissus’ (Neutre, p. ). D n
s nturl s wll s ultur n rtul, tt is grully vlop s  vlu
link to motionl ln. igni ntly, Brths onlus th lst ltur
o Le Neutre with n votion o th simultnously sympthti n rrti
gur o th smil.
Both lssnr’s n Aorno’s thoris o tt rly on wht Brths in his

lturs rsss s l myth puli/privé’ or, mor spi lly, l myth
(historiqu) s ux homms ns un mêm sujt’ (Neutre, p. ). 
sw tht Aorno intrprts th soil prson in trms o lintion n o-
jti tion, whil or lssnr it is this vry stt o lintion tht rris
th potntil or iniviul rom. ithin th ontxt o lssnr’s thory,
ttul hviour ngotits twn norm n iniviul vrition, soil
sl n privt sl, msk n .  i is not to hi th , th soul,
hin  shil, ut to ilitt its truthul xprssion unr prott on-
itions.  gol is to uphol th msk in orr to kp . lssnr rsolvs
this pprnt prox y introuing th trm imus’, Ltin or luminous

 originl pssg rs s ollows: Ds wr r niht nur rrssnhit sonrn in
gnz usgsprohn Hö ihkit ggn i pisn, i ih niht urh in Alhnung li-
ign wollt’ (Bnjmin, rotokoll zu Drognvrsuhn’, in Gesammelte Schri en, . y ol
imnn n Grhr hwppnhäusr, vols (Frnkurt ..: uhrkmp, ), , –
(p. )).

Inintlly, lssnr vots n ntir ssy to th sm topi.  smil, lssnr rgus, is
losly ssoit with istn. It summrizs, s suh, th humn position: Im Lähln . . .
whrt r r nsh sin Distnz zu sih un zur lt . . .. Lhn un winn ist r
nsh s pr sins Gists, lähln git r ihm Ausruk’ (n rtins his istn rom
himsl n rom th worl y smiling. . . . In lughing n wping mn is th vitim o his
spirit, in smiling h givs xprssion to it’) (Ds Lähln’ ( ), in Schri en, , – (p. )
(my trnsltion)).



vpour’, (rk) lou’, storm’, or hlo’. s to signiy  prson’s goo r-
puttion’ or soil prstig’, or lssnr it is th nimus o th iniviul tht
my o r him istn in proximity, msk and : Dr künstlih ur
s unzrstörrn imus ringt n irspruh zur Lösung. Er sh
sinm rägr zuglih um un Anzihungskr , sk un Gsiht’ ( 
rti il mgi o th instrutil nimus solvs this ontrition. It si-
multnously prous or its rr sp n th or o ttrtion, msk
n ’) (Grenzen, p. ; p. ). In Minima Moralia Aorno introus th
rlt onpt o Aur’. Ltin/Grk or rz’ or ir’, ur’ is smntilly
link to nimus’. An, lik lssnr’s nimus’, Aorno’s ur’ is s on 
iltil tnsion twn nrnss n istn. hil lssnr’s nimus’
olishs th on it twn msk n , howvr, within th ontxt
o Aorno’s thory o tt ur is solly ssoit with th intimt sl.
Aur pprs s th mium o th iniviul’s uniqunss n i rn.
As suh, n in onsistny with Bnjmin’s rlir unrstning o th
trm s inmlig Ershinung inr Frn, so nh si sin mg’ (th uniqu
pprition o  istn, howvr nr it my ’), ur orrspons to
wht Aorno lls s nshlih’ (th humnity’) in th sujt (Minima
Moralia, p. ; p. ). rtn y soil immiy n puli inorpor-
tion, ur trmins th onition o th sujt s iniviul.  utopin
listyl Brths nvisgs in his ltur sris ollows  logi tht omplis
with Aorno’s point. L prinip’ o tt, Brths nots in Comment vivre
ensemble, woul 

n ps mnir l’utr, ls utrs, n ps mnipulr, rnonr tivmnt ux imgs
(s uns, s utrs), évitr tout  qui put limntr l’imginir  l rltion.=
topi proprmnt it, r u ouvrin Bin. (Vivre, pp. – )

In t y  Lnin voulry, Brths’s us o th img’ in this pssg
is mrk y  ngtiv unrstning o lintion tht shrs mny o its
trits with Aorno’s unrstning o th onpt. For Brths, just s or
Aorno, tt, ssntilly motivt y  rspt or th privt sphr o th
othr, pprs s  orm o n ginst th iniviul’s potntil om-
moi tion. In ontristintion to lssnr, or Brths lirtion is not to
 oun in th soil sphr tht ilitts lintion, ut in th iniviul’s
solitry rtrt rom th puli. As h xplins in Le Neutre:

l myth puli/privé; on  it: iéologiqumnt pitlist: mis ’st l’utilistion
u puli’ qui st liéné ns un mrhé (photos, intrviws, rontrs, t.): l
privé’ st un éns nturll ontr l trnsormtion u puli n mrhn-

Ds Kunstwrk im itltr sinr thnishn prouzirrkit’, Gesammelte Schri en,
. , – (p. ), trnslt s   ork o Art in th Ag o its hnologil prou-
iility’, in Selected Writings, trns. y Emun Jphott n othrs, . y Howr Eiln n
ihl . Jnnings, vols (Cmrig A: Blknp, ), , – (p. ).
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isβ inti tion logiqu u lnstin (ou  l’nonym) t u lir. (Neutre,
p. )

or xpliitly thn Aorno, Brths r ts in his lturs on his own posi-
tion s n intlltul in soity. king to ronil th prox  vouloir
vivr sul t  vouloir vivr nsml’ (Vivre, p. ), Brths xplors, in
loos pttion o th ov-mntion Kntin ntgonism, th onn-
tion twn humn soiility n intlltul proutivity in viw o its
hrmnuti potntil. t, within this ontxt, o rs  wy to isstlish
th intlltul sl s  puli gur n to onstrut hitul orms o ri-
til nquiry (Neutre, p. ). In this wy, Brths sus in trnslting th
i o thil tt into  orm o hrmnutil tt tht rsis t th hrt
o n ltrntiv prti o ritil nquiry. lling itzsh’s opposition
twn mtho n paideia (ultur’), or, in Brths’s wors, non-mtho’,
Brths’s gnrl i is not to pursu  lrly mrk pth ut to lt th
min rom, n to prsnt on’s nings s on gos long. For Brths,
s or Aorno, th prti o ultur is  n y n ngnring o ors
ssntilly unrstoo s n éout s i érns’ . Intlltul prti
mns to n ps prlr l lngu  “tout l mon” ’ (Vivre, p. ). D n,
with Aorno, s  orm o rsistn tht ivrts rom th vrtrut trom
r ’ (milir ow o sph’), intlltul nquiry must not oy ny
sns o longing n ontt (Minima Moralia, p. ; p. ). Inst, or
Brths s or Aorno, it is mrk y n intimt snsitivity to th prti-
ulr n  non-ogmtism tht vois stlishing th shortst onntion
twn two points. It is  orm o ritil nggmnt tht rsists th prssur
o nrnss insmuh s it pprohs th ojt o on’s sir in  plurlity
o igrssions (Minima Moralia, p. ; p. ). As Brths nots in Le Neutre,
tt is

un jouissn ’nlys, un opértion vrl qui éjou  qui st ttnu . . . un
prvrsion qui jou u étil inutil . . . ’st  éoupg t  étournmnt qui st
jouissiβon pourrit ir: jouissn u util’ . . . En somm, élitss: l’nlys
. . . qui n srt à rin. (Neutre, p. – )

Conclusion

 soil prti o tt n  link to th ility to mpthiz with
nothr prson. In orr to  ttul, it hlps to  l to imgin how th
othr ls so s to llvit hrn possily our ownstt o istrss. But
whil mpthy is n importnt pthwy to tt, it my not lwys  ns-

n Brths’s prrn or pii’ s igrssion ovr “métho” om rt u mrhr
roit’ s lso Clu Cost, Barthes ou l’art du détour (ris: Hrmnn, ), p. .

Brths s this orlly (Vivre, p. , n. ).



sry. A son look t ru ut’s story out th gntlmn llr n th ly
in th th rvls s muh. o hnl th sitution rtivly, in slight ut
ssntil vition rom th gnrl o o politnss, th gntlmn os
not nssrily hv to  l to l how th ly ls t th vry momnt
h opns th oor. Although it my hlp i h os, it su s or him to
know tht it is gnrlly m n mrrssmnt or  ly to  ught
nk in th th y  (not yt quit known) rprsnttiv o th othr sx.
t, lik mpthy, is s on  rtin orm o mutul unrstning. But
whil mpthy implis th i o ntring somon ls’s min insmuh
s it is link to th prsumption tht I know how you l’, tt xists to
rt  orm o oning twn iniviuls tht is not s on th i
o intrusion ut, onvrsly, on th rspt or xisting ounris, n on
 willingnss not lwys to ssum tht on knows. hil mpthy rquirs
rsonn n proximity, tt is thr to rstor istn, n to pt th
i rn twn th iniviuls involv in orr to prott n prsrv
thir ignity. t is s on n ttntion towrs othrnss. It untions s
 wy to ngotit th sp twn i rnt horizons o xprin in th
sm wy s it ilitts  rpprohmnt twn th horizons o rrs
n txts. t, unrstoo with Brths n Aorno s n thil snsitivity
to orm, is s on n iniviul igrssion rom th norm tht my, t lst
in th s o Brths n ru ut, rous plsur (o intrprttion).

In visiting th thr thoris o tt vn y lssnr, Aorno, n
Brths, w hv sn tht th gur o risis givs ris to th notion o tt.
t ourishs t tims whn stlish os n onvntions isintgrt
ut hv not yt isppr.  hllng is, thn, to vlop nw orms
o ommunition tht nl iniviuls to pproh h othr without
olliing, n to prt rom h othr without ning in isoltion. hil
lssnr’s, Aorno’s, n Brths’s thoris o tt wr prou t i rnt
turning points in th history o th twntith ntury n r, t lst in
th s o lssnr n Aorno, hrtriz y on iting mthoologil
ssumptions, thy shr  suspiion towrs rtin orms o intimy, n 
prrn or iniviul i rn ovr ommunl inti tion.  thr
vritions o n thi o inirtnss tht rsult r s on orms o om-
munition tht y uthntiity (lssnr), rnknss (Brths), n touh
(Aorno). As suh, thy sk to rsist ny possil strtgis o inorportion.

 outom onsists in  orm o non-violnt ontmpltion tht is, in th
wors o Aorno, th sour o ll th joy o truth’. It prsupposs ß r
Btrhtn niht s jkt sih invrlit: äh n Distnz’ (tht h who
ontmplts os not sor th ojt into himsl:  istn nrnss)
(Minima Moralia, p. ; p. ).

 K K H


