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The Human Condition 

7 

T H E  P U B L I C  R E A L M : T H E  C O M M O N  

The term "public" signifies two closely interrelated but not alto
gether identical phenomena : 

It means, first, that everything that appears in public can be 
seen and heard by everybody and has the widest possible publicity. 
For us, appearance-something that is being seen and heard by 
others as well as by ourselves-constitutes reality. Compared 
with the reality which comes from being seen and heard, even the 
greatest forces of intimate life--the passions of the heart, the 
thoughts of the mind, the delights of the senses-lead an uncer
tain, shadowy kind of existence unless and until they are trans
formed, deprivatized and deindividualized, as it were, into a shape 
to fit them for public appearance. 41 The most current of such 
transformations occurs in storytelling and generally in artistic 
transposition of individual experiences . But we do not need the 
form of the artist to witness this transfiguration. Each time we 
talk about things that can be experienced only in privacy or in
timacy, we bring them out into a sphere where they will assume 
a kind of reality which, their intensity notwithstanding, they 
never could have had before. The presence of others who see what 
we see and hear what we hear assures us of the reality of the 
world and ourselves, and while the intimacy of a fully developed 
private life, such as had never been known before the rise  of the 
modern age and the concomitant decline of the public realm, will 
always greatly intensify and enrich the whole scale of subjective 
emotions and private feelings, this intensification will always come 
to pass at the expense of the assurance of the reality of the world 
and men. 

Indeed, the most intense feeling we know of, intense to the 
point of blotting out all other experiences, namely, the experience 
of great bodily pain, is at the same time the most private and least 

41 .  This is also the reason why it is impossible "to write a character sketch 
of any slave who lived . . . .  Until they emerge into freedom and notoriety, they 
remain shadowy types rather than persons" (Barrow, Slavery in the R0111an 
Empire, p. 1 56) . 
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The Public and the Private Realm 

communicable of all. Not only is it perhaps the only experience 
which we are unable to transform into a shape fit for public appear
ance, it actually deprives us of our feeling for reality to such an 
extent that we can forget it more quickly and easily than anything 
else. There seems to be no bridge from the most radical subjec
tivity, in which I am no longer "recognizable," to the outer world 
of life .  42 Pain, in other words, truly a borderline experience be
tween life as "being among men" (inter homines esse) and death, 
is so subjective and removed from the world of things and men 
that it cannot assume an appearance at all .43 

Since our feeling for reality depends utterly upon appearance 
and therefore upon the existence of a public realm into which 
things can appear out of the darkness of sheltered existence, even 
the twilight which illuminates our private and intimate lives is  
ultimately derived from the much harsher light of the public 
realm. Yet there are a great many things which cannot withstand 
the implacable, bright light of the constant presence of others on 
the public scene; there, only what is considered to be relevant, 
worthy of being seen or heard, can be tolerated, so that the irrele
vant becomes automatically a private matter . This ,  to be sure, 
does not mean that private concerns are generally irrelevant; on 
the contrary, we shall see that there are very relevant matters 
which can survive only in the realm of the private . For instance, 
love, in distinction from friendship, is killed, or rather extin
guished, the moment it is displayed in public. ("�ever seek to tell 

42. I use here a little-known poem on pain from Rilke's deathbed: The first 
lines of the untitled poem are: "Komm du, du letzter, den ich anerkenne, I heil
loser Schmerz im leiblichen Geweb" ; and it concludes as follows: "Bin ich es 
noch, der da unkenntlich brennt? I Erinnerungen reiss ich nicht herein. I 0 Leben, 
Leben: Draussensein. I Und ich in Lohe. Niemand, der mich kennt." 

4 3 .  On the subjectivity of pain and its relevance for all variations of hedonism 
and sensualism, see § §  1 5  and 43 .  For the living, death is primarily dis-appear
ance. But unlike pain, there is one aspect of death in which it is as though death 
appeared among the living, and that is in old age. Goethe once remarked that 
growing old is "gradually receding from appearance" (stufenweises Zuriicktreten 
aus der Erscheinung) ; the truth of this remark as well as the actual appearance 
of this process of disappearing becomes quite tangible in the old-age self-portraits 
of the great masters-Rembrandt, Leonardo, etc.-in which the intensity of the 
eyes seems to illuminate and preside over the receding flesh. 
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The Human Condition 

thy love / Love that never told can be.") Because of its in
herent worldlessness, love can only become false and perverted 
when it is used for political purposes such as the change or sal
vation of the world. 

What the public realm considers irrelevant can have such an 
extraordinary and infectious charm that a whole people may adopt 
it as their way of life, without for that reason changing its essen
tially private character. Modern enchantment with "small things," 
though preached by early twentieth-century poetry in almost all 
European tongues, has found its classical presentation in the petit 
honheur of the French people. Since the decay of their once great 
and glorious public realm, the French have become masters in the 
art of being happy among "small things ," within the space of their 
own four walls, between chest and bed, table and chair, dog and 
cat and flowerpot, extending to these things a care and tenderness 
which, in a world where rapid industrialization constantly kills 
off the things of yesterday to produce today's objects, may even 
appear to be the world's last, purely humane corner. This enlarge
ment of the private, the enchantment, as it were, of a whole people, 
does not make it public, does not constitute a public realm, but, 
on the contrary, means only that the public realm has almost com
pletely receded, so that greatness has given way to charm every
where; for while the public realm may be great, it cannot be 
charming precisely because it is unable to harbor the irrelevant. 

Second, the term "public" signifies the world itself, in so far 
as it is common to all of us and distinguished from our privately 
owned place in it. This world, however, is not identical with the 
earth or with nature, as the limited space for the movement of 
men and the general condition of organic life .  It is related, rather, 
to the human artifact, the fabrication of human hands, as well as 
to affairs which go on among those who inhabit the man-made 
world together. To live together in the world means essentially 
that a world of things is between those who have it in common, 
as a table is located between those who sit around it; the world, 
like every in-between, relates and separates men at the same time .  

The public realm, as the common world, gathers us  together 
and yet prevents our falling over each other, so to speak. What 
makes mass society so difficult to bear is not the number of people 
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involved, or at least not primarily, but the fact that the world be
tween them has lost its power to gather them together, to relate 
and to separate them. The weirdness of this situation resembles a 
spiritualistic seance where a number of people gathered around a 
table might suddenly, through some magic trick, see the table 
vanish from their midst, so that two persons sitting opposite each 
other were no longer separated but also would be entirely un
related to each other by anything tangible. 

Historically, we know of only one principle that was ever de
vised to keep a community of people together who had lost their 
interest in the common world and felt themselves no longer related 
and separated by it .  To find a bond between people strong enough 
to replace the world was the main political task of early Christian 
philosophy, and it was Augustine who proposed to found not only 
the Christian "brotherhood" but all human relationships on chari
ty. But this charity, though its worldlessness clearly corresponds 
to the general human experience of love, is at the same time clearly 
distinguished from it in being something which, like the world, is  
between men : "Even robbers have between them [inter se] what 
they call charity."44 This surprising illustration of the Christian 
political principle is in fact very well chosen, because the bond of 
charity between people, while it is incapable of founding a public 
realm of its own, is quite adequate to the main Christian principle 
of worldlessness and is admirably fit to carry a group of essentially 
worldless people through the world, a group of saints or a group 
of criminals, provided only it is understood that the world itself 
is doomed and that every activity in it is undertaken with the pro
viso quamdiu mundus durat ("as long as the world lasts") . 45 The 
unpolitical, non-public character of the Christian community was 
early defined in the demand that it should form a corpus, a "body," 
whose members were to be related to each other like brothers of 
the same family.46 The structure of communal life was modeled 

44. Contra Faustum Manichaeum v. 5 .  
4 5 .  This is  o f  course still the presupposition even of  Aquinas' political philoso

phy (see op. cit. i i .  2. 1 8 1 .  4) . 
46. The term corpus rei publicae is current in pre-Christian Latin, but has the 

connotation of the population inhabiting a res publica, a given political realm. The 
corresponding Greek term soma is never used in pre-Christian Greek in a political 
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1ne Human Condition 

on the relationships between the members of a family because 
these were known to be non-political and even antipolitical. A 
public realm had never come into being between the members of 
a family, and it was therefore not likely to develop from Christian 
community life if this life was ruled by the principle of charity and 
nothing else. Even then, as we know from the history and the 
rules of the monastic orders-the only communities in which the 
principle of charity as a political device was ever tried-the danger 
that the activities undertaken under "the necessity of present life" 
(necessitas vitae praesentis) 47 would lead by themselves, because they 
were performed in the presence of others, to the establishment of 
a kind of counterworld, a public realm within the orders them
selves, was great enough to require additional rules and regula
tions, the most relevant one in our context being the prohibition 
of excellence and its subsequent pride. 48 

Worldlessness as a political phenomenon is possible only on 
the assumption that the world will not last; on this assumption, 
however, it is almost inevitable that worldlessness, in one form 
or another, will begin to dominate the political scene. This hap
pened after the downfall of the Roman Empire and, albeit for 
quite other reasons and in very different, perhaps even more dis
consolate forms, it seems to happen again in our own days . The 
Christian abstention from worldly things is by no means the only 
conclusion one can draw from the conviction that the human arti
fice, a product of mortal hands, is as mortal as its makers . This, 
on the contrary, may also intensify the enjoyment and consump-

sense. The metaphor seems to occur for the first time in Paul (I Cor. 1 2 :  1 2-27) 
and is current in all early Christian writers (see, for instance, Tertullian Apolo
geticus 39, or Ambrosius De officiis ministrorum iii. 3 .  1 7 ) .  It became of the greatest 
importance for medieval political theory, which unanimously assumed that all 
men were quasi unum corpus (Aquinas op. cit. ii . 1 .  8 1 .  1) . But while the early 
writers stressed the equality of the members, which are all equally necessary for 
the well-being of the body as a whole, the emphasis later shifted to the differ
ence between the head and the members, to the duty of the head to rule and of 
the members to obey. (For the Middle Ages, see Anton-Hermann Chroust, "The 
Corporate Idea in the Middle Ages," Review of Politics, Vol. VIII [1947] .) 

47 . Aquinas op. cit. ii . 2. 1 79 .  2 .  
48 .  See Article 5 7  of  the Benedictine rule, in Levasseur, op. cit., p. 187 :  If  

one of the monks became proud of his work, he  had to give i t  up. 
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tion of the things of the world, all manners of intercourse in which 
the world is not primarily understood to be the koinon, that which 
is common to all. Only the existence of a public realm and the 
world's  subsequent transformation into a community of things 
which gathers men together and relates them to each other de
pends entirely on permanence. If the world i s  to contain a public 
space, it cannot be erected for one generation and planned fur the 
living only; it must transcend the life-span of mortal men. 

Without this transcendence into a potential earthly immortali
ty, no politics, strictly speaking, no common world and no public 
realm, is possible. For unlike the common good as Christianity 
understood it-the salvation of one' s soul as a concern common 
to all-the common world is what we enter when we are born 
and what we leave behind when we die. It transcends our life
span into past and future alike; it was there before we came and 
will outlast our brief sojourn in it. It is what we have in common 
not only with those who live with us, but also with those who 
were here before and with those who will come after us . But such 
a common world can survive the coming and going of the genera
tions only to the extent that it appears in public. It is the publicity 
of the public realm which can absorb and make shine through the 
centuries whatever men may want to save from the natural ruin 
of time. Through many ages before us-but now not any more
men entered the public realm because they wanted something of 
their own or something they had in common with others to be more 
permanent than their earthly lives . (Thus, the curse of s lavery 
consisted not only in being deprived of freedom and of visibility, 
but also in the fear of these obscure people themselves "that from 
being obscure they should pass away leaving no trace that they 
have existed.") 49 There is perhaps no clearer testimony to the 
loss of the public realm in the modern age than the almost complete 
loss of authentic concern with immortality, a loss somewhat over
shadowed by the simultaneous loss of the metaphysical concern 
with eternity. The latter, being the concern of the philosophers 

49. Barrow (Slavery in the Roman Empire, p. 1 68) , in an illuminating discus
sion of the membership of slaves in the Roman colleges, which provided, besides 
"good fellowship in life and the certainty of a decent burial . . .  the crowning 
glory of an epitaph; and in this last the slave found a melancholy pleasure." 
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and the rvita contemplatirva, must remain outside our present con
siderations . But the former is testified to by the current classifica
tion of striving for immortality with the private vice of vanity. 
Under modern conditions, it is indeed so unlikely that anybody 
should earnestly aspire to an earthly immortality that we proba
bly are justified in thinking it is nothing but vanity. 

The famous passage in Aristotle, "Considering human affairs, 
one must not . . .  consider man as he is and not consider what is 
mortal in mortal things, but think about them [only] to the extent 
that they have the possibility of immortalizing," occurs very prop
erly in his political writings .5° For the polis was for the Greeks, 
as the res publica was for the Romans, first of all their guarantee 
against the futility of individual life, the space protected against 
this futility and reserved for the relative permanence, if not im
mortality, of mortals . 

What the modern age thought of the public realm, after the 
spectacular rise of society to public prominence, was expressed 
by Adam Smith when, with disarming sincerity, he mentions 
"that unprosperous race of men commonly called men of letters" 
for whom "public admiration . . .  makes always a part of their 
reward . . .  , a considerable part . . .  in the profession of physic; 
a still greater perhaps in that of law; in poetry and philosophy it 
makes almost the whole."51 Here it is self-evident that public 
admiration and monetary reward are of the same nature and can 
become substitutes for each other. Public admiration, too, is 
something to be used and consumed, and status, as we would say 
today, fulfils one need as food fulfils another : public admiration 
is consumed by individual vanity as food is consumed by hunger. 
Obviously, from this viewpoint the test of reality does not lie in 
the public presence of others , but rather in the greater or lesser 
urgency of needs to whose existence or non-existence nobody can 
ever testify except the one who happens to suffer them. And 
since the need for food has its demonstrable basis of reality in the 
life process itself, it is also obvious that the entirely subjective 
pangs of hunger are more real than "vainglory," as Hobbes used 

50. Nicomachean Ethics 1 1 77b3 1 .  
5 1 .  Wealth of Nations, Book I, ch. l O  (pp. 1 20 and 9 5  of Vol. I of Every

man's ed.) . 
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to call the need for public admiration. Yet, even if these needs, 
through some miracle of sympathy, were shared by others, their 
very futility would prevent their ever establishing anything so 
solid and durable as a common world. The point then is not that 
there is a lack of public admiration for poetry and philosophy in 
the modern world, but that such admiration does not constitute a 
space in which things are saved from destruction by time. The 
futility of public admiration, which daily is consumed in ever 
greater quantities, on the contrary, is such that monetary reward, 
one of the most futile things there is, can become more "objective" 
and more real . 

As distinguished from this "objectivity," whose only basis is 
money as a common denominator for the fulfilment of all needs, 
the reality of the public realm relies on the simultaneous presence 
of innumerable perspectives and aspects in which the common 
world presents itself and for which no common measurement or 
denominator can ever be devised. For though the common world 
is the common meeting ground of all, those who are present have 
different locations in it, and the location of one can no more coin
cide with the location of another than the location of two objects . 
Being seen and being heard by others derive their significance 
from the fact that everybody sees and hears from a different posi
tion . This is the meaning of public life, compared to which even 
the richest and most satisfying family life can offer only the pro
longation or multiplication of one's own position with its attend
ing aspects and perspectives . The subjectivity of privacy can be 
prolonged and multiplied in a family, it can even become so strong 
that its weight is felt in the public realm; but this family "world" 
can never replace the reality rising out of the sum total of aspects 
presented by one object to a multitude of spectators . Only where 
things can be seen by many in a variety of aspects without chang
ing their identity, so that those who are gathered around them 
know they see sameness in utter diversity, can worldly reality 
truly and reliably appear. 

Under the conditions of a common world, reality is not guar
anteed primarily by the "common nature" of all men who con
stitute it, but rather by the fact that, differences of position and 
the resulting variety of perspectives notwithstanding, everybody 
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The Hutnan Condition 

is always concerned with the same object. If the sameness of the 
object can no longer be discerned, no common nature of men, least 
of all the unnatural conformism of a mass society, can prevent the 
destruction of the common world, which is usually preceded by 
the destruction of the many aspects in which it presents itself to 
human plurality. This can happen under conditions of radical iso
lation, where nobody can any longer agree with anybody else, as 
is usually the case in tyrannies . But it may also happen under con
ditions of mass society or mass hysteria, where we see all people 
suddenly behave as though they were members of one family, 
each multiplying and prolonging the perspective of his neighbor. 
In both instances, men have become entirely private, that is, they 
have been deprived of seeing and hearing others, of being seen 
and being heard by them. They are all imprisoned in the subjec
tivity of their own singular experience, which does not cease to 
be singular if the same experience is multiplied innumerable times . 
The end of the common world has come when it is seen only under 
one aspect and is permitted to present itself in only one perspec
tive. 

8 

T H E  P R I V A T E  R E A L M : P R O P E R T Y  

It i s  with respect to this multiple significance of the public realm 
that the term "private," in its original privative sense, has meaning .  
To live an entirely private life means above all to be deprived of 
things essential to a truly human life :  to be deprived of the reality 
that comes from being seen and heard by others, to be deprived 
of an "objective" relationship with them that comes from being 
related to and separated from them through the intermediary of 
a common world of things, to be deprived of the possibility of 
achieving something more permanent than life itself. The priva
tion of privacy lies in the absence of others ;  as far as they are 
concerned, private man does not appear, and therefore it is as 
though he did not exist . Whatever he does remains without sig
nificance and consequence to others, and what matters to him is 
without interest to other people. 

Under modern circumstances, this deprivation of "objective" 
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� Action � 
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All sorrows can be borne if you put them into a story or tell 
a story about them. 

lsAK DrNESEN 

Nam in omni actione prindpaliter intenditur ab agente, sive necessitate naturae 
sive voluntarie agat, propriam similitudinem explicare; unde fit quod omne 
agens, in quantum huiusmodi, delectatur, quia, cum omne quod est appetat 
suum esse, ac in agendo agentis esse modammodo amplietur, sequitur de neces
sitate delectatio . . . .  Nihil igitur agit nisi tale existens quale patiens fieri debet. 

(For in every action what is  primarily intended by the doer, whether he 
acts from natural necessity or out of free will, is  the disclosure of his own 
image. Hence it comes about that every doer, in so far as he does, takes 
delight in doing; since everything that is desires its own being, and since 
in action the being of the doer is somehow intensified, delight necessarily 
follows . . . .  Thus, nothing acts unless [by acting] it  makes patent its 
latent self.) 

DANTE 

24 

T H E  D I S C L O S U R E  O F  T H E  A G E N T  I N  

S P E E C H  A N D  A C T I O N  

Human plurality, the basic condition of both action and speech, 
has the twofold character of equality and distinction. If men were 
not equal, they could neither understand each other and those 
who came before them nor plan for the future and foresee the 
needs of those who will come after them. If men were not dis
tinct, each human being distinguished from any other who is, was, 
or will ever be, they would need neither speech nor action to 
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make themselves understood. Signs and sounds to communicate 
immediate, identical needs and wants would be enough . 

Human distinctness is not the same as otherness-the curious 
quality of alteritas possessed by everything that is and therefore, 
in medieval philosophy, one of the four basic, universal charac
teristics of Being, transcending every particular quality. Other
ness, it is true, is an important aspect of plurality, the reason why 
all our definitions are distinctions, why we are unable to say what 
anything is without distinguishing it from something else. Other
ness in its most abstract form is found only in the sheer multipli
cation of inorganic objects, whereas all organic life already shows 
variations and distinctions, even between specimens of the same 
species . But only man can express this distinction and distinguish 
himself, and only he can communicate himself and not merely 
something-thirst or hunger, affection or hostility or fear. In man, 
otherness, which he shares with everything that is, and distinct
ness, which he shares with everything alive, become uniqueness, 
and human plurality is  the paradoxical plurality of unique beings . 

Speech and action reveal this unique distinctness .  Through 
them, men distinguish themselves instead of being merely dis
tinct; they are the modes in which human beings appear to each 
other, not indeed as physical objects, but qua men. This appear
ance, as distinguished from mere bodily existence, rests on 
initiative, but it is an initiative from which no human being can 
refrain and still be human. This is true of no other activity in the 
vita activa. Men can very well live without laboring, they can 
force others to labor for them, and they can very well decide 
merely to use and enjoy the world of things without themselves 
adding a single useful object to it ; the life of an exploiter or slave
holder and the life of a parasite may be unjust, but they certainly 
are human. A life without speech and without action, on the other 
hand-and this is the only way of life that in earnest has re
nounced all appearance and all vanity in the biblical sense of the 
word-is literally dead to the world; it has ceased to be a human 
life because it is no longer lived among men. 

With word and deed we insert ourselves into the human world, 
and this insertion i s  like a second birth, in which we confirm and 
take upon ourselves the naked fact of our original physical ap-
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pearance. This insertion is  not forced upon us by necessity, like 
labor, and it is not prompted by utility, like work. It may be 
stimulated by the presence of others whose company we may wish 
to join, but it is never conditioned by them; its impulse springs 
from the beginning which came into the world when we were 
born and to which we respond by beginning something new on 
our own initiative.! To act, in its most general sense, means to 
take an initiative, to begin (as the Greek word archein, "to begin," 
"to lead," and eventually "to rule," indicates) , to set something 
into motion (which is the original meaning of the Latin agere) . 
Because they are initium, newcomers and beginners by virtue of 
birth, men take initiative, are prompted into action. [ lnitium] ergo 
ut esset, creatus est homo, ante quem nul/us fuit ("that there be a 
beginning, man was created before whom there was nobody") , 
said Augustine in his political philosophy.2 This beginning is not 
the same as the beginning of the world; 3 it is not the beginning of 
something but of somebody, who is a beginner himself. With the 
creation of man, the principle of beginning came into the world 
itself, which, of course, is only another way of saying that the 
principle of freedom was created when man was created but not 
before. 

It is in the nature of beginning that something new is started 

1 .  This description is supported by recent findings in psychology and biology 
which also stress the inner affinity between speech and action, their spontaneity 
and practical purposelessness. See especially Arnold Gehlen, Der Mensch: Seine 
Natur und seine Stellung in der Welt (195 5), which gives an excellent summary of 
the results and interpretations of current scientific research and contains a wealth 
of valuable insights. That Gehlen, like the scientists upon whose results he bases 
his own theories, believes that these specifically human capabilities are also a 
"biological necessity," that is, necessary for a biologically weak and ill-fitted 
organism such as man, is another matter and need not concern us here. 

2. De civitate Dei xii . 20. 
3 .  According to Augustine, the two were so different that he used a different 

word to indicate the beginning which is man (initium) , designating the beginning 
of the world by principium, which is the standard translation for the first Bible 
verse. As can be seen from De civitate Dei xi. 32, the word principium carried for 
Augustine a much less radical meaning; the beginning of the world "does not 
mean that nothing was made before (for the angels were) ," whereas he adds 
explicitly in the phrase quoted above with reference to man that nobody was 
before him. 
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which cannot be expected from whatever may have happened 
before. This character of startling unexpectedness is inherent in 
all beginnings and in all origins . Thus, the origin of life from 
inorganic matter is an infinite improbability of inorganic proc
esses, as is the coming into being of the earth viewed from the 
standpoint of processes in the universe, or the evolution of human 
out of animal life .  The new always happens against the over
whelming odds of statistical laws and their probability, which for 
all practical, everyday purposes amounts to certainty; the new 
therefore always appears in the guise of a miracle. The fact that 
man is capable of action means that the unexpected can be expected 
from him, that he is able to perform what is infinitely improbable. 
And this again is possible only because each man is unique, so 
that with each birth something uniquely new comes into the 
world. With respect to this somebody who is unique it can be 
truly said that nobody was there before. If action as beginning 
corresponds to the fact of birth, if it is the actualization of the 
human condition of natality, then speech corresponds to the fact 
of distinctness and is the actualization of the human condition of 
plurality, that is , of living as a distinct and unique being among 
equals . 

Action and speech are so closely related because the primordial 
and specifically human act must at the same time contain the 
answer to the question asked of every newcomer : "Who are 
you? " This disclosure of who somebody is, is implicit in both his 
words and his deeds; yet obviously the affinity between speech 
and revelation is much closer than that between action and reve
lation, 4 just as the affinity between action and beginning is closer 
than that between speech and beginning, although many, and even 
most acts, are performed in the manner of speech. Without the 
accompaniment of speech, at any rate, action would not only lose 
its revelatory character, but, and by the same token, it would lose 
its subject, as it were; not acting men but performing robots 
would achieve what, humanly speaking, would remain incompre
hensible. Speechless action would no longer be action because 
there would no longer be an actor, and the actor, the doer of 

4. This is the reason why Plato says that lexis ("speech") adheres more closely 
to truth than praxis. 
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deeds, is possible only if he is at the same time the speaker of 
words. The action he begins is humanly disclosed by the word, 
and though his deed can be perceived in its brute physical appear
ance without verbal accompaniment, it becomes relevant only 
through the spoken word in which he identifies himself as the 
actor, announcing what he does, has done, and intends to do. 

No other human performance requires speech to the same 
extent as action. In all other performances speech plays a subordi
nate role, as a means of communication or a mere accompaniment 
to something that could also be achieved in silence. It is true that 
speech is extremely useful as a means of communication and in
f<)rmation, but as such it could be replaced by a sign language, 
which then might prove to be even more useful and expedient to 
convey certain meanings, as in mathematics and other scientific 
disciplines or in certain forms of teamwork. Thus, it is also true 
that man's capacity to act, and especially to act in concert, is  
extremely useful for purposes of self-defense or of pursuit of 
interests ; but if  nothing more were at stake here than to use action 
as a means to an end, it is obvious that the same end could be 
much more easily attained in mute violence, so that action seems 
a not very efficient substitute for violence, just as speech, from 
the viewpoint of sheer utility, seems an awkward substitute for 
sign language. 

In acting and speaking, men show who they are, reveal actively 
their unique personal identities and thus make t�eir appearance in 
the human world, while their physical identities appear without 
any activity of their own in the unique shape of the body and 
sound of the voice. This disclosure of "who" in contradistinction 
to "what" somebody is-his qualities, gifts, talents, and short
comings, which he may display or hide-is implicit in everything 
somebody says and does . It can be hidden only in complete silence 
and perfect passivity, but its disclosure can almost never be 
achieved as a wilful purpose, as though one possessed and could 
dispose of this "who" in the same manner he has and can dispose 
of his qualities . On the contrary, it is more than likely that the 
"who," which appears so clearly and unmistakably to others, 
remains hidden from the person himself, like the daimon in Greek 
religion which accompanies each man throughout his life, always 
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looking over his shoulder from behind and thus visible only to those 
he encounters .  

This revelatory quality of speech and action comes to the fore 
where people are with others and neither for nor against them
that is, in sheer human togetherness .  Although nobody knows 
whom he reveals when he discloses himself in deed or word, he 
must be willing to risk the disclosure, and this neither the doer of 
good works, who must be without self and preserve complete 
anonymity, nor the criminal, who must hide himself from others, 
can take upon themselves . Both are lonely figures, the one being 
for, the other against, all men; they, therefore, remain outside the 
pale of human intercourse and are, politically, marginal figures 
who usually enter the historical scene in times of corruption, dis
integration, and political bankruptcy. Because of its inherent 
tendency to disclose the agent together with the act, action needs 
for its full appearance the shining brightness we once called glory, 
and which is possible only in the public realm. 

Without the disclosure of the agent in the act, action loses its 
specific character and becomes one form of achievement among 
others . It is then indeed no less a means to an end than making is 
a means to produce an object. This happens whenever human 
togetherness is lost, that is, when people are only for or against 
other people, as for instance in modern warfare, where men go 
into action and use means of violence in order to achieve certain 
objectives for their own side and against the enemy. In these 
instances, which of course have always existed, speech becomes 
indeed "mere talk," simply one more means toward the end, 
whether it serves to deceive the enemy or to dazzle everybody 
with propaganda; here words reveal nothing, disclosure comes 
only from the deed itself, and this achievement, like all other 
achievements, cannot disclose the "who," the unique and distinct 
identity of the agent. 

In these instances action has lost the quality through which it 
transcends mere productive activity, which, from the humble 
making of use objects to the inspired creation of art works, has 
no more meaning than is revealed in the finished product and does 
not intend to show more than is plainly visible at the end of the 
production process .  Action without a name, a "who" attached to 
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it, is meaningless, whereas an art work retains its relevance 
whether or not we know the master's name. The monuments to 
the "Unknown Soldier" after World War I bear testimony to the 
then still existing need for glorification, for finding a "who," an 
identifiable somebody whom four years of mass slaughter should 
have revealed. The frustration of this wish and the unwillingness 
to resign oneself to the brutal fact that the agent of the war was 
actually nobody inspired the erection of the monuments to the 
"unknown," to all those whom the war had failed to make known 
and had robbed thereby, not of their achievement, but of their 
human dignity.5 

25 

T H E  W E B  O F  R E L A T I O N S H I P S  A N D  

T H E  E N A C T E D  S T O R I E S  

The manifestation of who the speaker and doer unexchangeably 
is, though it is plainly visible, retains a curious intangibility that 
confounds all efforts toward unequivocal verbal expression. The 
moment we want to say who somebody is, our very vocabulary 
leads us astray into saying what he is ;  we get entangled in a de
scription of qualities he necessarily shares with others like him; 
we begin to describe a type or a "character" in the old meaning 
of the word, with the result that his specific uniqueness escapes us . 

This frustration has the closest affinity with the well-known 
philosophic impossibility to arrive at a definition of man, all defi
nitions being determinations or interpretations of what man is, of 
qualities, therefore, which he could possibly share with other 
living beings, whereas his specific difference would be found in 
a determination of what kind of a "who" he is .  Yet apart from 
this philosophic perplexity, the impossibility, as it were, to 
solidify in words the living essence of the person as it shows 
itself in the flux of action and speech, has great bearing upon the 
whole realm of human affairs, where we exist primarily as acting 
and speaking beings . It excludes in principle our ever being able 
to handle these affairs as we handle things whose nature is at our 

5. William Faulkner's A Fable (1954) surpasses almost all of World War I 
literature in perceptiveness and clarity because its hero is the Unknown Soldier. 
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