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That is a community of fate, an affiliation which cannot be arbitrarily
dissolved. One may not allow the chains to be torn off ... It is surely a
puzzling phenomenon that we exist and introduced monotheism into the
world, that we were its witnesses and its bearers and have continued to
work at it — our significant minds and also the insignificant ones. No
single generation has the right to simply allow such chain to be torn off.
No, not a one.>
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The philosopher must perform his actual task, that of thinking, wholly
independent of such ties and inherited assumptions. He is obligated
solely to thinking. In term of methods, philosophy must be ‘atheistic’.
That does not mean dogmatically asserting ‘there is no God’. But it means

not allowing one's view to be dictated by matters of faith. To be a
philosopher and a Jew at same time — this implies a certain tension there

is no question about that. Now, my chosen profession really was
philosophical reflection, which means that one cannot permit anything to

Herlinde Koelbl, Jiidische Portraits: Photographien und Interviews, Frankfurt am Main 5
2010, pp. 170-171
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stand which is not validated by the means of knowledge provided by
philosophy itself.
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We opened this volume with the proposition that the philosophy of life
comprises the philosophy of organism and the philosophy of mind.’
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Atits end, and in the light of what we have learned, we may add a further
proposition, implied in that first one but setting a new task: a philosophy
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of mind comprises ethics—and through the continuity of mind with
organism and of organism with nature, ethics becomes part of the
philosophy of nature. This again is out of tune with modern belief.!0
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Is not man alone? Does not the seeming call to our moral being originate
in ourselves and merely come back to us from the putative scheme of
things as our reflected voice? Has not that scheme been endowed by us
with whatever meaning it may have for us?2
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Here, two different propositions are mixed into a dubious half-truth. True
it is that obligation cannot be without the idea of obligation, and true that
within the known world the capacity for that or any idea appears in man
alone: but it does not follow that the idea must therefore be an invention,
and cannot be a discovery. Nor does it follow that the rest of existence is
indifferent to that discovery: it may have a stake in it, and in virtue of that
stake may even be the ground of the obligation which man acknowledges
for himself. He would then be the executor of a trust which only he can
see, but did not create.#
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At any rate, the contention —almost axiomatic in the modern climate of
thoughts —that something like an “ought” can issue only from man and
is alien to everything outside him, is more than a descriptive statement: it
is part of a metaphysical position, which has never given full account of
itself. To ask for such account is to reopen the ontological question of
human within total existence.®
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It may have been premature despair which denied the doctrine of being
the power to yield a ground of obligation —for beings, of course, that are
pervious to obligation, and who must be there so that obligation can find
its respondent.’”
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Their divorce, which is the divorce of the “objective” and “subjective”
realms, is modern destiny. Their reunion can be effected, if at all, only
from the “objective” end, that is to say, through a revision of the idea of
nature. And it is becoming rather than abiding nature which would hold
out any such promise.
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From the immanent direction of its total evolution there may be elicited a
destination of man by whose term the person, in the act of fulfilling
himself, would at the same time realize a concern of universal substance.
... However that may be ... only an ethics which is grounded in the
breadth of being, not merely in the singularity or oddness of man, can
have significance in the scheme of things. ... However far, therefore, the
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ontological quest may have carried us outside man, into the general
theory of being and of life, it did not really move away from ethics, but
searched for its possible foundation.!
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The imperative of responsibility owes its tremendous influence, if I am
not mistaken, not to its philosophical framework but rather to the general
recognition... that something could get wrong with the human race, that
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it was even on the verge of putting its own existence in jeopardy through
ever increasing technical intervention in nature....I have the impression
that the newly awaking and highly justified fear of such threats accounts
for the success of my book, while I doubt my ontological philosophy has
much effect.*
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Jonas' arguments typically move back and forth between ontology,
epistemology, scientific facts and ethics. This is uncharacteristic of our
age. Jonas is decidedly out of step with the times. What accounts for Jonas'
"going it alone" and whose footsteps should you we follow? The key, I
think, is Jonas' fundamental approach to first-hand, immediate
experience and his conception of the relation of philosophy and theory to
such experience. ... Philosophical theory ought to be generated out of
human experience, which in turn it more or less adequately interprets.?
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Strachan Donnelley, ‘Hans Jonas, the Philosophy of Nature, and the Ethics of %
Responsibility’, Social Research 56 no. 3 (1989), p. 654
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In light of the connection between existential experience and philosophy
to which Jonas repeatedly called attention, the biographical elements
acquire decisive significance for illuminating the Jewish dimensions of his
work. The intellectual direction of his philosophical thinking, with its
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discontinuities but also its fundamental consistency, which can be found
in the central motif of human beings’ responsibility for the life of the
world, understood as the “Creation”, cannot be appreciated fully unless
one recognizes his origins as German Jew and his life as an émigré. Part
of Jonas's life experience is his decision to embrace Zionism, brought
about by his early encounters with antisemitism and his sense of being a
stranger in Germany ... This account leaves no doubt to the significance
of Jonas’s Jewish identity for his life ‘s work.?”
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