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For a reader versed in the Anglo-Saxon tradition of political philosophy, the Czech philosopher, Jan Patočka appears as a paradoxical figure.  A champion of human rights, he seems to present himself and his philosophy in quite traditional terms.  He speaks of the “soul,” its “care,” and of “living in truth.”  Such concepts are intertwined with his insistence on the unconditional character of morality.  Yet, in his proposal for an “asubjective” phenomenology, he seems to undermine the notion of a subject of such rights.  The question that thus confronts any reader of Patočka is, then, how to reconcile the Patočka who was a spokesman of the Charter 77 movement with the proponent of asubjective phenomenology.  What, in fact, is the conception of selfhood that allows him to affirm both human rights and deny what has been traditionally conceived as the subject of such rights?

Before I attempt to answer this question, let me take a moment to sharpen this paradox.  Patočka, speaking of the obligation to resist injustice, writes “that there are things for which it is worthwhile to suffer,” namely “those which make life worthwhile.”
  His reference is to our human rights.  It is because they are essential to our humanity that it is worthwhile suffering for them.  Confronting them, we confront a moral imperative.  As the Charter states: “The idea of human rights is nothing other than the conviction that even states, even society as a whole, are subject to the sovereignty of moral sentiment: that they recognize something unconditional that is higher than they are, something that is binding even on them, sacred, inviolable.”
  This unconditionality comes from the absolute priority of the moral standpoint.  For the Charter, “the point of morality is to assure not the functioning of society but the humanity of humans.  Humans do not invent morality arbitrarily to suit their needs, wishes, inclinations, and aspirations.  Quite the contrary, it is morality that defines what being human means.”
 Thus, such rights claim our unconditional allegiance because they are prior to us.  Were they posterior, it would be senseless to risk one’s life in their defense.  Were we to die for them, we would be sacrificing our humanity for the sake of one of its effects or products.  As definitive of our humanity, however, they have a claim on us as humans.  The “truth” of the moral sentiments that they embody is not optional, not something we can dispense with and still maintain our humanity.  

This can be put in terms of their relation to Patočka’s account of the “care of the soul.”  For the Greeks, according to Patočka, the point of morality was such care.  Its object was the “health” of the soul, morality being what maintains this.  Thus, starting with Democrates, we have the conception of the soul facing a choice: “The soul … can either, in its care for itself, give itself fixed shape [feste Gebilde] or it can, neglecting itself and eschewing all education [έ, abandon itself to the indefinite, to the lack of limits of desire and pleasure.”
  When it chooses the latter course, the soul undermines itself.  Abandoning itself to its desires, it loses its health.  Like a diseased body, it no longer maintains its figure.
  This implies that morality and the soul must be thought together.  In Patočka’s words, “The soul is that for which good and evil have a sense.  The soul can only exist if the good exists, for its basic movement is towards the good.  But, to reverse this, the good, as the goal and endpoint of striving, only has a sense if there is such a movement of the soul.”

The relation between these conceptions and Patočka’s insistence on the unconditional character of the morality underlying human rights seems readily apparent.  When we conceive such morality as care for the soul, its character of assuring “the humanity of humans” is clear.  Such humanity is the very health of the soul.  As such, it is the point of human rights.  The violation of human rights is, then, the violation of such care; furthermore, the states that violate these rights undermine the object of such care, this being the very humanity of their own citizens.  The imperative to resist them comes, then, from this humanity.  Such humanity, understood in terms of the soul’s “fixed shape,” stands as a clear guide for our moral obligations. 

What then is this “soul,” how can we understand it?  One thing that it is definitely not is Husserlian subjectivity.  Contrasting his asubjective, with Husserl’s subjective phenomenology, Patočka writes that for Husserl “[t]he appearing of a being is traced back to the subjective (to the ego, experience, representation, thought) as the ultimate basis of its elucidation.”  By contrast, “[i]n asubjective phenomenology, we take the subject, like everything else, to be ‘result.”  Its appearing results from the same “apriori rules of appearing” that govern other things.
  One of these rules is that appearing demands a subject to whom things appear.  Yet, this subject, Patočka writes, “in no way signifies a real entity, but only a definite position that an entity occupies; it signifies a role in manifestation that the entity assumes.”
  It is simply a structural feature demanded by the notion of appearing.  Thus, the perspectival appearing of the world demands, as a correlate, a definitely situated observer.  The flow of perspectives gives this viewpoint “a definite position.”  As for the entity that has this viewpoint, his or her “role” is to apprehend the world.  This is the “concrete subject.”  Is such a subject, a subject of human rights?  Is it the “soul” that is the object of “care”?  It hardly seems so, given its causally determined nature.  According to Patočka, “Concrete subjects are things among things, standing, in fact, in a causal context [Kausalzusammenhang] with the other things of the world; and this context is a specific one: it concentrates the effects [of the other things] in specific, highly differentiated, acting organs [those of the senses and the brain], and thereby actualizes the possibility of letting a perspectival world appear, a world that appears to someone.”


The difficulty of combining these remarks with Patočka’s championship of human rights is obvious.  The subject, understood as a mere position, has no rights.  It is not, in fact, even a reality.  But “the concrete subject, taken as a causal factor,”
 is equally unqualified to be the subject of such rights.  As a causally determined, it is not free.  Thus, it can neither be said to resist the imposition of tyranny nor can it be considered to be capable of sacrificing itself for something higher than itself.  As causally determined entity, it is, in fact, incapable of self-reflection.  It has no more access to the inner workings of its mind than it has to the workings of its digestive system.  In Patočka’s words, “the concrete subject as a causal factor does not appear to itself” through reflection.  It only appears as a perspectivally given thing among things.
  The subject of human rights must then be thought in different terms than these.  Neither the Husserlian, transcendental observer of the world nor the causally determined subject of natural science is, for Patočka, appropriate for its description.  How then are we to think of the subject of human rights?  

To understand Patočka’s approach, let me turn to a dilemma that George Berkeley faced in trying to describe the subject.  Berkeley was famous for having asserted that “to be is to be perceived.”  The arguments he advances for the reduction of being to the perception of being need not concern us.  It is sufficient to recall that the elimination of a material substrate for our perceptions—which he calls “ideas”—does not imply for him that such “ideas” float in the air.  Something must support them, this being mind or spirit.  For Berkeley, these perceptions or “ideas” demand a perceiver, “it being perfectly unintelligible, and involving all the absurdity of abstraction,” to give them “an existence independent of a spirit.
”  Does this mean that a spirit, in order to be, has to be perceived?  This is the difficulty.  As Berkeley remarks, “A spirit is … [an] active being ... Hence there can be no idea formed of a soul or spirit; for all ideas whatever being passive and inert (Vide sect. 25), they cannot represent unto us, by way of image or likeness, that which acts.”
  To translate this into modern, phenomenological terms, we can say that the idea or perception is passive by virtue of being temporally fixed.  Occurring at a specific moment, it sinks into pastness with that moment.  As it does so, its content remains unchanged.  This is its being “inert.”  To call it such is to say that, having occurred, it is incapable of newness.  For Berkeley, this is the very opposite of soul or spirit considered as an active principle.  We cannot capture its activity in an image or idea, since to do so would be to fix it and, hence, to lose it.
  

In Husserl’s phenomenology, the problem of apprehending the perceiver appears in his discussions of the “anonymity” of the functioning ego or subject.  Such anonymity follows from the nature of the perceptual process, which, as a process, necessarily takes time.  Thus, a vanishing momentary experience does not suffice for perception.  To perceive something, I must synthesize my experiences, i.e., connect them together and assign them a referent.  In other words, when I perceive an object, I am actually doing two things.  I am picking out a pattern of perceptions-normally, one that is arranged perspectivally—and I am taking these perceptions as perceptions of a given object.  If, however, I apply this procedure to my ego, I find that I grasp myself, not as I am, but as I was.  The living, functioning ego is now.  As such, it has moved on in the time it took me to engage in such synthesis.  For Husserl, this means that the living ego “is, as a matter of principle, not directly perceivable.”  It “is graspable only … after the fact.”
  Patočka was deeply aware of this problem.  The question of Husserlian self-reflection is, he writes, “whether [the I] will be grasped in its functioning, in its role of the reflecting I,” or only as an “I that is reflected upon.”
  In fact, the actually functioning ego cannot be grasped.  This point follows since, as Patočka writes, “the functioning I is a process,” yet “self-grasping,” if it is to follow the Husserlian model of perception, “is always a reification of something.”  This means that it transposes the self “from a live process into a product, from creative to created, from [something] subjectival to [something] objectival.”


The essence of this impasse is that experiences are inert.  We do not change this fact when we synthesize them and identify them with a referent.  This referent, taken as a self, shares their inertness.  It is the subject qua experienced—that is, qua fixed in a given time and departing with this time into the past.  It is not the subject as a presently functioning experiencer.  The key, here, as Kierkegaard and afterwards Patočka realized, is that as functioning, as acting, the subject exists.  What do we mean by existence?  As Kant famously noted, existence is no real predicate.  It is not a real feature of the world, i.e., some color, shape or sound of objects.
  The same holds with regard to our own existence.  It is none of the contents that our self-experience presents to us.  How, then, do we grasp that we exist—i.e., grasp our existence as acting?  The answer is not through our experiences as such, but rather through their flow, their motion.  This holds even if we assert with Patočka that all the contents of our consciousness are externally provided, i.e., are drawn from the appearing world.  What is not drawn from this world is their particular movement.  Such movement comes from ourselves, that is, from our own bodily motion—for example, our entering a room, taking a chair, turning our heads, and so on.  With each such new movement, new contents appear.  The motion of such contents points to our motion, to our existence as moving ourselves.  

Kierkegaard puts this relation between motion and existence in terms of the fact that faith involves not just what you know, but what you are.  The statements, “I am a Buddhist” or “I am a Christian,” are not statements of knowledge, but rather of existence.  They state what one is.  One is a Christian by having a relation to Jesus.  This relation is not that of knowledge, but rather that of imitation.  A person relates to Jesus by imitating him in his charity, selflessness, etc., thereby practicing his style or motion of existence.  The underlying insight here is, as Kierkegaard writes, “Existence without motion is unthinkable.”
  Motion, however, demands continuity.  In Kierkegaard’s words: “Inasmuch as existence is motion, it holds true that there is indeed a continuity that holds the motion together, because otherwise there is no motion” (ibid., p. 312).  His point is that for there to be motion, there must be a continuity, one given by the style of moving.  But such a style, in giving continuity to motion, makes possible existence as motion.  It does this by giving us the identity across the moments of time.  This is the identity of a distinct style of movement, for example, the style that makes someone exist as a Christian.

In his 1969 article, “What is Existence?” Patočka brings up Kierkegaard only to turn from him to an Aristotle colored by his reading of Heidegger.  He remarks that “existence is here not sufficiently defined.  The deepest ground is still missing” in Kierkegaard’s exposition.
  This ground is the fact that “I am responsible for my being, that it is such that I can be responsible for it.”  It is such because my existence is not simply given.  It is not an existentia taken as a realization of a given essentia.  Rather “it stands much closer to Aristotle’s energia and entelechia, that is, to being as a kind of self-actualization.”  By this he means that, for Aristotle, “existence is itself its own goal, it returns to itself through its own activity, it is a self-related act.”
  The Aristotle that Patočka refers to here is one that he has reworked for his own needs.  To understand how existence can be conceived as a “self-related act,” we have to turn to his earlier, 1965 article on “Aristotle’s conception of movement.”  He writes there that for Aristotle, “movement is what gives things the being that they are; movement is a fundamental ontological factor.”
  This is because movement is actualization.  The actualization of ourselves as living beings, involves, for example, the flow of blood in our veins, the movement of respiration, of digestion, in short, all the organic movements that are essential for our being alive.  Beyond this, it embraces the movements of our limbs, of our organs of perception and so on.  All are, in Patočka’s words, “movements tied to the fundamental functions of organisms.  In our case, they include “language, the movement that by its composition and decomposition, seizes upon or lets escape the real relations between things and their qualifications.”  They also include the movements of “artistic mimesis,” for examples, those of singing, dancing, drawing, etc.
  All these movements, and many others besides, go into making a person be what he or she is.  

For Aristotle, movement is always movement towards a goal.  But in Patočka’s interpretation, this goal is not something not yet attained, but rather “always already given.”
  This is because the goal for a being is “everything that it accomplishes.”  As such, the goal is “its very being,” the being that such movements realize.  This means, Patočka writes, that “movement is not basically a progression from this to that, but rather a kind of moving in place ... It is simultaneously the presence of the goal and the movement towards it.”
  Such descriptions recall the poet, W. B. Yeats’ line, “How can you tell the dancer from the dance?”  One dances just to dance, and the dancer exists in the dance.  Existence, qua actualization, and motion are, in this view, the same.  As Patočka interprets Aristotle, “Movement is not simply what realizes goals, it itself is a goal.”
  This is why the existence that movement realizes is a “self-related act.”

This does not mean that movement does not suffer constraints.  What Aristotle terms the “essence” of a being serves as “the unitary framework for all the movements that occur in a being.”
  This essence determines which movements can be simultaneously present as well as the order of their succession.  Thus, “the essence of a plant is such that it can only realize its main functions, those of growth and reproduction, successively in an order typical for it.”
  Although the goal specified by the essence is different for different species, it is, in a broad sense, the same for all living beings.  It is the actualization of all that the being can be within the framework of its essence.  In Patočka’s words, the goal is “the maximum of the qualifications simultaneously determining the same substrate, the maximum of presence.”  It is also “the most stable or durable presence.”
  The mention of presence brings to the fore one final aspect of Patočka’s interpretation of Aristotle.  Taking presence as manifestation, he asserts that for Aristotle “movement is essentially tied not just to the determination of a substrate … but also to its disclosure.”  Given that “being is being manifest,” one can say that the movement that realizes a being also discloses it.  Thus, for Patočka’s Aristotle, “Movement is the basis of all manifestation.”  It is, in fact, “what establishes the identity between being and appearing.

It was only later that Patočka made these insights of Aristotle his own.  When he did, they reappeared in the context of his asubjective phenomenology.
  This context is, in important respects, Heideggarian.  The assertions that I earlier quoted, namely that “I am responsible for my being” and that my being “is such that I can be responsible for it,” are essentially Heideggarian.  They follow from the fact that, for Heidegger, my being is the result of my choices.  It is not something given beforehand; it is, rather, what I have to accomplish through my various life projects.
  To make Aristotle fit into this framework, Patočka writes, “we need to radicalize Aristotle’s conception of movement.”
  For Aristotle, “Change, movement is possible only because something persists through it.”  But, “[t]he movement of our existence cannot be understood that way.”  It cannot because there is no underlying, persisting subject of our movement.  In Patočka’s words, “The possibilities that ground movement have no preexisting bearer, no necessary referent standing statically at their foundation.”
  They cannot if our being is a result of the choices that we realize through our motion.  Thus, while “[a] movement … is a possibility being realized, [a] transiting into reality, … it is not,” Patočka writes, “a possibility belonging to something that already exists but rather of something that is not yet present.”  In this, it is “reminiscent of the movement of a melody.”
  The melody does not just consist in its notes.  Rather it exists in their movement.  The movement realizes the melody.  Thus, the melody does not exist before the movement.  We perceive it in the movement of the notes.
  To translate this into our grasp of a person is to assert that we apprehend her through the style of her movement.  This style is what makes her existence unique given that existence is the result of such movement.  Such movement consists not just in our broad life projects, such as attaining some profession, being a parent, etc.  The “notes,” so to speak that make it up are all the little gestures and phrases that fill our daily lives—a characteristic way of smiling, a certain way of saying something: all of this contributes to a person’s existence in its uniqueness.  

I began this lecture by inquiring into the nature of the subject of human rights.  Such a subject cannot be the Husserlian transcendental observer understood as the subject to whom the world appears; neither can it be the causally determined subject of natural science.  As I earlier remarked, the former does not act; the latter is not free.  Patočka’s phenomenology becomes asubjective by, in fact, rejecting both alternatives in its account of our human existence.  For it, the subject of human rights is a specific movement of existence—one that actualizes our humanity.  Patočka describes it as having three levels: first there is the movement of our “instinctive-affective” relations to our family and the world, then there is the movement “carried out in the region of human work.”  Finally, we have that third movement by which we grasp and shape our existence through our deliberate choices.
  Political rights pertain especially to this third movement.  

To grasp Patočka’s position, we must first note that, for Patočka, the study of such movements is phenomenology.  His goal, he writes, “is a philosophy of a distinct kind, one which takes movement as its basic concept and principle.  … What is distinctive about our attempt is our interpretation of movement; we understand it independently of the dichotomy between subject and object,” i.e., between “on the one hand, an objective world, complete, self-enclosed—and, on the other hand, a subject perceiving this world.”
  Prior to both is appearing as such.  But such appearing is, itself, to be understood in terms of motion.  Given this, what unifies phenomenology in all its varied forms is, he later writes, the “the study of the movement of the appearing of everything that is.”
  This point can be put in terms of the fact that appearing requires someone to whom things appear.  This is not Husserl’s transcendental observer, but rather the person understood as a multi-layered motion of existence.  By virtue of such motion, the world appears.  It has its structure as a horizon with its foreground-background structure precisely because through our bodily motion in the world, we can bring things close, that is, make what was the background into a foreground, one that appears with a new background, a new place to which we can move.  As we do move, the appearing of the world unfolds itself.  Abstractly considered, the world is simply, in Patočka’s phrase, “an open field of possibilities.”  What transforms these into appearing is our “I can.”  Thus, because I can use water to douse a fire, it can appear as such.  Because, I can use it for drinking and bathing, it can also manifest these aspects.  This, of course, does not mean that every possibility is open to me.  Possibilities belong to the world.  I cannot create them.  I can only disclose them as means for my projects.
  Such disclosure is, however, not static.  My “I can” changes with the technology available to me and, with it, the appearing of the world.  Thus, I can now look through a microscope or look out of the window of a plane—possibilities that were not available to previous ages.

To translate this into the political realm is to see it in terms of its appearing, that is, in terms of the public space of political action.  Here, we have to ask: what is the motion that maintains this space?  How does such space relate to human beings in their specific, multilayered motion of existence?  According to Patočka, the motion that maintains this space is that of questioning and calling into question.
  It is the motion by which we disclose the possibilities of the world and, hence, of ourselves through our free choices.  In the political realm, such disclosure requires the open discussion of possible courses of action.  In the back and forth of contending views, the public space of political action appears.  It is a space in which things are considered in the light of the multiple, contending possibilities for their disclosure.  They “vibrate,” as it were, with the different uses they can be put to.  Political life is, here, as Patočka remarks, “from freedom” and “for freedom.”
  It is from freedom, since it proceeds from open debate.  It is for freedom since it wills itself, that is, wills the continuance of the motion through which such public space appears.  As such, it manifests the human existence that we heard Patočka describe in the Aristotelian terms of energia and entelechia.  As we cited him, “existence is itself its own goal, it returns to itself through its own activity, it is a self-related act.”
In his defense of human rights, Patočka saw the health of the soul in terms of the motion that realized this self-related existence.  In his view, such motion does not just allow public space to appear, it allows us to maximize our own presence, that is, actualize all that we can collectively be in a sustainable and relatively stable manner.  Care of the soul, in the broad sense, is care for this motion.
  The human rights that are essential to our humanity are essential to it.  Such rights as freedom of assembly, petition, speech and the press are necessary conditions for public space and action.  As such, they are essential to our self-realization as social and political beings.  They are, in some sense, the “essence,” the framework, in which the defining motion of our existence occurs.  To die for them, Patočka thought, is to sacrifice our lives for our own humanity.  
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� 	Ibid., p. 153.  The underlying connection between Aristotle’s conception of movement and his notion of appearing as such stems from the fact that neither can be considered to be a being.  According to Patočka, “manifesting in itself, in that which makes it manifesting, is not reducible, cannot be converted into anything that manifests itself in manifesting.  Manifesting is, in itself, something completely original” (Plato and Europe, trans. Petr Lom [Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002], p. 24.  It is not some objective material structure.  It is also not the structure of mind or consciousness.  Both exist and both can manifest themselves.  But “showing itself is not any of these things that show themselves, whether it is a psychic or physical object” (ibid., p. 22).  In a word, it is not a being.  The same holds for movement as Aristotle conceived it.  While a being posseses an “ontological singularity in the sense that its concept tends to close up on itself with regard to its determination such that, becoming an autonomous substance, its existence only requires a finite number of terms, movement, by contrast, … excludes such closure.”  It “exceeds all determination in the direction of the in-finite, of the universe of everything that is” (Papiers Phénoménologiques, p. 29).  Thus, “movement … is not itself a reality in the same sense as determinate realities” (ibid., p. 42).  What it is is the realization of such entities—this, regardless of their determinations.  In Patočka’s words, “Le mouvement est donc ce qui rend l'étant ce qu'il est. C'est le mouvement qui unifie, entretient la cohésion, synthétise les déterminations de l'étant. La persistance, la succession des déterminations à même un substrat, etc., sont des mouvements” (ibid., p. 31).  Given this, Patočka can describe manifestation as such in terms of movement—for example, the movement of Dasein in disclosing the world, without reducing it to a feature of being.


� 	“En suivant le cheminement que nous avons esquissé, nous ne songeons pas à remplacer tout bonnement un système phénoménologique par un autre. Nous exprimons plutôt notre foi en l'unité de la phénoménologie qui demeure, sous des espèces variées, l'étude du mouvement de la manifestation de tout ce qui est” (“Postface, ” Le monde naturel comme un problème philosophique, trans, Jaromír Danek and Henri Declève [The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1976], p. 179.


� 	“Ce n'est donc pas moi qui crée les possibilités, mais les possibilités qui me créent. Les possibilités viennent à moi du dehors, du monde qui est pour elles un cadre dans lequel les choses se montrent comme moyens et moi- même comme réalisateur des fins auxquelles servent ces moyens” (Papiers Phénoménologiques, p. 120).


� 	See Heretical Essays in the Philosophy of History, trans. Erazim Kohák, ed. James Dodd (Chicago: Open Court Publishing, 1996), pp. 63-4.


� 	Ibid., p. 142.


� 	Equally, it is a care for the manifesting that results from our motion.  In Patočka’s words, “Care of the soul is fundamentally care that follows from the proximity of man to manifesting, to the phenomenon as such, the manifesting of the world in its whole, that occurs within man, with man” (Plato and Europe, p. 27).  
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