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                 Pato č ka in 1968. Photo by Dagmar Hochov á . Copyright Jan Pato  č  ka Archive. 
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 Pato  č  ka teaches an underground seminar in 1976, with Ivan Chvat í k (pictured) and 
other students. Photo by Jan Endr í s. Copyright Jan Pato  č  ka Archive. 

 Pato  č  ka with Irena Mich ň  á kov á  and Karel Kos í k in 1976. Copyright Jan Pato  č  ka 
Archive. 
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 I fi rst came across the work of the Czech philosopher Jan Pato  č  ka 
(1907–77) in the early noughties when I read a passing reference to his 
concept of “putting soul in the city.” This struck a chord with me, because 
my work running an arts charity frequently involves me in arguing for the 
vital importance of the arts and culture to a successful modern society. I also 
learned that Pato  č  ka had been an important infl uence on V á clav Havel and 
his concept of “living in truth.” In fact, Pato  č  ka had been the most famous 
signatory of Charter 77, the human rights petition that also brought Havel 
to prominence as someone resisting authoritarian oppression in communist 
Czechoslovakia, and Pato  č  ka’s ideas fed into the success of the “Velvet 
Revolution” and the fall of communism in 1989. It seemed clear that his 
ideas remain important and intensely relevant to life in the twenty-fi rst 
century. 

 Spurred into action, I purchased the best (and effectively only) general 
introduction to the work of Pato  č  ka written in English, by Edward F. 
Findlay. I was delighted to learn that Pato  č  ka’s hero was Socrates, and that 
his ideas were grounded in the idea of the ancient Athenian  polis , or political 
community. My work in the arts had already convinced me that I was 
engaged in a social capital building project, and that championing the arts 
was inseparable from championing a civil society based on active citizenship. 
Like Socrates, Pato  č  ka places the concept of “care for the soul” at the heart 
of his philosophical ideas. In fact, this concept is at the heart of the argument 
he is making for a new more human politics, and he awards the arts a 
privileged role in accessing the meanings that provide us with a basis for 
moral action in the world. Here, I thought, was a philosopher whose ideas 
could help restore the arts to their rightful place at the heart of our 
democracy. 

 However, my interest in the philosopher quickly came up against a major 
obstacle. With the exception of a few pieces in academic publications, none 
of Pato  č  ka’s original texts were available in English translation. Outside 
the British Library Reading Room, it was diffi cult to get hold of any of his 
writings. I came to the view that there was a need for a selected edition 
of some of Pato  č  ka’s key texts in English translation. This might have 
remained a pipe dream were it not for the team I was fortunate to be able to 
bring together for the translation project. In Alex Zucker, the project has 
benefi ted from one of the very best translators from Czech into English, 

   FOREWORD  

  Graham Henderson  
  Chief Executive of The Rimbaud and Verlaine Foundation  
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someone who has a natural feel for the clarity and precision of Pato  č  ka’s 
language. In the Czech Republic, we have received the unstinting support 
of the Pato  č  ka Archive, and in particular of Ivan Chvat í k, who has been 
able to comment on the translations from a position of unrivaled knowledge 
of Pato  č  ka and his texts. It has been a great pleasure working with them 
both. 

 In the UK, the project has been delighted to work with Erin Plunkett 
from the University of Hertfordshire, and to benefi t from her academic 
knowledge. She has been able to ensure that the translations of texts by 
Pato  č  ka recognize this wider context, and she has been able to indicate 
where terms used by him echo or refer back to the ideas of Husserl 
and Heidegger, with whose ideas Pato  č  ka was deeply engaged. She has 
brought great energy to the project and has added grace and nuance to the 
translated texts. 

 We have also been lucky to be able to work with Bloomsbury in producing 
this selected edition of texts by Pato  č  ka for publication. I am grateful to Liza 
Thompson, Lucy Russell, and their colleagues at Bloomsbury for ensuring 
that this bold project has become a reality. 

 I would also like to express my warmest gratitude to the Czech Ministry 
of Culture, the Sekyra Foundation in the Czech Republic, and the Jan 
Michalski Foundation in Switzerland, without whose generous funding we 
would have been unable to embark on the detailed and time-intensive 
process of translating Pato  č  ka. Among other things, this project has 
demonstrated a business model by means of which important foreign-
language texts can be translated and published for the attention of an 
English-speaking audience. It is a model I believe will be emulated by other 
projects in the future. 

 The publication of this book is undoubtedly a “red letter day” for my 
charity. Most of the essays it contains are being made available in English 
for the very fi rst time. It gives me particular pleasure that this edition includes 
some of Pato  č  ka’s most important essays about the arts, including “Limping 
Pilgrim” and “The Writer’s Concern.” The insights in these inform directly 
the ongoing work my colleagues and I do in championing the arts. I believe 
that they have the potential to contribute both to civil society and to the 
articulation of new understandings and solutions. 

 I am delighted to note that work on this project has already stimulated a 
fl urry of new academic writing about Pato  č  ka’s contributions to thinking 
about the arts and aesthetics, both in the Czech Republic and internationally, 
notably in a special edition of  Bohemica Litteraria , volume 23. 

 My original vision was for this book to be piled high on the “new ideas” 
table at the front of major bookstores in the UK and North America. It 
would be great if booksellers give it this kind of billing, which it certainly 
deserves. Pato  č  ka’s thought world is rich and subtle, and occasionally dives 
into complex areas of phenomenology. This does not alter the fact that his 
ideas are important and topical. Although he does not provide easy answers, 
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his philosophy goes to the heart of our contemporary political, social, 
ecological, and spiritual crises. The more people engage with his thinking, 
the better placed we shall be to interrogate our contemporary post-Covid 
world. In the process, readers may also benefi t personally, as I have, from 
refocusing their attention on “care for the soul.”  



 Our warmest thanks go to all who made this book possible, including the 
Jan Pato  č  ka Archive, the Rimbaud and Verlaine Foundation, the Institute of 
Philosophy of the Czech Academy of Sciences, the Czech Ministry of Culture, 
the Jan Michalski Foundation, the Sekyra Foundation the University of 
Hertfordshire, and the Embassy of the Czech Republic in London. Thank 
you to Eric Manton, Jozef Majern í k, and the late Erazim Koh á k for allowing 
us to edit and publish their translations in this volume. Many thanks to 
Ludger Hagedorn and the Institut f ü r die Wissenschaften vom Menschen 
along with the participants of the 2019 IWM Pato  č  ka workshop. Thanks 
also to Francesco Tava, Maria Balaska, and Robert Penney for their insight 
and generosity. Finally, love and thanks to Eugenio and Luca.  
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 Translating these works was truly a collective effort—more than any project 
I have worked on to date. Given that I am not a philosopher, Ivan Chvat í k 
and Erin Plunkett’s feedback and suggestions were indispensable in terms of 
both meaning and stylistic considerations. The two of them reviewed every 
draft of every one of my twelve translations for this volume, and their 
expertise and understanding of the nuances of translation benefi ted my 
work tremendously. 

 Every translation is an act of interpretation, the translator’s personal 
reading of the text. Still, there are terms in Pato  č  ka’s writing with established 
meanings that need to be respected, and even more so when it comes to 
concepts fi rst formulated in German, which have standard translations in 
English. Examples of these include  byt í   (“being” or, pace Heidegger, “Being,” 
depending on the context) vs.  jsoucno  (“a being,” “existence,” or, as it is 
rendered in some translations of Pato  č  ka, “the existent” or “what-is”); and, 
from Husserl’s phenomenology of temporality,  podr ž ov á n í   (“retention”) 
and  anticipace  (“protention”). 

 The questions that arise in the process of translation concern not only the 
sense of a text, but also its sensibility. A recurring question in terms of 
sensibility for the essays in this volume was how to translate the word    č  lov  ě  k , 
which occurs frequently. Distinct from the word  mu ž  , most often translated as 
“man” or “husband,” depending on the context,    č  lov  ě  k , referring to humans 
collectively, or in the abstract, is typically rendered in English as “person,” 
“human,” “man,” or “one.” (It also appears in the term     Č   lov  ě  k moudr ý   or 
   Člov  ě  k   rozumn ý  , what English speakers refer to as  Homo sapiens .) The Czech 
language has three genders for nouns: masculine, feminine, and neuter.    Člov  ě  k    
is masculine in gender but, unlike  mu ž  , doesn’t necessarily call to mind “a 
man” in the gendered sense. I decided early on that, given the aim of this 
volume as Graham conceived it, highlighting “a philosopher whose ideas 
could help restore the arts to their rightful place at the heart of our democracy,” 
with care for the soul his central concern, the language of my translations had 
to be explicitly inclusive of all people, meaning it had to be gender-nonbinary. 
Therefore I’ve used “humans,” “human beings,” “humanity,” and “one” to 
translate    č  lov ě k , as well as “they”—rather than “he,” “she,” “s/he,” or “he or 
she”—as the third-person singular personal pronoun. 

 Although in the popular view, translation is about fi nding “the right 
words,” in reality it’s mainly a matter of style. This isn’t to say you don’t 
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need the right words for a translation to be convincing. But the right words 
aren’t enough. It also depends on their order, the structure of the sentences, 
the rhythm and pacing. These are personal elements, even in nonfi ction. 
Pato   č   ka adheres to a high-formal style, but fi ve of the essays in this collection 
were originally delivered as lectures: “Limping Pilgrim Josef     Č    apek,” “Art 
and Time,” “On the Principle of Scientifi c Conscience,” “The Dangers of 
Technicization in Science,” and “The Spiritual Person and the Intellectual.” 
To me this comes through in Pato   č   ka’s conversational transitions and 
frequent asides: “Let us now,” “I will turn,” “it seems to me,” “as I see it.” At 
times, I could feel myself wanting to ignore these seemingly superfl uous 
fragments, to pare down the text, keep “only what matters.” I never had the 
opportunity to hear Pato   č   ka speak, but these bits surfaced a picture of him 
in my mind that I found myself drifting off to whenever I was in the midst 
of his words. Of course, I hope my translations enable readers to engage 
with the powerful and inspiring ideas and themes of Pato   č   ka’s work. But 
beyond that, to me, my translations would be a success if they bring to life 
not only the ideas of the man but the man himself. Enjoy. 

 Alex Zucker 
 Brooklyn, NY  



 1907 Born in Turnov, now Czech Republic, then part of the 
Austro-Hungarian Empire. 

 1914–18 The First World War leads to the Russian Revolution, the 
break-up of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and the birth of 
new nation states across Eastern Europe. 

 1918 An independent Czechoslovak Republic is established as a 
multi-ethnic democracy by Edvard Bene š , Milan R.  Š tef á nik, 
and philosopher turned statesman Tom á  š  Masaryk, who 
served as the country’s fi rst president. 

 1925 Pato   č   ka matriculates in Romance studies, Slavonic studies, 
and Philosophy at Charles University in Prague. 

 1928–9 Studies at the Sorbonne in Paris. 

  First meeting with Husserl, who presented his  Cartesian 
Meditations  at the Sorbonne in February 1929. 

  First published article: “French Philosophy” in the journal 
   Č  esk á  mysl . 

 1930 Works as assistant to philosopher J. B. Koz á k at Charles 
University. 

 1932 Graduates in June from Charles University with a 
dissertation on Husserl’s concept of evidence, supervised by 
J. B. Koz á k: “The Concept of Evidence and its Signifi cance 
for Noetics.” 

  Spends winter semester on Humboldt research fellowship 
in Berlin. 

 1933 Continuing his Humboldt fellowship, Pato   č   ka studies in 
Freiburg with Husserl and Heidegger. 

  Meets and befriends Eugen Fink, Husserl’s assistant. 

 1933 Adolf Hitler becomes German Chancellor, and the Nazis 
come to power in Germany. 

 1933–4 Pato   č   ka teaches at Hellichova grammar school in Prague. 

   TIMELINE  
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TIMELINExviii

  Founding member of Czech-German Prague Philosophy 
Circle ( Cercle philosophique de Prague pour les recherches 
sur l’entendement humain ); member of Prague Linguistic 
Circle (led by Vil é m Mathesius). 

 1934–9 Czech secretary of  Cercle philosophique de Prague . Emil 
Utitz was the German Chairman. 

 1935 Organizes Husserl’s lectures in Prague, later published as 
 Crisis of the European Sciences and Transcendental 
Phenomenology . 

 1936 Appointed associate professor at Charles University. 

  Habilitation (post-doctoral) thesis: “The Natural World as a 
Philosophical Problem,” responding to Husserl’s conception 
of the natural world. 

 1937 Marries Helena Matou š kov á . 

  Appointed managing editor of philosophy journal     Č   esk á  
mysl . 

  Attends Ninth International Congress of Philosophy in Paris. 

  On his return, visits the ailing Husserl in Freiburg. 

  Daughter Franti š ka born in August. 

  Tom á  š  Masaryk, the founder and fi rst president of 
Czechoslovakia, dies in September. 

 1938 The Anschluss – in March Hitler annexes Austria. In 
September the Munich Agreement between Britain, France, 
Italy and Germany authorizes Germany to annex several 
German-speaking areas of Czechoslovakia, effectively 
dismembering the country. 

  Pato   č   ka delivers a speech in memory of Edmund Husserl on 
May 13 at the funeral gathering of Prague Philosophy Circle. 

  Elected member of the Institut International de Philosophie 
in Paris. 

 1939 In March Germany annexes Bohemia and Moravia, 
commencing a brutal fi ve-year occupation of the Czech 
lands. 

  Pato   č   ka’s second daughter Jana born in May. 

 1939 – 45 Germany invades and occupies Poland in September 1939, 
triggering the Second World War in Europe. Pato   č   ka is 
unable to work as a philosopher. Czechs are treated as 
second-class citizens in their own country by the German 
Race Laws. 
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 1940 Assassination of Nazi leader Reinhard Heydrich by 
Czechoslovak resistance fi ghters leads to reprisals in 
Czechoslovakia, including the massacres at Lidice and 
Le ž  á ky. 

 1944 Pato   č   ka assigned by the Nazis to forced labor service 
building a railway tunnel in Prague. 

 1945 Son Jan born in February. 

  Soviet and Allied troops liberate Czechoslovakia from the 
Nazi occupation in May. 

  Mass-expulsion of German-speaking population of 
Czechoslovakia as country restored to its pre-1938 frontiers. 

 1945–9 Pato   č   ka works as associate professor in Prague and Brno. 

 1945–8 Period of relative pluralism in Czechoslovakia as the 
Communists win the fi rst post-war election in 1946, initially 
with a genuine popular support. 

 1947 Pato   č   ka participates in the UNESCO conference in Paris. 

  On his return, he visits Eugen Fink in Freiburg. 

 1948 Pro-Moscow communists take power in Czechoslovakia 
after coup d’ é tat in February. 

 1949 Dismissed from Charles University after refusing to join the 
Communist Party. Pato   č   ka’s transition to the University of 
Brno is also ruined. 

 1949–68 Once again a marked man, Pato   č   ka is unable to work under 
the conditions of the Communist dictatorship. He is forced 
to take a series of archival and research positions in order to 
pursue academic work at all. 

 1950–4 Employed as a researcher at T. G. Masaryk Institute in 
Prague. 

 1954–7 Employed as a researcher at Pedagogical Institute of the 
Czechoslovak Academy of Sciences preparing Comenius’ 
collected works. 

 1957–68 Employed fi rst as a librarian, then as a researcher at the 
Institute of Philosophy of the Czechoslovak Academy of 
Sciences. 

 1960 Publishes translation of Hegel’s  Phenomenology of Spirit . 

 1964 Defends work for title of Doctor of Science:  Aristotle, his 
Predecessors and Heirs: A Study of the History of Philosophy 
from Aristotle to Hegel . 
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  Visit to Husserl Archive in Leuven. 

  Lectures in Aachen, Bonn, and Cologne. 

  Writes German afterword to Husserl’s  Cartesian 
Meditations , translated into Czech and published in Prague 
in 1968. 

 1965 Visiting professor in Leuven. Works on the elaboration of a 
new concept of the natural world: “On the Prehistory of the 
Science of Movement: World, Earth, Heaven and the 
Movement of Human Life.” 

 1966 Visiting professor in Mainz. 

  Publishes translation of Hegel’s  Lectures on Aesthetics . 

  Death of his wife Helena. 

 1967 Delivers lecture in Cologne. 

  Guest Professorship in Brno and Prague. 

 1968 The Prague Spring—a period of expanded freedoms begins 
in January when reformist Communist Alexander Dub   č   ek is 
elected First Secretary of the Communist Party of 
Czechoslovakia. Continues until August 1968, when the 
Soviet Union and other Warsaw Pact members invade the 
country to suppress the reforms. 

  Pato   č   ka delivers lecture in Freiburg. 

  Appointed full professor at Charles University and gives 
courses until his dismissal in 1972. 

 1969–77 Once again Pato   č   ka is increasingly unable to work and 
publish freely in Czechoslovakia, with his work proscribed 
and suppressed by the authoritarian Communist regime. He 
is encouraged by friends to fl ee abroad but refuses. 

 1969 Pato   č   ka participates in Fourth International 
Phenomenological Colloquium in Halle. 

 1970 Delivers lecture in Freiburg. 

 1971 Receives honorary doctorate from the Technische 
Hochschule in Aachen, Germany, but is not allowed to travel 
there. The doctorate is fi nally presented to him at the 
residence of the West German ambassador to Prague in 
1975. 

 1972 Forced into early retirement and passport confi scated. 

 1973 Participates in 15th World Congress of Philosophy in Varna, 
Bulgaria. 
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 1973–6 Gives underground lectures and seminars in private 
residences. 

  Prohibited from publishing with presses, his works are issued 
in  samizdat . 

 1975 Publication of  Heretical Essays in the Philosophy of History  
in  samizdat  (Munich, 1980; Prague, 1990). 

 1977 Serves along with Ji  ř   í  H á jek and V á clav Havel as one of 
three initial spokespersons for Charter 77, a major political 
and human rights initiative with international impact, 
responded to furiously by the Communist authorities. 

 1977 Succumbs to a brain haemorrhage after repeated 
interrogations by secret police (StB). 

  Ivan Chvat í k and other students act quickly to hide 
Pato   č   ka’s unpublished writings from the secret police before 
they can be confi scated. 

  Obituary by Paul Ricoeur in  Le Monde  cements Pato   č   ka’s 
international reputation as a philosopher hero. 

 1977–89  Samizdat  publication of twenty-seven-volume  Archive 
Collection of Pato  č  ka’s Works,  edited by Pato   č   ka’s students 
Ivan Chvat í k, Pavel Kouba, Miroslav Pet ř  í    č   ek, Radim 
Palou š , and Jan V í t. 

 1977–2021 Immediately after Pato   č   ka’s death in 1977, Erika Abrams 
begins translating his works into French. She contacts the 
clandestine “Jan Pato   č   ka Archive” in Prague, led by Ivan 
Chvat í k, and is able to translate directly from Pato   č   ka’s 
unpublished manuscripts. Her fi rst translation is the book 
 Essais h é r é tiques sur la philosophie de l’histoire  (1975), 
completed with a foreword by Paul Ric œ ur and afterword 
by Roman Jakobson, published by Editions Verdier 
(Lagrasse, 1981). Today, she has translated and published 
nearly all Pato   č   ka’s books, essays, notes, and letters, which 
has made the Czech philosopher accessible to scholars all 
over the world. Pato   č   ka is now being translated into twenty-
fi ve different languages. 

 1984 Institut f ü r die Wissenschaften vom Menschen in Vienna 
launches the project  Erforschung und Publikation des 
philosophischen Werks von Jan Pato  č  ka  (“Research and 
Publication of the Philosophical Work of Jan Pato   č   ka”). 

 1987–92 Publication of  Ausgew ä hlte Schriften  I–V (“Selected 
Writings”), Stuttgart. 
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 1989 The Velvet Revolution in Czechoslovakia ends forty-one 
years of Communist rule. Writer and dissident V á clav Havel 
becomes president of the Czech Republic. It is fi nally 
possible to read and publish Pato   č   ka’s work in his own 
country. 

 1990 The Jan Pato   č   ka Archive is established by Ivan Chvat í k and 
Pavel Kouba as part of the Institute of Philosophy of the 
Czechoslovak Academy of Sciences. 

 1996 OIKOYMENH press in Prague begins to publish  The 
Collected Writings of Jan Pato  č  ka  in Czech (presently 
twenty-one volumes). 

 2007 International conference “Jan Pato   č   ka, 1907–1977” held in 
Prague under the aegis of Charles University and the Czech 
Academy of Sciences, in conjunction with the 37th annual 
meeting of the Husserl Circle. See Ivan Chvat í k and Erika 
Abrams,  Jan Pato  č  ka and the Heritage of Phenomenology: 
Centenary Papers  (Springer, 2011). 

 2019 Pato   č   ka scholars gather at Senate House in London for a 
seminar and event to launch the project to publish Pato   č   ka’s 
selected writings in English.       



               Introduction 

    Erin   Plunkett               

  The question facing the editors of the present volume is: why Jan Pato  č  ka, 
why now? On the one hand, this is a collection of essays for the specialist, 
for those working in phenomenology, the philosophy of history, political 
philosophy, philosophical anthropology, literary theory, and other fi elds to 
which Pato  č  ka makes valuable contributions—and provocations. Pato  č  ka’s 
erudition is remarkable, from his knowledge of Plato and Aristotle,  1   to 
his rich engagement with Edmund Husserl and Martin Heidegger, to his 
command of the European history of ideas and his dialogue with 
contemporaries; there is a wide fi eld of potential impact for his ideas. But 
perhaps his greatest contribution is the clarity he brings to the question of 
what is at stake in philosophical inquiry. 

 For Pato  č  ka, philosophy is always an activity oriented toward the urgent 
question of how to live in the world with others. Given the world in which 
he lived, in his own words a twentieth century of war,  2   in a Czechoslovakia 
that endured fi rst Nazi occupation and then decades of Soviet rule, Pato  č  ka 
is alive to the diffi culty of this question and to the darkness that hangs over 
human efforts to live meaningfully. For him, solidarity, justice, truth, and 
meaning are forged only in the face of radical uncertainty and unease. In this 
respect, his work has appeal beyond the world of academic specialists; it 
would be a great loss if a philosopher whose ideas inspired and shaped an 
entire dissidence movement, and who himself took part in this movement, 
were to be relegated to an academic footnote. His writings on the movement 
of human life, on the value of the arts and literature, on the pitfalls of a 
technoscientifi c society, on the problems of European identity—these speak 
to any intellectually curious reader and to any person wrestling with the 
question of meaningful action. All of us involved in producing this volume 
share the conviction that the Czech philosopher not only remains relevant 
but that his ideas are vital for understanding and responding to our 

1
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contemporary social, political, environmental, and indeed philosophical 
situation. 

 The overwhelming majority of writings included here date from Pato  č  ka’s 
most creative period, in the 1960s and 1970s. From 1965 to 1972, Pato  č  ka 
was allowed an offi cial university post after many years of being banned 
from lecturing and publishing; lectures in his characteristically engaging 
style were delivered to packed auditoriums. After being forced out in 1972 
following a shift in government policy, he continued to hold “underground 
university” seminars in Prague that were attended by keen students, among 
them my co-editor Ivan Chvat í k, who organized many of these sessions. 
After Pato  č  ka’s death, Ivan and his fellow students produced and distributed 
 samizdat  manuscripts of their teacher’s work—printed in secret on a 
Ministry of Finance copy machine—which were eventually smuggled out of 
the country and made available in Europe. Pato  č  ka also published a number 
of works abroad during his later years, written for German and French 
audiences. In the texts from this period, readers are presented with a mature 
vision of Pato  č  ka’s philosophical thought. 

 We have chosen to organize this volume around themes for the benefi t of 
the general reader who may be encountering Pato  č  ka’s ideas for the fi rst 
time. However, Pato  č  ka rarely confi nes himself to a single theme within a 
text; readers will fi nd valuable refl ections on history in Pato  č  ka’s writings on 
arts and culture, or insights into his account of the soul in his writings on 
history; we hope this volume will offer a sense of the rich interconnections 
among these themes.  

   Care for the Soul  

 Care for the soul is a pervasive theme in Pato  č  ka’s work and is central to the 
recent surge of interest in Pato  č  ka as a political philosopher.  3   Here, “soul” is 
not a religious but a philosophical concept, one that pertains to the essential 
life of the individual yet is inextricably linked to the task of living together 
in the  polis . For Pato  č  ka, as for Hannah Arendt, care for that element of 
human being which is not exhausted by mere labor and the maintenance of 
life is crucial to any genuine politics. The soul forms the counterpart to what 
Pato  č  ka and Michel Foucault call “biologism”  4   or “biopolitics”—a politics 
that is concerned with optimizing and controlling physical life, but which is 
in fact hostile to fl ourishing in a deeper sense.  5   

 Pato  č  ka offers a portrait of the soul in one of the most eloquent and moving 
pieces in this collection, “Limping Pilgrim,” dedicated to the Czech modernist 
painter and poet Josef    Č   apek. The essay was originally a talk delivered on the 
fi fth anniversary of   Č  apek’s disappearance and subsequent death in a Nazi 
concentration camp, lending poignancy to Pato  č  ka’s discussion of the soul’s 
struggle as well as presenting a veiled social critique. Pato  č  ka obliquely raises 
the question of what kind of society would allow or actively pursue the death 
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of a person so decent, wise, and humane. And the reader is left to consider 
what kind of society might result from    Č   apek’s portrait of the soul in contrast 
to the “titanic” humanism of the nineteenth century. 

 The arresting image of a pilgrim hobbling along life’s way is    Č   apek’s, 
from his essay of the same title,  6   and through an extended reading of this 
metaphor, Pato  č  ka describes his vision of the path of an authentic human 
life, moving always towards something that is never specifi ed: a pilgrimage 
to an unknown region. “The pilgrimage for    Č   apek truly is a path from the 
unknown to the unknown, from darkness to darkness. ‘I was not— I am— I 
will not be.’ ”  7   Limping becomes a metaphor for being suspended between 
two impulses: that which would bind us to the earth and the familiar, and 
that which leads us to strike out again and again into the unfamiliar and 
alien, the refl ection of some uncanny dimension in human being. 

 The uneven gait of the pilgrim is a result of being pulled in opposite 
directions toward the fi nite and toward the eternal: such is human existence. 
Pato  č  ka writes, “A total reabsorption into reality is not even possible for us; 
the very fact that we always in some way transcend it, that we walk through 
life on legs of different length, means that we will limp.” Like Kierkegaard 
then, Pato  č  ka sees existence as a movement between opposing poles, always 
in a state of tension. In the “Limping Pilgrim” essay, Pato  č  ka uses    Č   apek’s 
language of the “Person” and the “soul” to describe the aspects of the self 
that move in constant relation to one another, each pulling its own way. In 
normal life, where the Person rules, playing the appropriate roles and 
keeping order, the soul is forced into: 

  . . . the function of a mere servant with no independent say, no leading 
role in life, never intruding or getting in the way; the moment the soul 
subjugates itself in this way, it creates order and balance, biologically and 
socially—provided, of course, the Person is clever and successful in having 
its way.  

 However, there are moments—in Pato  č  ka these are typically moments of 
deep crisis and pain—in which the soul rises through the mask of the Person 
and changes our sense of ourselves and the world. 

  In the event that the soul, that is, our unobjectifi ed component, our 
connection to the infi nite, does not subjugate itself, in the event that it 
awakens and demands its rights, then all of a sudden the way we move 
among things, our reactions to life become unsettled, unpredictable; 
things happen that never happened before—life no longer runs on 
automatic, but begins to be aware that it is not of a piece, that it is—
limping along.  

 Pato  č  ka presents the possibility of a rupture with the actual, with what has 
been accepted as the realm of possibility. The ultimate rupture is death, and 
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indeed for Pato  č  ka the soul is “allied with” death, insofar as it breaks away 
from everyday life with its certainties and calculated probabilities. A break 
of this kind opens up the whole in a mood of anxiety or unease.    Č   apek 
wonders, “What if the soul is nothing but unease . . .? It may not be much, 
but, ultimately—it is everything!” This unease is not something to be 
avoided, as it awakens us to something essential. Ultimately it contains an 
element of hope: “Things happen.” 

 There is an advantage to our human-all-too-human infi rmity. “What an 
odd humanism, you say, that sees humans as having an irreparable defect! 
Be that as it may, I believe it is this quality of Josef    Č   apek’s humanism that 
sets it apart. His limping man is no successor to God, neither god nor 
demigod.”    Č   apek’s vision of the limping pilgrim appeals to Pato  č  ka precisely 
because it does not succumb to the atmosphere of titanism that dominated 
the end of the nineteenth century into which    Č   apek was born. 

 In this titanic form of humanism, of the kind seen in Feuerbach, Nietzsche, 
and elsewhere, human beings cast off the shackles of tradition and 
superstition and become the gods that they were always intended to be. 
Within this perspective, 

  The moment humans break free of the clutches of illusion that obscure 
their full reality, the moment they rid themselves of metaphysical and 
mythological visions, they immediately become complete beings, heroes 
of the cosmos, every bit as much a product of worldly forces as the key 
to their meaning.  

 Pato  č  ka values the sense of possibility within this outlook, but he is skeptical, 
both of the power it promises and of the contradiction within this power: 
that human beings are ultimately nothing more than a force—the most 
powerful force perhaps—in a world of natural forces. For Pato  č  ka, as for 
   Č   apek, human life can never become fully natural in this way; there is an 
element of human being that the language of “worldly forces” cannot 
capture. The need for meaning persists, and meaning is always only achieved 
via a struggle, never fi nished. 

  In    Č   apek’s conception, the process of becoming a complete being, a 
sensate being with access to the universal, does not come automatically, 
naturally, so to speak, but only after a struggle with whatever it is that 
prevents us, and even then we never do so entirely and without damage, 
but only humanly—which is to say, partially, privately, without 
defi nitiveness. Humans may make sense of things, but only in a  fi nite  way.  

 “What prevents us,” namely, our fi nitude, is not something that will be 
overcome, whatever advances humanity makes on the inherited world. Even 
if technology could allow for much longer life, the fact of having a limited 
time and a necessarily limited perspective is not eradicated. This inevitable 
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“infi rmity” implies a tragic dimension to human life, one that the death of 
God and the titanic dispelling of illusion do not free us from. Human being 
remains suspended in movement between person and soul, part and whole, 
fi nite and eternal, necessity and possibility, and the movement between these 
poles is something that the individual must constantly reenergize, must tend 
and nurture. 

   The Soul in the  Polis   

 In his lecture “The Soul in Plato,” Pato  č  ka shows the Platonic roots  8   of his 
notion of the soul and its path, again presenting the soul as a movement 
between opposing poles and demonstrating the need to care for the soul—
both on the level of the individual and as a political necessity. Pato  č  ka 
portrays the ideal  polis  of Plato’s  Republic  as centered on a concern for the 
soul’s formation; the ideal social and political form would be one in which 
the person who has cultivated truth and justice, who has looked after the 
matters of the soul in themselves and in others, could “live happily and 
unharmed.” Pato  č  ka hints at the brutality of unjust systems of governance 
in which the good are punished and the wicked are rewarded with power 
and acclaim. He describes Plato’s myth of: 

  . . . the perfectly just and truthful man who really  is  such without 
appearing so (this form of life would be realized at its purest when he 
appears to be unjust and when he is a stumbling block for everyone else), 
and of his complete opposite, of the perfectly unjust hypocrite and 
fraudster, who cannot be distinguished from a genuinely just man by 
anyone who is not a philosopher.  9   The former ends up on the cross, while 
the latter becomes the king and ruler of this world.  

 As with many of Pato  č  ka’s writings, the grim reality of his situation, 
enduring two world wars as well as living under a Soviet regime and being 
forbidden to teach or publish for most of his life, appears just below the 
surface. His description of the philosopher’s task in such a society is equally 
telling: 

  To help himself and everyone else, Plato’s Socrates now undertakes 
the only thing the philosopher can do, and the thing that only the 
philosopher can do—he projects a city in which it would not be possible 
to do injustice to the philosopher or to anyone else, a harmonious and 
happy city.  

 Here Pato  č  ka makes explicit the link between philosophical activity—a 
cultivation of the soul—and a liberationist politics. While there has been 
much debate over how to think of Pato  č  ka’s politics, with some claiming 
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him as a fi gure of political resistance and others enlisting him on the side of 
classical democracy and civil society (both positions have merit), there is no 
doubt that his philosophical inquiries are bound up with the thinking of our 
life in common, extending to questions about the organization of the state 
and the education system. 

 Pato  č  ka’s decision in the late 1970s to help draft and to lend his public 
support to the human rights appeal and civic movement known as Charter 
77  10   was, on the surface, out of character for a man who had never been 
actively involved in any political movement. But it is clear that such a 
decision issued from Pato  č  ka’s deepest philosophical commitments—
commitments he had affi rmed throughout his life and that were apparent to 
those who knew him.  11   Pato  č  ka died at the age of sixty-nine in the weeks 
following a lengthy interrogation by the secret police, so he was not alive to 
witness the eventual success of the Charter in helping to bring about the 
Velvet Revolution of 1989 and to usher in the writer and dissident V á clav 
Havel as the fi rst president of the Czech Republic. 

 One can see in Pato  č  ka’s writings his high esteem for acts of intellectual 
courage, from the death of Socrates, to the founding of the independent 
Czechoslovak nation by the philosopher-turned-statesman Tom á  š  Masaryk, 
to the defi ance of    Č   apek smuggling his poetry out of Bergen-Belsen. But his 
championing of such acts is not naive, and he is aware that many see a 
commitment to ideas—to non-instrumental thinking—in a less than heroic 
light. This comes through in a fascinating essay in this collection on “The 
Idea of Education.” Pato  č  ka wrote this essay in 1938, in the immediate 
aftermath of the disastrous Munich Agreement, which gave Hitler the right 
to annex key areas of Czechoslovakia for Germany and opened the way to 
his subsequent takeover of the entire country six months later. In the essay, 
Pato  č  ka does not mention this event directly but instead responds to the 
occasion by defending—and renewing—the classical German humanistic 
ideal of education ( Bildung ), represented by Goethe, Herder, and others, to 
present a contrast to the dark reality of Germany in the 1930s. Writing in 
the voice of his contemporaries, and perhaps voicing reservations of his own 
as well, Pato  č  ka asks: 

  The harmoniously comprehending individual, embracing the entirety of 
the world with their mind, as the humanistic ideal proposed—is this not 
the idealism of the dilettante who seeks only the benefi ts, but lacks the 
courage to act, or productively investigate, in even the most limited 
fashion?  12    

 There is an echo here of Callicles’ admonition to Socrates that he “let go of 
impractical philosophy and its paradoxical doctrines—such as that legality 
and truthfulness are under any circumstances better than their opposites, or 
that a harmonious life is happier than a wicked one” because “if he will 
occupy himself with or even conduct himself by his unrealistic philosophical 
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thoughts, he will be disgraced in the city and die.”  13   Yet Pato  č  ka defends 
the “impractical” and “unrealistic” refl ective person who looks toward the 
whole against the charges of sterile dilettantism. The habit of distancing 
oneself from the conventional allows the refl ective person to “go beyond 
their own narrowly personal standpoint as well as the perspective of 
whatever group they are attached to through their origin and interests.” The 
self-discipline of an intellectually rigorous life means that “if they have the 
ability and capacity to act, they act not on impulse but out of understanding, 
and their authority is not based on putting ideas in people’s heads and 
making an emotional impression, but rather on their ability to see into the 
heart of things.” 

 Pato  č  ka recognizes that acts of intellectual courage of the kind represented 
by Masaryk are not available to everyone. Yet even where the refl ective 
person is “incapable of action,” where “they can understand but are not 
prone to act . . . politics in a deeper sense cannot do without their 
interventions; it would grow coarse and lose itself in demagoguery and 
utilitarianism.” Such an outlook offers a framework for thinking about the 
political value of Pato  č  ka’s philosophical activity, even though he for the 
most part avoids direct engagement in politics. Like Hannah Arendt, who 
infl uenced him, he sees thinking and other non-instrumental activity as the 
groundwork for an authentic politics. And for Pato  č  ka it is precisely when 
our naive faith in things is most shaken that we are in a position to think 
through and act toward the life in common that we want to see. He ends the 
1938 essay with the admonition that education is “not simply blissful 
enrichment, but pain and struggle as well.”  14     

   The Whole and the Natural World  

 Jan Pato  č  ka is, at bottom, a thinker of the whole. Despite the occasional clamor 
about a “theory of everything,” it is not characteristic of our time to raise the 
question of the whole, and certainly not in the way that Pato  č  ka understood 
this question, as grounding and orienting all of our movements in the world. 
The present age is characterized by a mania for distinctions and specialization, 
for the multiplication of particulars. And yet, what have the developments of 
the last century—from globalization, to world-ending weapons, to the climate 
crisis, to a global pandemic—shown us so clearly as the fact of being a part of 
a whole? Ours, declares Pato  č  ka, is the “planetary era.”  15   While the economic-
material whole of globalization is not the same whole that Pato  č  ka describes, 
we note that in insisting on the urgency of the whole, Pato  č  ka identifi es 
a contradiction in the modern condition: on the one hand ever greater 
specialization and division, and on the other hand anonymous forces of 
unifi cation, or perhaps more precisely, of mobilization that gather everything 
that is under a singular concept. A thinker who, like Pato  č  ka, offers a more 
thoughtful vision of the whole than the purely contingent unity of existing 
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within the same economic forces of “monopoly supercapitalism”  16   or the same 
planetary ecosystem is surely a thinker for our times. 

 Pato  č  ka’s concern for thinking the whole comes very early in his 
philosophical development, as he begins to think through the problem of 
the “natural world” in response to Edmund Husserl’s writings on the subject. 
The natural world in question is not what we now refer to as the environment—
comprising the various physical ecosystems of the planet—though it is 
not unrelated to this sense of “natural world” and has bearing upon it. 
The world Pato  č  ka describes is also not “natural” in the sense of nature as 
opposed to culture. It refers instead to the world of our life or the total 
horizon of our experience, which includes both “nature” and “culture” and 
which, to Pato  č  ka’s mind, has yet to become the subject of philosophical 
treatment. Husserl goes some way toward opening up a philosophical 
investigation of the natural world by identifying its importance and arguing 
for its primacy in relation to a mathematical-scientifi c conception of the 
world.  17   But Pato  č  ka advances this investigation signifi cantly. The centrality 
of the natural world to Pato  č  ka’s thought is evidenced by the fact it was 
the subject of his fi rst major philosophical text in the 1930s and that he is 
still preoccupied with it in 1967, when he writes “The Natural World and 
Phenomenology.” 

 Pato  č  ka’s writings on the “natural world” as the whole in which we live 
are occasioned by years of passionate study of and refl ection on Husserl and 
Heidegger. Nevertheless, he is equally motivated by perennial philosophical 
questions about the relationship between the world of appearance and the 
world as it is, between mind and world, between subjectivity and objectivity. 
Pato  č  ka’s questioning of the whole is also motivated by pressing issues of 
life in the present age, which has lost a connection to the natural world both 
in the specialized sense that Pato  č  ka uses this term and in the more general 
sense of our relationship to the earth and sky as the “referents” of all our 
activity. For Pato  č  ka, the earth is 

  . . . not originally a body like other bodies; it is not comparable to 
anything else, because everything else that might occur and that we might 
encounter relates to it as the ground that is always presupposed. It is 
the  natural horizontal  with respect to which we assume every attitude 
or stance—in every rising to one’s feet, every step, every movement, the 
earth is presupposed, at once energizing and wearying, as well as 
sustaining and affording peace.  18    

 The natural world, as we think of it, tends to be divorced from 
phenomenological considerations of this kind, instead belonging to the 
conception of the world in the sciences. Pato  č  ka’s rethinking of the natural 
world as the lifeworld and the earth as the ground that is always presupposed 
by the movements of our life offers a different starting point for our response 
to the environmental crisis. Additionally, Pato  č  ka raises the question of the 
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whole against the backdrop of deep political divisions within Europe and 
globally. His analysis opens up a space for addressing our common human 
world and the crises of modern civilization. 

   Phenomenology, Objectivity, and Technology  

 The dialogue that takes place across different conceptions of phenomenology 
remains one of the richest sources available for thinking through our 
relationship to the world. Such refl ection comes naturally to human beings, 
whether it is expressed through ritual, through artistic representation of 
features of the world we deem signifi cant, through scientifi c enquiry, or 
through explicitly philosophical refl ection on the self or on the nature of 
things. Phenomenology as a philosophical approach involves a refi nement 
of this kind of perennial thinking, particularly in its commitment 
to understanding subject, object, and world in richer and more precise 
ways. In order to better understand Pato  č  ka’s own phenomenology, it is 
necessary to give a general survey of the fi eld, introducing some of the key 
ideas from the two phenomenological thinkers who most infl uenced 
Pato  č  ka: his teachers Edmund Husserl and Martin Heidegger. One of the 
rewards of reading Pato  č  ka is a sense for phenomenology as a living 
discipline—one that moves between and beyond the individual project of 
any singular fi gure. 

 Phenomenology is perhaps most immediately identifi ed with the 
exploration of subjectivity or consciousness. Phenomenology’s treatment of 
subjectivity, particularly in the fi gure of Edmund Husserl (1859–1938), is an 
important contribution to the understanding both of human and non-
human being. In Pato  č  ka’s reading of Husserl’s project—the most extended 
examples in this volume are “What Is Phenomenology?” and “The Natural 
World and Phenomenology”—Husserl turns his attention from objects as 
such to the question of how things come to be available to consciousness at 
all. This is, in Pato  č  ka’s mind,  the  philosophical question, the ground for any 
other kind of enquiry into the nature of things. Yet the sciences, the arbiter 
of truth in modernity, take the availability or givenness of the world for 
granted. Indeed scientifi c “objectivity” is meant to guarantee the full presence 
of the object, purged of the incompleteness, ambiguity, or biases of subjective 
perception. In Husserl’s turn toward the phenomenal, toward the question 
of how things come to be manifest at all, a renewed understanding of 
subjectivity becomes imperative. 

 For Husserl, the subject plays an essential role in the manifestation of the 
world, as the “dative” of manifestation—that to which the world manifests 
itself. This is not equivalent to the strong idealist claim that the world is 
ultimately a  production  of subjectivity, though the subject, as in Descartes, 
guarantees the world in an important sense. Pato  č  ka summarizes in “The 
Dangers of Technicization”: 
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  Husserl seeks to base this more fundamental sense of truth, on which our 
worldly strivings are grounded, systematically on a specially purifi ed 
transcendental consciousness which sees through all the “prejudices” of 
ordinary reality without sharing in them and which can see through them 
precisely because it does not.  19    

 Husserl’s notion of a transcendental subject in his late work  Cartesian 
Meditations  became a guarantor in this sense, providing the objectivity 
that the sciences could not themselves provide because they take the 
givenness or manifestation of the object for granted. Husserl’s revised 
understanding of subjectivity thus entails a revised understanding of 
objectivity as well. 

 Yet Husserl’s interest in subjectivity was not only the working out of a 
philosophical problem: he saw in the world around him—acutely toward 
the end of his life—the problems that could arise from a mistaken notion of 
truth as objectivity in the scientifi c sense. Pato  č  ka shared Husserl’s 
philosophical vision of the trajectory of scientifi c objectivity as well as his 
feeling for the social and political urgency of rethinking objectivity and 
subjectivity in more philosophically rigorous ways. He describes Husserl’s 
position not as a denial of the legitimacy of objectivity, but as a rejection of 
“its metaphysical hypostatization, for which mathematically conceived 
objectivity  is  reality, and the  sole  one at that.”  20   One might express the 
problem in this way: in the present age a particular kind of reasoning has 
taken hold and restricted the collective imagination, skewing the 
understanding both of what is and of what could be. 

 In his  Crisis of the European Sciences  (1936),  21   originally a set of lectures 
in Prague which Pato  č  ka organized, Husserl sought to show how the ideal 
constructions of mathematics and the “mathematized sciences” stemming 
from Galileo and Descartes became the metaphysical underpinning for 
our modern conception of reality as an objective world, a world standing 
apart from subjective experience and open to scientifi c measurement and 
mathematical calculation. Husserl calls this conception of reality a 
“construction,” built upon the process of abstracting from lived experience to 
create idealized versions of the objects that surround us and eventually seeing 
the world itself as nothing but a set of such objects. As inheritors of this 
conception, we have come to understand that the world as it presents itself in 
the richness and ambiguity of experience is something less than really “real.” 
The objects of our experience lack the exactness and “objectivity” (or 
generality) of the objects that concern the sciences, and this unwieldy quality 
makes them feel less reliable. In other words, the ability to predict something 
becomes a measure of its reality. In Pato  č  ka’s words, we “dare to decide what 
is and is not by the application of a dry objectivist measure.”  22   As for those 
phenomena that scientists and data analysts have not yet learned to predict, 
like human action, they are available in principle to such prediction, or will 
be, when they are understood within the correct scientifi c framework. 
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 Such an outlook strikes most of us as commonplace; after all, the situation 
described by Husserl and Pato  č  ka is our own. What can easily be overlooked, 
within the ordinariness of such claims, and with the great advances the 
scientifi c framework has afforded humanity,  23   is the threat they pose to 
human life. As our meaningful experience of the world and our sense of the 
world as meaningful become relegated to subjective perception—and, 
following Nietzsche, illusion—a crisis of  meaning  follows. The realm of 
signifi cance, of attachments and meanings that direct our actions becomes 
unanchored, divorced from what (really) is, rendering our actions in the 
world meaningless and undermining our ability to understand the world. 
For Husserl and even more so for Pato  č  ka, that threat was being played out 
on the world stage. 

 Pato  č  ka’s own writings on caring for the soul, on the natural world, on 
history, on literature refl ect his sense of the urgency of the spiritual crisis 
diagnosed by Husserl. But his philosophical understanding of the problem is 
equally infl uenced by Heidegger’s later text, “The Question Concerning 
Technology” (1954).  24   In Heidegger, the metaphysical hypostatization 
spoken of by Husserl takes on a different form, becoming an all-encompassing 
worldview or world “picture,”  25   one that human beings did not create but 
that is “a particular metaphysical fate to which we have fallen victim, a 
danger we must outlast.”  26   In “The Natural World and Phenomenology,” 
Pato  č  ka analyses Heidegger’s account of this dangerous metaphysics with 
great clarity and insight. In Heidegger, 

  The central philosophical formulation of this practice of metaphysics is 
the  principium rationis , or principle of suffi cient reason, formulated by 
Leibniz in the seventeenth century, after a two-thousand-year incubation: 
the principle that there must be a reason for everything. Heidegger 
interprets this principle as one of universal calculability and predictability. 
Nothing is, nothing exists, unless it conforms to this principle, i.e., 
unless it meets and is subsumed within the universal requirement that it 
be secured by calculation. This principle thus amounts to the rigorous, 
exact objectifi cation of all that is. This objectifi cation transforms all 
that exists, the  universum , into an object placed before the subject; the 
subject, seeking to secure its place in the world, places the object before 
itself in order to master it. The world becomes a re-presentation in this 
sense. Thus the entire modern era is the age of the “world picture,” if 
 picture  is understood in the sense of an “objectifi cation,” a “representation 
for the subject,” a “counterpart to the explicit reasoning and deliberating 
activity of the subject,” a “structure of re-presenting, of form-ing, of 
constructing.”  27    

 It is clear from this passage that a will to mastery stands behind our 
commonplace assumptions about the subject and the object, about what we 
are and what the world is. It is no surprise that part of our metaphysical fate 
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is to face the planetary consequences of our attitude of mastery toward the 
earth. Following on from Heidegger’s account in “The Question Concerning 
Technology,” Pato  č  ka concludes that modernity is characterized not just by 
a narrow and fl awed sense of reality but also by an immense technoscientifi c 
power that seeks relentlessly to uncover what is hidden, to mobilize 
resources. Everything that is, from human beings to the planets above, 
becomes a “resource.” For Pato  č  ka, this project of mobilization refl ects the 
triumph of reason of a certain kind and yet lacks any human rationale, any 
place in a wider fi eld of human concern and meaning. It is epitomized by the 
twentieth-century development of the atomic bomb, which follows such a 
logic of mobilization to the end of total destruction. Pato  č  ka refers to this 
development as a “rationality of means” applied to an “irrationalism of 
goals.”  28   The same dangerous combination can be seen in many of the 
twentieth century’s horrors. 

 Nevertheless, Pato  č  ka shares Heidegger’s sense that there is something 
positive in the essential core of technology, a seed that might generate new 
possibilities for being in the world different from the attitude of mastery and 
domination. Pato  č  ka writes: 

  It would seem that in a technically dominated world there exists no 
possibility for the essential core of technology to be understood in its 
inmost sense and become manifest. And yet there are certain phenomena 
of the technically dominated world which seem to pose the question of 
whether a basic transformation of man’s relation to truth is not being 
prepared in them, a transformation which might lead from truth as 
correctness, which is all that the rule of technology requires, to a more 
primordial form of truth.  

 It is the “essential core” of technology to uncover what is concealed. The 
disclosure of the present age operates only within the framework of what is 
manipulable and predictable, what can be mastered. However, Heidegger 
notes that if we grasp the essence of technology as disclosure, we will 
understand that truth does not lie in correct determinations, in successful 
models, but in this disclosive activity itself, bringing into manifestation from 
out of concealment. 

 Understanding truth as the activity of disclosure means a different role 
for human being in the world than that of a “force” among forces or a 
“resource.” In “The Dangers of Technicization,” Pato  č  ka offers his own 
account of the form this might take, namely what he calls “sacrifi ce.” 
Willingness to sacrifi ce oneself for that which does not “count” within the 
framework of the real that we currently understand, a sacrifi ce “for nothing,” 
demonstrates the ability of human action to realize possibilities of being that 
lie beyond the actual and beyond “a technical understanding of being . . . for 
which there exists nothing like a sacrifi ce, only utilization of resources.”  29   
This openness to being characterizes human being as such. We are creatures 
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that are capable of truth, of letting what is show itself as it is—and this is 
something that we can consciously take responsibility for.  

   Asubjective Phenomenology  

 Late in his thinking, Pato  č  ka advanced the practice of an asubjective 
phenomenology. While questions about the nature of human being and 
human subjectivity remain important in this project, especially in Pato  č  ka’s 
concern with embodiment and care for the soul, Pato  č  ka distances himself 
from Husserl’s transcendental subjectivity: the passive witness that underpins 
the possibility of the appearance of the world. Pato  č  ka instead shines a light 
on the strands in Husserl’s thought that stress the subject’s active nature and 
intimate relationship to the lifeworld through bodily orientation and need. 
The natural world, the world of our life, is “not open to us like a theater, 
where we sit looking on and the director lets us take control, but rather a 
whole  in which  we are always like an embedded component that is never 
permitted to stand above it and never will.”  30   This rejection of the spectator 
model of the subject who “stands above” the action is a direct shot at 
Husserl’s transcendental subject and the Cartesian ego cogito. 

 However, Pato  č  ka reads elsewhere in Husserl an appreciation for our 
active interest in life, and he further develops this understanding in his own 
conception of the relationship between subject and world: “The primordial 
world of our pre-theoretical life is originally a world in which we  move , 
in which we are active, not a world that we discover and observe.”  31   
Furthermore, “the world and human beings are  in mutual movement ”  32   
rather than standing at odds with one another as the legacy of subject and 
object suggests. The language of mutuality is also intended to counter the 
notion that the world is ultimately a production or projection of 
subjectivity. We are, in a most basic sense, movement, and while we take 
the possibilities of our being from the world, the world also moves through 
our movement. 

 Pato  č  ka, in emphasizing this mutual movement between human being 
and world offers a revised, more primordial understanding of what the 
world is, and of our relationship to it. Rather than a “worldless” objectivity, 
the view from nowhere that characterizes the sciences, we are worldly beings 
through and through, and our connection to the earth and sky through our 
lived bodies makes the world always a world of our own, in which we 
actively participate. 

  All space and all that fi lls it, the states and transitions that we observe 
within it, are originally referents of our primordial movement; they have 
meaning only in correlation to it, and are open to us only because the 
movement of a being that is not worldless but has a world cannot simply 
 take place , cannot be nothing but a gradual unfolding of a state, but must 
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be  performed , and so this movement has its own real where from/where 
to, its own in-the-midst-of, its own growth, its own encounters.  33    

 Ultimately, as the term “asubjective phenomenology” suggests, subjectivity 
understood in isolation or understood solely as consciousness is not 
Pato  č  ka’s concern. Heidegger’s existential analytic had already shifted the 
terrain of phenomenology from subjectivity to a broader structural analysis 
of human being in the world—and of being itself. By the time of Heidegger’s 
late writings, he had moved away from discussions of subjectivity altogether 
and turned his attention almost exclusively to being and to language as the 
“house of being.” Though Pato  č  ka does not follow precisely the same lines 
of inquiry, by the 1950s the ground had already been prepared for his 
asubjective approach. 

 Building on this ground, Pato  č  ka applies himself to the task that he sees 
as the core of Husserl’s work: developing a philosophy of phenomena or the 
phenomenal fi eld—the space of emergence. He considers the explicit 
thematization of phenomena—as opposed to subject and object—to be a 
relatively recent philosophical achievement. As a result, phenomenology 
proper, as a science of phenomena, is still largely unworked and only 
beginning to come into its own. This puts Pato  č  ka’s conception of 
phenomenology at odds with those who understand it as a moment in 
philosophical history, already dwindling by the 1960s and 1970s when 
Pato  č  ka was setting out his agenda. 

 Pato  č  ka contributes to the development of this new science of phenomena, 
building on the scaffolding of Husserl’s and Heidegger’s projects, through 
his skillful analysis of their shared concerns and their divergences. He is 
convinced that 

  The diversity of phenomenological projects, the very differences among 
concrete descriptions and analyses of phenomena, depend upon the 
guiding idea which directs the great progression of phenomenological 
work, i.e., upon the progress toward concrete experience.  34    

 Following Husserl’s model of returning to “the things themselves,”  35   but 
differing procedurally with Husserl on how to achieve this, Pato  č  ka’s late 
phenomenological texts present the ongoing drama of philosophical ideas in 
their relationship to one another and in their relationship to history. Indeed 
history is not merely an accumulation of experiences but an unfolding of the 
philosophical project, though not only a linear one. For Pato  č  ka, the way to 
the things themselves is to turn our attention toward phenomena, to the 
appearing of what appears as it appears. 

 The phenomenal fi eld—the space of emergence or becoming—
encompasses both subject and object, and so goes some way toward a new 
beginning of philosophy that does not take for granted the Cartesian rift 
between subject and world or the Kantian distinction between the 
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phenomenal and noumenal. Unlike his predecessors, Pato  č  ka understands 
history as vital to the investigation of phenomena, since history is the 
manifestation of human movement, or the “mutual movement” of soul and 
world. He stresses contingent moments of rupture from the status quo that 
lead history in incalculable directions. History proper begins with a rupture 
of this kind, as human beings turn from the inherited world as a world of 
given meaning to a “problematic” relationship to the world. History is 
ultimately the story of human freedom lived out in problematicity. 

 Pato  č  ka’s asubjective phenomenology then does not take him toward 
what was in recent years called an object-oriented ontology, where the 
question of human being was sidelined out of a worry over subjectivism or 
anthropocentrism. But some of the same impulses are at work in both of 
these approaches: a reclaiming of being as primary, defending it against the 
constructions of subjectivity, not least because of the disastrous environmental 
crisis whose roots can be located in the view that the world is ours to master. 
It is an insistence that  the world  reveals itself to us, but that being is not 
identical to thought. Part of the contemporary appeal of Pato  č  ka’s 
phenomenology is precisely his insistence on the “equal absoluteness”  36   of 
the world and subjectivity, avoiding the extremes that would insist on the 
reality only of “things” or of mind. Pato  č  ka is interested in the human world, 
the world of our life, in opposition to the world as a scientifi c construction. 
However, he is deeply skeptical, especially in his late writings, of a philosophy 
in which we only ever see ourselves, what Heidegger calls the “delusion” 
that “man everywhere and always encounters only himself.”  37   Being remains 
other and essentially “mysterious.”  38   

 Pato  č  ka points to Christianity as a model for acknowledging the primacy 
and otherness of being. 

  For the Christian soul fi nds itself placed before something which in 
principle it can never master, which fundamentally surpasses it, which 
remains incomprehensible to it and which has to remain unconquered by 
it as long as it does not reveal itself to the soul of its own accord.  39    

 Pato  č  ka fi nds in Christian theology, here that of the seventeenth-century 
Bohemian philosopher Comenius, an alternative to the attitude of mastery 
that defi nes the prevailing framework of modernity. Pato  č  ka’s intelligent 
reading of religion along philosophical rather than dogmatic lines is a 
reminder of the reservoir of possibility held within religious thinking. The 
rehabilitation of Christianity in this Schellingian light is typical of 
contemporary speculative realism and post-secular theology. An alternative 
presentation of the otherness of being is offered in “What Is Phenomenology,” 
where Pato  č  ka presents being as no-thing, that which is not in the order of 
beings.  40   The modern understanding of being as nothing more than a set 
of beings or things rests on a more primary, preconceptual sense of being as 
the horizon of all possibilities of manifestation.   



THE SELECTED WRITINGS OF JAN PATOČKA16

   Pato č ka’s Aesthetic and Literary Criticism  

 This volume includes several of Pato  č  ka’s best and most signifi cant texts on 
the arts and culture, most of which are being translated into English for the 
fi rst time. Pato  č  ka wrote a great deal on these topics, and his works of 
literary criticism in particular unfold in conversation with other philosophers 
and theorists working in literary studies and aesthetics, from J. G. Herder to 
Goethe to Roman Ingarden. His writings on the phenomenological 
contributions of poetry and literature, as well as on language and fantasy, 
were infl uential for later literary scholars including Paul Ricoeur and, in the 
Czech tradition, Milan Jankovi  č   and Zden  ě  k Ko ž m í n.  41   

 Pato  č  ka’s writings in this fi eld are divided between general “theory,” as in 
“The Writer’s Concern” and “Art and Time,”  42   and philosophical expositions 
of a single work or author, as in his exegesis of Chekhov’s  Ivanov  or 
Sophocles’  Antigone  and  Oedipus  plays. While Pato  č  ka does not give 
priority to poetry and literary writing to the same extent as Heidegger, he 
takes these forms seriously as a working out of phenomenological themes 
such as the lived experience of time, being toward death, and the horizon of 
a whole within which experience takes place. His forays into deep criticism 
demonstrate an eye for the formal and structural elements of a text as well 
as a keen sense of their philosophical import. 

 Pato  č  ka tends to emphasize the difference between philosophy and 
literature, since philosophy, for him, is about making “thematic” or explicit 
refl ections on the whole, something that literature need not do. Despite this, 
he recognizes a distinctive philosophical contribution in literary works, and 
some of the philosopher’s most powerful expressions of his philosophical 
commitments are found in his readings of literature. His reading of the Faust 
myth in “On Faust: The Myth of the Pact with the Devil,” his commentary 
on temporality, history, and guilt in Karel Hynek M á cha’s poetry in “Time, 
Eternity, and Temporality,” and his exposition of Josef    Č   apek’s humanism in 
“Limping Pilgrim” are all exemplary in this regard. 

 In “The Writer’s Concern,” Pato  č  ka offers an account of how the literary 
writer discloses a world and what role this world disclosure plays within the 
wider fi eld of cultural understanding. He begins the essay by echoing 
Husserl’s rallying cry to return to the “things themselves,” and asks what 
might be the “thing” of the writer as opposed to the thing that concerns 
scientifi c inquiry? Where the sciences comprehend the world as a particular 
set of contents or things, literature orients us toward an understanding of 
the world as the whole horizon of our movement. It does this by offering 
“an  individual  capturing of  life’s meaning ,” as given in the author’s 
presentation of the world.  43   This is not to say that a work of literature need 
be concerned explicitly with the question of life’s meaning or with moral 
questions; Pato  č  ka instead refers to the particular way of making sense of 
things that is refl ected in a literary work, which both awakens readers to 
their own frame and opens up refl ection on the process of sense-making 
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more generally. In the same essay, Pato  č  ka also considers how literature, in 
refl ecting on the whole and on the activity of meaning-making, may offer a 
glimpse out of the technoscientifi c framework that dominates contemporary 
life. 

 His analysis here prefi gures his comments in “The Dangers of 
Technicization” about truth as the disclosure of what is, rather than “truth 
as correctness.” But Pato  č  ka, ever clear-eyed about the practical and societal 
obstacles to genuine progress of this kind, also warns of the various ways in 
which writing may become co-opted by the larger culture machine, being 
tailored to “market forces” rather than guided by its own internal demands. 
He decries this “traffi c in writing, which makes the writer into a cog in the 
complex machinery of supply and demand.”  44   Of course, this is a danger for 
both literary and intellectual writing. Yet Pato  č  ka is adamant about the 
social urgency of the writer’s task in a world dominated by the imperatives 
of the technoscientifi c paradigm: 

  The signifi cance of literary work, therefore, in the future will grow to the 
extent that other intellectual fi elds, especially today’s science and 
technology centers, continue to strengthen in their power to penetrate 
things, controlling and shaping them, which is the power of specialization 
and segmentation. The greater the segmentation, the greater the need for 
compensation and a reminder of the wholeness of life, of the undivided 
relationship to the universe. Literature defends this undividedness above 
all else. For this same reason, its place is wherever there is a confrontation 
of the major tendencies arising from the character of society today, in 
both West and East alike.  

 The “undividedness” of literature concerns the relationship between the 
world and the living, embodied subject—a relationship that has been severed 
in the modern conception both of the subject (as a nexus of forces) and of 
the world (as the objective world of the sciences). Literature rehabilitates the 
“natural world,” the world of our life. 

   Myth, Guilt, and Uncertainty  

 Several of the texts in the “Arts and Culture” section of this volume deal 
with Pato  č  ka’s understanding of myth as a form of cultural understanding, 
namely as “the original instance of human refl ection on humanity’s overall 
relationship to the world.”  45   “On Faust: The Myth of the Pact with the 
Devil” is one of the most penetrating literary readings in this collection. In 
Faust, as well as in the dramas of Sophocles, the theme of myth centers on 
the relationship between human action and necessity, represented by the 
Greek notion of fate or destiny. Pato  č  ka draws from these myths an 
understanding of what it is to be responsible, to be “guilty” before the 


