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Introduction

This book explores a number of anthropological dimensions that contemporary sociology and philosophy have used to deﬁne notions of ‘the
human’, ‘human being’, ‘humanity’ and ‘human nature’. Rather than
declaring the death of the human, or that it incarnates everything that is
wrong with ‘the West’, I contend that we need to look closely at a variety
of ways in which these conceptions have been more or less explicitly
articulated in the work of a number of leading theorists of the past sixty
or so years. I call this project philosophical sociology and organise it around
three main pillars:
1. The anthropological features that deﬁne us as human beings are to
a large extent independent from, but cannot be realised in full outside,
social life. The core of this book then looks at seven of these properties
as they have been discussed by a particular writer: self-transcendence
(Hannah Arendt), adaptation (Talcott Parsons), responsibility (Hans
Jonas), language (Jürgen Habermas), strong evaluations (Charles
Taylor), reﬂexivity (Margaret Archer) and the reproduction of life (Luc
Boltanski).
2. Given that in contemporary societies humans themselves are ultimate
arbiters of what is right and wrong, our shared anthropological features as members of the human species remain the best option to
justify normative arguments. These anthropological traits deﬁne us
as members of the same species and are the basis from which ideas of
justice, self, dignity and the good life emerge. A universalistic principle of
humanity is to be preferred over particularistic conceptions of race,
culture, identity and indeed class.
3. Normative ideas are therefore irreducible to the material or sociocultural positions that humans occupy in society; they depend on the
human capacity to reﬂect on what makes us human; our conceptions
of the human underpin our normative notions in social life because
they allow us to imagine the kind of beings that we would like to
become. This book offers neither a complete nor a uniﬁed catalogue
of anthropological capacities that can be construed as ‘human nature’.
1
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It focuses instead on those anthropological features that are central to
our understanding of the normative aspects of social life.
Sociology and Philosophy
The notion of philosophical sociology indicates also a preference for
a conception of sociology that cannot be realised without a close and
careful relationship with philosophy. While the early institutionalisation
of sociology was unquestionably driven by an effort of differentiation from
philosophy (Manent 1998), it is wrong to construe this as sociology’s
rejection or neglect of philosophy (Adorno 2000). We can instead observe
at least three main ways in which these connections are being constantly
redrawn.
A ﬁrst ‘positivist’ path understands the philosophical tradition as
sociology’s pre-scientiﬁc heritage, whereas its future belongs to empirical
and scientiﬁc work. Within the classical canon of sociology, this attitude
is arguably best represented by Durkheim (1982) as he engaged extensively in philosophical speculation but sought always to keep both
domains distinctly apart. Durkheim remained interested in philosophy
and wrote more than occasional works that are indeed philosophical, but
he never betrayed his fundamental intuition that he was to contribute to
sociology as a specialist subject that was deﬁned by its own theories,
methodological rules and internal thematic differentiation (Durkheim
1960, 1970). The key feature of this way of looking at their interconnections is that, however much can be gained from philosophical enquiry, this
does not constitute a sociological task sensu stricto (Luhmann 1994,
Merton 1964).
A second trajectory is constituted by explicit attempts at epistemological
self-clariﬁcation. An argument that we can trace back to Weber’s (1949)
extensive methodological disquisitions, the focus here is on elucidating
the logic of sociology’s scientiﬁc arguments. All such debates as idealism
vs materialism, individualism vs collectivism, or realism vs constructivism
belong in this category, and we may equally include here a wide range of
histories of sociology that have been written in order to illuminate the
wider pool of cognitive commitments that inform the sociological imagination (Benton 1977, Levine 1995, Ritzer 1988). Rather than being
excluded from sociology, philosophy takes here the well-known role of
under-labourer: philosophical tools may be included into the sociologist’s
kit, but a neat separation between epistemological discussions and substantive empirical work ought to remain in place.
The third approach to the relationships between sociology and philosophy uses the philosophical tradition as a source from which to draw
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various normative motifs (Ginsberg 1968, Hughes 1974). Classically,
Marx’s (1973) critique of political economy shows the extent to
which the fundamentally philosophical motif of critique was to guide his
engagement with the ‘scientiﬁc’ procedures or empirical concerns of
political economy. Also close to an idea of ‘social philosophy’, critical
social theory is arguably paradigmatic of this kind of engagement in terms
of the reconﬁguration of normative questions as philosophy’s key contribution to scientiﬁc sociology (Habermas 1974, Marcuse 1973). Yet
this kind of engagement is equally available in ‘nostalgic’ or even ‘conservative’ positions within the history of sociology (MacIntyre 2007,
Nisbet 1967).
These three approaches to the relationships between philosophy and
sociology may not exhaust all possible options but do capture the most
salient ones. Neither disciplinary arrogance nor parochialism will do here
though: a re-engagement between sociology and philosophy must
take the form of a mutual learning process between the different knowledge-claims that underpin them both: the empirical vocation of sociology
as it grapples with the complexities of contemporary society and the kind
of unanswerable questions that we still associate with the best of the
philosophical tradition. At stake is the fact that as long as sociology
continues to raise the big questions about life in society – the relative
inﬂuence of material and ideal factors in historical explanations, the
relationships between individual actions and social trends, the interconnections between nature and culture or the dialectics between domination and emancipation – these are all questions that also transcend it: good
sociological questions are always, in the last instance, also philosophical ones.
Philosophical Anthropology
The idea of philosophical sociology achieved some modest visibility in
Germany at the turn of the twentieth century. As Georg Simmel (1950)
and Ferdinand Tönnies (2005) deﬁned it, philosophical sociology was
a form of epistemological self-clariﬁcation whose purpose was to contribute to the scientiﬁc establishment of sociology. But in the context of
a discipline that was still intellectually and institutionally in the making,
philosophical sociology was always unlikely to ﬁnd wide support. Shortlived as it actually was, the project of a philosophical sociology was already
building on previous work on philosophical anthropology.1
1

There is no comprehensive account of philosophical anthropology available in English,
but see the special section on philosophical anthropology in the inaugural issue of Iris (in
particular, Borsari 2009, Fischer 2009, Gebauer and Wulf 2009 and Rehberg 2009).
My brief account below is informed by Cassirer (1996, 2000) and Schnädelbach (1984).
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An incipient intellectual project, philosophical anthropology looked for
a comprehensive answer to the question of what is a human being. Its
foundational cohort is primarily associated with the work of Max Scheler
and to a lesser extent with that of Ernst Cassirer, both of whom shared
a diagnostic with regard to the need for a new discipline that could bring
together what we know about what makes us human beings. Writing in
1927, Scheler (2009: 5) opens his The Human Place in the Cosmos with
a claim that we have since heard many times: ‘in no historical era has the
human being become so much of a problem to himself that as in ours’.
From medicine to philology, the original project of philosophical anthropology was an attempt to reunite scientiﬁc and philosophical knowledge
about what is a human being. Crucially, this argument for reuniﬁcation
was made not only in an epistemological key but also in an ontological
one: a dual approach to human beings results from, and must be preserved, because of the duality of the human condition itself: humans are
partly natural bodies that are controlled by their urges, emotions and
physico-chemical adaptation to the world and partly conscious beings
that are deﬁned by their intellectual, aesthetic and indeed moral insights.
The rise of philosophical anthropology led also to a fuller realisation
that the question ‘what is a human being’ does not trouble professional
intellectuals alone. It rather emerges out of human experiences of and in
the world; it is the kind of ‘existential’ question that is a perennial concern
for human beings themselves. As part of the human condition, it is central
to religious, mythical and indeed scientiﬁc world-views and is to be found
across history and through different cultures: a human is a being who asks
what is a human being; humans are beings who ask anthropological questions
(Blumenberg 2011: 341, 375). At its best, this early programme of
philosophical anthropology leads to a universalistic principle of humanity
that is built on the following four commitments:
1. Life expresses itself through an upward gradient in complexity that
goes from plants, that have little option but to passively adapt to the
environment, to animals that make use of their instincts, to humans
who can reﬂexively decide who they are and what they want to do with
their existence.
2. Average members of the human species are all similarly endowed with
general anthropological capacities that make a key contribution to life
in society. Human beings recognise one another as members of the
same species because of these shared anthropological endowments.2
2

In contemporary philosophy, the so-called Capabilities Approach may be taken as one
tradition that builds on previous insights from philosophical anthropology (Nussbaum
1992, 2006, Sen 1999). Interestingly, this is now ﬁnding a voice also within sociological
debates (Gangas 2014, 2016).
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3. The human body has an ambivalent position for humans themselves: it
is an object in the natural world, it is the ‘container’ of our anthropological features and it is also a cultural artefact.
4. Given that human nature is ultimately indeterminate vis-à-vis social
and cultural relations, humans do turn themselves into an explicit
concern.
For my purposes in this book, by far the most consequential intervention in this early delimitation of philosophical sociology and philosophical
anthropology comes from Karl Löwith’s 1932 book Max Weber and Karl
Marx. Arguably best known for his discussion of secularisation (Löwith
1964) and his perceptive criticisms of Heidegger (Löwith 1995), the main
contention of this little book is that the importance of both Weber and
Marx lies in that they successfully brought together the two intellectual
genres in which we are interested: the venerable concerns of philosophy
with the idea of ‘man’ and the fresh start that was offered by the interest of
the social sciences in ‘capitalism’. The latter was of course the explicit
focus of Weber and Marx: they were equally trying to understand capitalism and offered radically different accounts of its emergence and functioning. But there is also a philosophical layer to their writings that, in
Löwith’s interpretation, is in fact more signiﬁcant. There, he contends,
their apparent differences are sublated into a fundamental common
ground: the core ‘of their investigations is one and the same . . . what is
it that makes man “human” within the capitalistic world’ (Löwith 1993:
42–3). This anthropological enquiry into what is a human being was
surely not the explicit goal of either writer, but therein lies nonetheless
‘their original motive’ (1993: 43). Weber and Marx offered a new kind of
intellectual enquiry that was, simultaneously, empirically informed and
normatively oriented, and this was precisely what made them ‘philosophical sociologists’ (Löwith 1993: 48). It is through the combination of
scientiﬁc and philosophical approaches that they addressed fundamental
intellectual questions: the interplay of material and ideal factors in human
life, the immanent and transcendental condition of historical time, the
relationships between social action and human fate, the disjuncture
between existential concerns we all share as human beings and our
particular socio-historical contexts. In Löwith’s reconstruction, therefore, Marx’s idea of humanity is fundamentally informed by his understanding of alienation – a world that must be wholly transformed because
it impedes human development – while Weber is concerned with the
inevitable ﬂattening of our human concerns in a modern world that allows
only for specialism, bureaucratisation and disenchantment.
Deeply rooted in its own intellectual traditions, this ﬁrst generation of
philosophical anthropology did not fully realise the extent to which natural
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scientists had already stopped asking for philosophy’s permission when it
came to asking questions about the human condition: the biological
sciences rather than philosophy were making knowledge about the
human to advance at an unprecedented rate (von Uexküll 2010). On the
one hand, if science was setting the new standards, then the philosophical
drive of philosophical anthropological looked somewhat inadequate: as
a project that needed to confront the challenges of the contemporary
scientiﬁc civilisation, philosophical anthropology, looked old before it really
got going.3 On the other hand, philosophical anthropology was looked at
with scepticism even within professional philosophy itself. To Edmund
Husserl (1931), who at the time was the leading German philosopher,
philosophical anthropology seemed second-rate philosophy because the
psychological and physiological limitations of the human mind were
never going to live up to the standards of the general questions about
mind, consciousness and reason in general.4 A mere interest in the human,
the more so as it now had to include the ‘lower’ biological functions of
human life, was never going to replace philosophy’s enduring concerns.
If we now include also the turbulent historical period within which
philosophical anthropology emerged, there was perhaps something inevitable in its rapid demise as a ﬁeld of study. In a context of volatile
nationalistic passions, growing state institutions, urbanisation and industrialism, militarisation and colonial wars, hyperinﬂation and the rise of
mass political parties, a concern with the human in general, let alone
a belief in a uniﬁed theory of the human under the tutelage of philosophy,
could be seen as dramatically out of touch. Whole populations or collectives were being pushed outside the human family (if they were ever
permitted to sit at this high table in the ﬁrst place), political democracy
was scoffed by traditional elites and dismissed as mere bourgeois ideology
by revolutionaries, and the individual was being sacriﬁced on behalf of the
nation, the party, the revolution and indeed humanity itself. In a world
that seemed dominated by power struggles, capitalism, technological
innovations and particularistic ideas of nation and race, the venerable
Kantian idea that humans be treated as ends and never as means rang
idealistic at best.5
3
4

5

This is, in effect, Jürgen Habermas’s (1992a) argument on the relationship between
science and philosophy in Postmetaphysical Thinking. See also Chernilo (2013b).
To that extent, Heidegger’s equally ambivalent relationship to philosophical anthropology
echoes Husserl’s doubts, though in his case the general scepticism is based on an irrationalist and elitist understanding of being. See Chapter 1.
Or, differently put, the ‘revival’ of German philosophical anthropology in the early part of
the twentieth century can be seen as a reaction to the success of philosophies of history in
public discourse as apparent, for instance, in Oswald Spengler’s hugely popular Decline of
the West, whose ﬁrst volume was originally published in 1918.
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The massacres and crimes of World War II did not make things easier
for philosophical anthropology and yet it was in its aftermath where it
arguably experienced the peak of its inﬂuence and public exposure.
Closely associated with the works of Arnold Gehlen (1980, 1988) and
Helmut Schelsky (1967) – both of whom were Nazi sympathisers –
a second generation of philosophical anthropology gave up on the original
humanistic concerns of Cassirer and Scheler and instead helped articulate
such conventional conservative concerns as the dangers of technology
and the erosion of community.6 The humanist sensibility was not altogether abandoned, however, as apparent in Helmuth Plessner’s (1970)
inﬂuential work Laughing and Crying, who once again tried to reunite the
organic and intellectual dimensions of human life.7 Finally, towards the
last part of the twentieth century, a third generation of philosophical
anthropology has emerged. Here, the ontological convictions that deﬁned
the ﬁrst generation were now being given up: Odo Marquard’s (1989)
homo compensator and Hans Blumenberg’s (2011) reﬂections on the
powers of human delegation, both point to a description of our generic
anthropological potentials. Yet their anti-foundationalist deﬁnition of the
human can hardly be reconciled with previous notions of human nature.
Homo Sociologicus
Given that this book looks at the relationships between philosophy and
sociology, let me now look more closely at some instantiations of these
general reﬂections about the human within mainstream sociology. Ralf
Dahrendorf, who among other accolades was director of the London
School of Economics between 1974 and 1984, wrote two early pieces
that deal directly with the questions that concern us here: Homo
Sociologicus, in 1957, and a follow-up essay Sociology and Human Nature,
in 1962. Dahrendorf uses the term philosophical sociology only in passing
and in order to emphasise the inability of European sociology to differentiate between philosophical/normative concerns, on the one hand, and
strictly empirical/scientiﬁc ones, on the other (1973: 78). As sociology’s
maturity depends on a strict separation between these two domains,
Dahrendorf praises American social science for having made the idea of
the ‘social role’ central to this demarcation. Homo sociologicus is thus
introduced as the disciplinary equivalent of homo oeconomicus in modern
6
7

See, for instance, Axel Honneth’s (2009) critique.
Plessner was Jewish and had been subject to persecution by the Nazis, so his reinstatement
in German academia also contributed to the intellectual rehabilitation of philosophical
anthropology. On Plessner, see Heinze (2009) and the more recent collection that was put
together by Jos de Mul (2014).
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economics and ‘psychological man’ in twentieth-century scientiﬁc psychology: where the former is interested in the calculation of possibilities
for personal gain, the latter’s behaviour is always underpinned by unconscious motifs that can never become fully clear to the individual herself.
On the basis of the scientiﬁc success of modern economics and psychology, it was now sociology’s turn to clearly delimit the one aspect of human
behaviour that constitutes sociology’s genuine subject matter: ‘[t]o a sociologist
the individual is his social roles’ (Dahrendorf 1973: 7).
The scientiﬁc constructions of Homo oeconomicus, homo psychologicus and
homo sociologicus share two important features. First, they all seek to capture
that particular point at which the individual and society intersect: individual preferences/objective conditions for homo oeconomicus, unconscious
drives/social norms for homo psychologicus, personal capabilities/social performance for homo sociologicus. Second, none offers a comprehensive theory
of human nature but is instead construed as a unilateral exaggeration of one
particular anthropological feature that has proved particularly useful from
one, equally particular, disciplinary point of view. In deﬁning homo sociologicus as stable and predictable role-conforming behaviour, sociology
‘explicitly renounces a sociological image of man: it proclaims the intention of
ﬁnding powerful explanatory theories of social action rather than describing the nature of man accurately and realistically’ (Dahrendorf 1973: 76,
my italics).8
From a scientiﬁc standpoint, Dahrendorf contends, this is a win-win
situation because the net increment in the predictive capability of sociology leads also to a realisation of the futility of metaphysical speculation.
But given that social scientiﬁc concepts belong also in public and political
discourse, the wider philosophical underpinnings of homo sociologicus
react back on society’s self-understanding. Dahrendorf (1973: 59) then
argues that ‘[s]ociology has paid for the exactness of its propositions with
the humanity of its intentions, and has become a thoroughly inhuman,
amoral science’. He elaborates as follows on this challenge:
If the assumption of role conformity has proved extraordinarily fruitful in scientiﬁc
terms, in moral terms the assumption of a permanent protest against the demands of
society is much more fruitful. This is why an image of man may be developed that
stresses man’s inexhaustible capacity for overcoming all the forces for alienation that
are inherent in the conception and reality of society. (Dahrendorf 1973: 84, my
italics)

8

A general overview of the problems associated with thinking about the relationships
between ideas of the human and ideas of social can be found in Hollis (1977: 1–21). For
an exploration of ideas of human nature in classical sociology, see Honneth and Joas
(1988).
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One implication of this discussion is that, to the extent that we engage
both with ideas of the human and conceptions of the social, we can never
fully separate out descriptive and normative concerns. They must be distinguished analytically, and we ought to be able to discuss them separately,
but we need also explore their interrelations. And it also shows that, to the
extent that we base our reﬂections on the human on reductionist anthropological accounts, these ﬁnd expression in, and have dramatic consequences for, our conceptions of the social. The problem does not lie in
any speciﬁc shortcoming of homo oeconomicus, homo psychologicus or homo
sociologicus but in the fact that, as they are by deﬁnition unilateral reductions of our human capacities, the alleged success of their scientiﬁc contribution cancels itself out in terms of the normative shortcomings it also
obtains. The study of social life requires instead a universalistic principle of
humanity that offers a richer account of our deﬁning anthropological
features. Indeed, Dahrendorf’s passing comment on the ‘inexhaustible
capacity for overcoming’ the forces of conformity and alienation speaks
directly about the human abilities of self-transcendence and reﬂexivity.9
Sadly, however, mainstream contemporary sociology does not seem to
have learned the right lessons on this issue. Committed as he is to political
causes, Pierre Bourdieu engages constantly with normative questions.
But Bourdieu does not conceptualise normativity sociologically; normative
ideas are not included as an actual dimension of the social world because
conﬂict and power struggles are deemed enough for a fully formed ontology of the social: ‘[t]he particularity of sociology is that it takes as its object
ﬁelds of struggle – not the ﬁeld of class struggle but the ﬁeld of scientiﬁc
struggles itself. And the sociologist occupies a position in these struggles’
(Bourdieu 1994: 10). The normative motif of his militant sociology is that
the interests of less powerful actors ought to be favoured against those of
more powerful ones, so the role of the sociologist is to help subordinate
actors get their interest advanced wherever and whenever this is needed.10
My difﬁculty is not at all with Bourdieu’s political options but with the
shallow anthropology that underpins it: sociology ‘inevitably appeals to
anthropological theories . . . it can make real progress only on condition that
it makes explicit these theories that researchers always bring in . . . and which
9
10

Dahrendorf’s critique is directed primarily against Parsons. See Chapter 3.
I focus on Bourdieu given his mainstream status in contemporary sociology:
by September 2016, Pierre Bourdieu carried more citations in Google Scholar than
Weber and Marx combined. But the general argument applies also, for instance, to
Niklas Luhmann even if for opposite reasons. According to Luhmann (1994), it is
sociology’s excessive normativism that is responsible for the discipline’s chronic underachievements. The result is, however, comparable to Bourdieu’s: normative questions
are of no particular relevance to sociology because there is no autonomous normative
domain in society itself. See Chernilo (2012d).
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are generally no more than the transﬁgured projection of their relation to
the social world’ (Bourdieu 1994: 19, my italics).
Knowingly or otherwise, Bourdieu follows Dahrendorf here: we ought
to take our anthropological presuppositions seriously and make them
explicit because they are a transﬁgured projection of our own conceptions
of the social world. If we assess how Bourdieu’s own arguments fare on
these questions, we see that a reductionist notion of self-interests at the
anthropological level is then coupled by an equally reductionist conception of the social as a space of constant struggle:
There is a form of interest or function that lies behind every institution or
practice . . . the speciﬁcally social magic of an institution can constitute almost
anything as an interest and as a realistic interest, i.e. as an investment (both in the
economic and the psychoanalytic senses), that is objectively rewarded, in the
more or less long term, by an economy. (Bourdieu 1994: 18)

Because interests lie behind every institution and practice, Bourdieu’s
sociology predicts a world of winners and losers and anticipates on
which side our normative loyalties should be. We may then account for
the structural features of various social contexts, but remain unable to
grasp what is normatively at stake because irreducible normative ideas are
not part of this version of homo sociologicus. In fact, the irrationalist conception of human nature offered by Bourdieu mirrors those offered by
equally one-sided, arguments on, say, primordial authenticity (Connell
2007). This ‘normative-less’ depiction of social life has become sociology’s very own self-fulﬁlling dystopia: we do not take normative factors
into account as part of what we have to explain sociologically because our
ontologies of the social allow for no concept of the normative.11
A Post-Human World?
The references I have brieﬂy discussed up to now remain relatively conventional not only in terms of their disciplinary reference point within
sociology but also in the sense that they all speak directly about a kind of
being that is more or less explicitly and conﬁdently described as ‘human’.
But whether this is in fact an adequate claim is precisely the question that
seems most pressing nowadays. Under the general banner of posthumanism, we ﬁnd artiﬁcial intelligence and cognitive science experts who
discuss the uniqueness of the biological makeup of the human species,
science and technology experts who redraw the contours of the human
through its interactions with various other domains of reality, global
11

Reinhard Bendix (1970: 3–61) had already warned about the problems of a dual irrationalism in our preconceptions of the human and our theories of the social.
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