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I N T R O D U C T I O N

In The Ends of the World, their book for , Déborah Danowski and

Eduardo Batalha Viveiros de Castro state that the currently flourishing

metaphysical discussion on the relationship between worldliness and

humankind has begun to echo the generalized disquiet about the contem-

porary ecological crisis (Danowski and Viveiros de Castro , ). In their

view, this crisis calls for a radical reconsideration of the fundamental con-

dition upon which human existence depends. In fact, what becomes appa-

rent is that current global changes occur in the terrestrial macro-

environment. It is “a deterioration of the environmental conditions that

presided over human life during the Holocene” (Ibid., ). To the extent that
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changing terrestrial condition as a physical power overwhelms human

beings, stirring and disrupting the human condition, we need to reconsider

the terrestrial condition on which human living depends.

To date, the terrestrial condition has been considered as a stable back-

ground that is inhabited by humans. Accordingly, it has been understood in

such a way that it is thought of as a fixed and objective and physical stage.

Therefore, it is assumed to be controllable by human rational activity.

Under this assumption, much of the terrestrial realm is subsumed into the

abstract representation of space that is suitable for the construction of the

residential area inside of which humans live.

However, the current intersection of the human world with the earthly

reality makes us realize that the terrestrial realm becomes unstable. I am

haunted by the question of how we reconstruct the basic idea of the human

condition upon which human beings make their living. This issue has been

raised for me in terms of the question regarding the sense of reality. It cer-

tainly concerns the question of the realness of the world that might not be

confused with the merely virtual reality that is generated as a purely formal

digital world. As is shown in The Matrix, for example, our sense of reality is

plugged into the purely formal universe of the virtual world, which is sev-

ered from “the real-world.”

My main thesis is that our existential sense of reality is conditioned by

a certain way of fabricating our world. It is how we perceive and under-

stand our worldly reality that we inhabit. We immerse ourselves inside of

the artificial world that is physically fabricated by various human activ-

ities. While it has been assumed that the world solely exists as the human

life world, separated from the surrounding natural world, the planetary cri-

sis of climate change, or global warming, makes us aware of the earthly

world, apart from human beings, going beyond the human presence. The

sense of the existence of the contemporary human is thus conditioned by

the contradictory registers of the world.

To ask the question of how we reconstruct our worldly reality setting so

as to give to us a different existential sense, I will begin with the considera-

tion of Hannah Arendt’s argument that the human condition may be

understood in terms of the world of things. She considers the reality of the
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human world itself as constructed to be in sustained contact with the ter-

restrial condition, the latter as an alterity that exceeds human measure-

ment. Further, she implicitly considers that the human world is established

on the basis of the earth as background. Yet the latter may be unstable.

Additionally, she comprehends the human world as the world of things.

Notwithstanding, Arendt theorizes the world of things as “things produced

by human activities” in such a way that natural things that are outside and

beyond the human lifeworld are disavowed. In her understanding, the

human world as the world of things is the human artifice that is separated

from (external) natural things (Arendt , ).

Contrary to this, I propose that we may consider the contemporary eco-

logical crisis as causing the breakdown of the human world and its collision

with terrestrial reality. At that moment, we are required to think of the

human condition not solely as the human artifice. Rather, we may also con-

sider it as the open place which is not only in contradiction or potential

collision with natural things, but also inhabited by them. The boundary

that encloses the human world is dissolved.

Thinkers like Hannah Arendt and Gunter Anders have reflected upon

the human condition in conjunction with catastrophic events such as Nazi

concentration camps and Hiroshima. In their view, these events brought

forth the frailty inherent to the existential condition of human beings. In

this light, inquiry into the human condition in this age of planetary crisis

demands a rearrangement and development of previous philosophical

thought about the fragility of the human condition. Notably, with the cur-

rent ecological crisis, Arendt’s investigation of the human condition has

been rediscovered. As Dipesh Chakrabarty puts it, what is important is her

argument that Sputnik, which was launched in , foretold a fundamen-

tal change in the human condition (Chakrabarty , ). Indeed, she con-

sidered Sputnik to be “the first step toward escape from man’s

imprisonment to the earth” (Arendt , ). As Arendt was restricted by

the human-centered view of the world, she interpreted this event as the

emancipation of human beings from the constraints of the earth. In her

view, due to this emancipation, the modern human subject freely manipu-

lates the earth as an inert object with which to build the human artifact.
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However, Arendt saw the shock of Sputnik as the exposure of the gap

between humankind and the earth. In this respect, her discussion is very

novel. Human beings inhabit the planetary condition, which exists apart

from their humanly constructed lifeworld. The objective existence of the

planet is before the drawing of various lines such as racial, sexual, religious,

national and political lines that rigidly separate and demarcate certain

groups of humans. What is required is to propose novel forms and ways for

the common ground upon which various and heterogeneous human beings

can coexist. We need to render our existential condition in terms of that

which is surrounded and subtended by the underworld of things at the

edge of or underneath the established human lifeworld. Arendt considers

that the human lifeworld itself is constructed in the proximity of the earthly

condition as the alterity that radically exceeds the human measurement

and that the human condition itself is threatened by the sudden disruption.

She formulates the human world as a world of things. Still, since she con-

ceives the world of things as the human artifact that is fabricated by the act

of work, she disavows the realness of the natural things outside of the

human world. In her understanding, the human world as the world of

things is the human artifice that is separated from the earthly condition.

Contrary to her view, I want to argue that in the age of the current eco-

logical crisis, the consistency of the human artifact can become so unstable

that it will be disrupted. We are forced to realize that the human condition

is something that subsists by way of a contradictory relationship with the

world of earthly things. This is to say that what conditions human beings in

the most fundamental sense includes not only the world of the human arti-

fact but also the world of earthly things. We inhabit the human lifeworld

that is in contact with the vastness of earthly things that is beyond any

human measurement. However, as Fred Moten argues, modern philosophi-

cal thinking denigrates and disavows the earthly things (Moten , ).

Moten thinks of “the common underground” of things remaining against

and outside and before the consolidation of the human lifeworld (Moten

, ). In his words, it is a fugitive, subterranean reality. Moten’s sense

of the insistent fugitivity of life is important to my writing because it is in

accord with my feeling of the frailty of the human lifeworld in the face of a
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disastrous event such as an earthquake. For myself, the original feeling of

the frailty of the human lifeworld was intensified by the Great East Japan

Earthquake which has occurred in . Actually, at the onset of the earth-

quake, one felt that the human condition was literally stirred and over-

whelmed by the irruption of earthly things (Shinohara ). After the

dissolution of the human world, there are only discarded fragments of what

used to be constituent part of human artifact. As photographer Rinko

Kawauchi points out, we are aware of the smallness of our own existence.

“Against this leveled ground of rubble,” she writes, “the sky looked broader

and more expansive than ever. Standing there for a while, I considered the

smallness of my existence; so small that even a gust of wind could have

blown me away” (Kawauchi ). We may say that for such reason, ques-

tioning the possibility of another world has a great deal to do with how we

understand the underworld of earthly things as the spatiotemporal orienta-

tion that conditions and animates the human lifeworld. The human world

is not self-determined or self-contained: rather, it is open to the world of

earthly things, caught in its vastness. By simultaneously inhabiting the

human lifeworld and the world of earthly things, we can have a feeling of

free circulation, overflowing the border that rigidifies the difference

between the human world and the world of earthly things.

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

Men are conditioned beings because everything they come in contact with turns

immediately into a condition of their existence. The world in which the vita

activa spends itself consists of things produced by human activities; but the

things that owe their existence exclusively tomennevertheless constantly condi-

tion their humanmakers. In addition to the conditions under which life is given

to man on earth, and partly out of them, men constantly create their own, self-

made conditions, which, their human origin and their variability notwithstand-

ing, possess the same conditioning power as natural things (Arendt , ).

In The Human Condition, Arendt argues that human beings do not exist by

themselves. In her view, to exist, human beings should be conditioned in a
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certain way. In other words, human beings hold and inhabit the world by

way of being conditioned. In her view, humans are “conditioned beings”

and the word “conditioned” takes on theoretical importance. Simply put,

for the purpose of the theoretical and the practical invention of the novel

form of the collective existence of humans, we might begin with the

assumption that human beings are conditioned.

First, it is possible to discern a certain transcendental aspect in

Arendt’s word “conditioned.” Insofar as the world conditions human exis-

tence, it exists in such a way that it is ontologically before the action and

experience of the human being. In addition, if we engage with Kojin

Karatani’s reading of Kant’s discussion, it is possible to formulate that the

external world conditioning human existence is the Other as the transcen-

dental condition of every experience. Karatani’s argument is based upon

Kant’s early work, “Dreams of a Visionary Explained by Dreams of

Metaphysics,” published in .

Formerly, I viewed human common sense only from the standpoint of my

own; now I put myself into the position of another’s reason outside of myself,

and observe my judgements, together with their most secret causes, from the

point of view of others. It is true that the comparison of both observations

results in pronounced parallax, but it is the only means of preventing the opti-

cal delusion, and of putting the concept of the power of knowledge in human

nature into its true place (Karatani , ).

In Karatani’s understanding, the otherness as the transcendental means is

not so much the point of view of other persons but rather the alterity that

is outside of humans. This outside as the Otherness provides us with the

objective condition on which we understand and judge our views and

thoughts. Following Karatani’s view, I propose that the condition upon

which human beings exist is neither my point of view nor the other per-

son’s point of view but rather the otherness of the world which is apart

from every human point of view.

So thus, as a conditioned being, we inhabit the world as the Other,

which remains outside of human existence. We need to ask a question of
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how we experience the worldly reality that conditions our existence. In

Arendt’s view, the world as a human condition consists of things. This is to

say that the political public realm as a certain form of collective human ex-

istence is enacted and oriented by the world of things. While the human

collective form concerns the realm of the various human practical actions,

it is also subtended by the world of things as the objective condition.

We might say that Arendt’s thinking is about to get at the objectivity of

the world that conditions human beings. Her formulation about the world

of things, however, is insufficient. The reason is that Arendt designates the

world of things as an artifact that is solely fabricated by human activities.

In her terms, it is “an ‘artificial’ world of things, distinctly different from all

natural surroundings” (Arendt , ).

For Arendt, the world is consolidated as the gathering of artificial things

that are made by the act of work. This means that the condition upon

which the existence of human beings depends is constructed as the human

artifice. Arendt assumes a sharp difference between the artificial world of

things and the natural surroundings. The human condition is built as the

self-made condition of existence, which lies in the demarcated realm where

we are protected against the hazardous influence of the natural world.

As Moten puts it, one of the tasks of modern philosophy is to clarify the

difference between the world of man and the world of things (Moten ,

). While Moten understands that the world of things is an underworld of

things that are “buried within and on the edge of the lifeworld,” and nak-

edly appear in the lifeworld, Arendt assumes that the world of things is re-

ducible to the human artifice that is created as the constituent part of the

human lifeworld. For Arendt, the underground aspect of the earthly things

is repudiated. In the process of fabricating the human condition, they are

denigrated and disdained. In Arendt’s view, if they were not fabricated as

the conditioners of human existence, “things would be a heap of unrelated

articles, a nonworld” (Arendt , ). Perhaps this means that the natural

things that remain outside of the human artifice never constitute the world

by themselves. Still, she intuitively senses that human beings are condi-

tioned by the earthly nature. In the previous quotation, she states that self-

made conditions “possess the same conditioning power as natural things.”
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We might consider this statement to implicitly indicate the contradictory

reality that the human condition is not only a man-made product but also

caught in the field of earthly things.

Meanwhile, Arendt states: “The earth is the very quintessence of the

human condition, and earthly nature, for all we know, may be unique in the

universe in providing human beings with a habitat in which they can

move and breathe without effort and without artifice” (Arendt , ). She

admits that the earthly nature conditions human existence. In this respect,

it is not separated from the human artifice, being dismissed as a nonworld

thing. Preferably, the earthly nature is conceived to be the indispensable

element in terms of the enactment of the common ground upon which

human beings fabricate their human lifeworld.

Yet, insofar as the human condition is not constituted as the human ar-

tifice cut off from the natural process, Arendt argues, it remains nonworld.

Her contention arises from her fear of the natural process. If the human ar-

tifice as the human condition is not properly used and maintained, it will

eventually decay and become ravaged. With regard to the devastation and

liquidation of the human artifice, Arendt designates it as the returning into

the over-all natural process (Ibid., ). Her idea is evident in her descrip-

tion of the chair as the human product. She designates the chair as the con-

stituent part of the human lifeworld that needs to be erected against the

harsh process of natural decay. “If left to itself or discarded from the human

world, the chair will again become wood, and the wood will decay and

return to the soil from which the tree sprang before it was cut off to

become the material upon which to work and with which to build” ().

Arendt’s preoccupation with the separation of the human lifeworld

from the natural surroundings might be due to her ardent desire for the

stability and durability of the human lifeworld. Subsequently, the earthly

nature of the world that is assumed to go beyond human presence is repu-

diated. What remains truly natural outside the human world is disavowed.

Besides, the natural world is formulated as the nonworld into which things

that are discarded from the human world are expelled. As far as the sheer

natural process undermines the human world, it needs to be kept away for

the stabilization of the human world.
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Certainly, Arendt intends to characterize the human condition as the

objective world that precedes and goes beyond the limitation of the inter-

subjective realm of public consensus. In this respect, she maintains that

human life is not merely embedded within the intra-human community of

subjects and experience but is actually open to the objectivity of the world

of things. Yet, in her understanding, the world of things is nothing other

than the product of human work. For its durability, it must be stabilized in

the way that it is severed from the natural process.

Indeed, what remains natural within the world of things is dismissed as

something that corrodes and breaks down the stability of the human arti-

fact. For this reason, it is expulsed out of the human world. Yet, at the

moment at which the human world as an artifact is broken down, things

such as their constituent parts get out of the human world and fall back to

the natural surrounding as nonworld. This is to say that the natural world

is considered to be the merely aggregated heap of things without any

worldliness. Arendt assumes that the artificial world of things as the human

condition is different from our natural surroundings (Ibid., ). The objectiv-

ity of the human condition is not open to natural things but rather consoli-

dated as the purely human lifeworld in which the stability of sedentary

lifestyle becomes possible.

T H E C O L L I S I O N O F T H E H U M A N W O R L D W I T H T H E E A R T H L Y

T H I N G S A N D I T S D I S R U P T I O N

In the face of the current ecological crisis, it is apparent that Arendt’s dis-

cussion about the world of things becomes irrelevant. As we discussed

above, Arendt believes that the repudiation of the earth is indispensable for

making the human condition stable and durable. Insofar as the earthly things

are made use of as the materials for the construction of the human artifice,

they might be extracted and assimilated into the human lifeworld—yet what

remains truly natural is denigrated and disavowed.

As Chakrabarty argues, we are overwhelmed by the reality that the ter-

restrial condition, which has been repudiated by human activities, stirs and

disrupts the ground of the human condition. Terrestrial beings, which are
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exploited and expulsed by humans, cease to be a stable and passive back-

ground. Instead, it has become so active as to threaten human existence.

Chakrabarty thus argues:

Today, with the crisis of anthropogenic climate change coinciding with multi-

ple other crises of planetary proportions—of resources, finance, and food, not

to speak of frequent weather-related human disasters—we know that the

repudiation of the earth has come in a shape Arendt could not have even

imagined in the optimistic and modernizing s (Chakrabarty , ).

For Arendt, the condition for the human existence is the human artifact that is

consolidated in such a way as to become cut off from the nonworld of earthly

things. In the contemporary ecological crisis; however, we are about to be aware

that the earthly things exist in theway that they cannot be designated.

The earthly things that have been repudiated exist by way of stirring

and even disrupting the human condition as the human artifice. It is the

novel circumstance that has been dismissed behind Arendt’s optimistic

worldview. What is at stake is the reconstruction of the world reality setting

that should be elaborated as a question of the radical indeterminacy of the

human lifeworld. This is also bound up with the openness to the otherness

of the surrounding natural world that exceeds any human measurement.

Danowski and Viveiros de Castro also argues that the changes triggered

at the level of the terrestrial condition “goes against the grain of the

‘humanist’ optimism that was predominant in the last three or four centu-

ries of Western history.” For them, the current stories about the planetary

catastrophe are concerned with “something that seemed excluded from the

horizon of history qua the saga of Spirit.” Certainly, the exclusion of some-

thing amounts to the blindness to it. In my view, it has also something to

do with the violence done to the earthly things that are extracted in the

process of the consolidation of the artifice as the human condition.

Nevertheless, they designate the change in the human condition as “the

ruin of our global civilization” (Danowski and Viveiros de Castro , ).

Their argument misses the point since the ruin is occurring not only in the

spiritual sphere of the Spirit but also at the level of the physical reality of
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the terrestrial world. This is to say that the ruin concerns the physical and

material phenomenon of the breakdown of the consolidated artificiality of

the human world. In the ecological change of the world, the durability of

the human artifice is not only corroded and disrupted but also over-

whelmed by the surrounding natural world.

In “The Anthropocene: Conceptual and Historical Perspectives,”

authors consider the transmutation of the terrestrial in terms of the accu-

mulation of material “imprint” produced by human activities:

The human imprint on the global environment has now become so large and

active that it rivals some of the great forces of Nature in its impact on the

functioning of the Earth system (Steffen et al. , ).

In this article, the authors consider natural phenomena such as global

warming, land use change, and ocean acidification to be the consequences

of imprint left by human activities. Since they are natural scientists, the

authors comprehend the human imprint as a kind of physical event. It is

the physical and material byproduct of human activities such as carbon

emissions, urban development, and land reclamation which is piled up on

the surface of the planet.

However, if we consider it with regard to the existential problem of the

human condition, it might be argued that the human imprint means the

invasive expansion of the human lifeworld into the subterranean realm of

earthly things. Furthermore, what is expanded is the realm of the human

lifeworld that is distanced from what remains natural in the earthly things.

In this respect, the human imprint is inscribed into the earthly condition in

such a way that the human artifice distinct from the world of the earthly

things invades and violates it. In addition, this article further argues that

the accumulated human imprint modifies the functioning of the earth sys-

tem. If we consider it to be a geological phenomenon, it is just becoming

part of the field of natural science. Nevertheless, since the consequences of

the modifications of the earth—such as global warming and ocean acidifi-

cation—seriously affect human life, they are relative to the philosophical

question about the fundamental condition of human living.
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Danowski and Viveiros de Castro hold that we live in “the age when ge-

ology has come into a properly geological resonance with morality”

(Danowski and de Castro , –). Indeed, the current social and polit-

ical disruption caused by the deterioration of the environmental condition

makes us realize that human life is supported by something that has no

connection with political regimes or cultural contexts. The realm of human

living resonates with the earthly things that remain outside of the human

lifeworld. Yet, the world of things is not merely determined by natural law.

It is supposed to be included and assimilated into the human lifeworld in

such a way as to be modified through the consolidation of the human

artifice.

What we must ask here is the question about the earthly condition that

threatens human life. How do we think of the reality that it is transformed

into an unstable background that goes beyond human control?

Several natural scientists argue that climate disruption might be so haz-

ardous that it goes beyond predictions based on scientific methods.

A critical issue is that, if a planetary threshold is crossed toward the Hothouse

Earth pathway, accessing the Stabilized Earth pathway would become very

difficult no matter what actions human societies might take. Beyond the

threshold, positive (reinforcing) feedbacks within the Earth System—outside

of human influence or control—could become the dominant driver of the sys-

tem’s pathway, as individual tipping elements create linked cascades through

time and with rising temperature . . . . Hothouse Earth is likely to be uncon-

trollable and dangerous to many, particularly if we transition into it in only a

century or two, and it poses severe risks for health, economies, political stabil-

ity(especially for the most climate vulnerable), and ultimately, the habitability

of the planet for humans. (Steffen et al. , ,)

What is shocking is that the self-reinforcing feedback process, which

exceeds our predictive powers and rational control, is not indifferent to the

human world but rather directly affects and disrupts it. At the moment of

the disruption, we realize that the human world which we inhabit occupies

small part of the instable vastness of the natural world.
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How do we think about the instability of the world? In his book, Facing

Gaia, Bruno Latour argues that “the physical framework that the Moderns

had taken for granted, the ground on which their history had always been

played out, has become unstable” (Latour , ). What Latour calls the

physical framework (or the ground) amounts to the planetary and geologi-

cal ground that has formed and sustained the existential condition for

humans. In Latour’s view, the current environmental crisis destabilizes the

existential sense of ground, which had been kept intact throughout mod-

ernity. This idea seems to suggest that the very condition on which human

life depends is not only an element of human culture or politics but also a

terrestrial condition, which is situated at a level more profound than the

superficial realm of the human lifeworld.

Latour’s discussion helps us to reconstruct the relationship between

conditions for human existence with the problem of modernity—a question

that has been pondered in the humanities. We can figure this out in terms

of the impact of the ecological crisis in daily life. In his view, the physical

nature of the ground as the earthly condition is considered as something

that can be explicated by philosophical thinking.

Yet, as Danowski and Viveiros de Castro contend, Latour’s argument

does not refer only to the disruption of the existential condition itself but

also to the crumbling of the nature and culture distinction that founds

modernity. They argue this point with the following:

For some time now, Latour has been collecting evidence of the objective his-

torical crumbling of the distinction that founds modernity: that between na-

ture and politics. More recently, he has indicated planetary environmental

collapse as at once the most real result and the most eloquent proof of the

unreality of that distinction—which creates a situation that we could describe

organ failure of the cosmopolitical government (nomos) of the Moderns

(Danowski and Viveiros de Castro , ).

Indeed, in Latour’s discussion, what is at stake is not so much the collision

of the human condition with the terrestrial condition itself but the decon-

struction of the culture/nature division that sustains modernity. In this
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respect, the planetary environmental crisis is a real event that can instigate

the acceleration of the crumbling of the conceptual distinction between

humankind and nature. It is not only a threat to human existence but also

a chance to reset modernity. In Latour’s view, it is concerned with the pos-

sibility of overcoming the dichotomy between human and natural, which

would lead to the formation of the common world in which human and

natural agencies interact and assemble.

Contrary to Latour’s discussion, I would like to consider the crumbling

of the human world at a more ontological level. The breakdown of the

human condition is situated at a level more radical than the crumbling of

the conceptual dichotomy of human and nature. This is to say that it is not

so much the possibility of overcoming the distinction between human

beings and nature, but rather the breakdown of the artificiality of the bor-

der which sustains the durability of the human world. In the face of the cur-

rent disruption of the background that subtends the human world, we can

no longer restore a harmonious relationship with the natural world.

Instead, we are forced to become aware of the existence of the subterra-

nean darkness of the terrestrial world, which barely exists at the edge of

the human world. The encounter with the terrestrial world might be terrify-

ing because it not only exists apart from human interests and ordinary

human consciousness but also exceeds the human measurement of it.

Indeed, the collision of the human world with the earthly world is an intru-

sive event—that is, the intrusion of the earthly things.

The reconstruction of the human condition would be instigated by way

of facing the earthly things that have been disavowed in the consolidation

of the human artifice. In spite of that, they remain outside of the human

lifeworld, resisting recuperation to the human artifice. Moten says, “things

barely or nakedly appear in the lifeworld—as its border, as its core, as the

very possibility of its spatiotemporal orientation—while inhabiting the

underworld” (Moten , ). Perhaps it means that what subtends and

orients the human lifeworld is the insistence of things in the outskirts of

the human lifeworld. Since there still exists a difference between the human

lifeworld and the terrestrial world of things, the breakdown of the human

artifice does not necessarily lead to the continuity between them, but
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rather to the disruption of the spatiotemporal setting upon which the

human world is established.

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

Arendt defines the human condition as the artifice that is composed of the

assemblage of things; thus, she argues that the human act of fabrication

and its product “bestow a measure of permanence and durability upon the

futility of mortal life and the fleeting character of human time” (Arendt

, ). In short, the world as a human artifact is the shared ground for

the realness and durability of human existence. As Arendt phrases it: “the

reality and reliability of the human world rest primarily on the fact that we

are surrounded by things more permanent than the activity by which they

were produced, and potentially even more permanent than the lives of their

authors” (Ibid., ).

The human artifact is endowed with a conditioning force that sustains

human existence. Only when we are surrounded and supported by the fab-

ricated things that we have brought forth can we feel being alive with a cer-

tain sense of realness about our existence. If we are confined within a

depthless empty space such as a shopping mall that is characterized with

the waning of affect, it becomes difficult to animate our human life. To

keep from being thrown into the banality of a bare life, we must fabricate

the world of the artifact, which is made of durable and tangible things. It is

the real ground upon which we can have a decent yet dignified life.

For the reality of human existence to have a firm basis, it must be sus-

tained by various material artifacts such as chairs and tables. Yet the suste-

nance peculiar to these artifacts is not only the physical reality but also the

formless and sensual reality. Indeed, the conditioning force that subtends

humans does not immediately emanate from these artifacts. With regard to

the sound of music, we may hold that it is intangible and shapeless, devoid

of any weight or tactile content. Only when it is shaped into a physical arti-

fact does it exist as a condition for human existence.

According to Arendt, a circumstance in which humans sit around a ta-

ble together configures this aspect of the human condition. In this regard,
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she states the following: “To live together in the world means essentially

that a world of things is between those who have it in common, as a table

is located between those who sit around it; the world, like every in-between,

relates and separates men at the same time” (Ibid., ).

As a table is made of materials such as wood and steel, on the one

hand, it is an objective reality that is endowed with physical properties

such as weight and hardness. On the other, the act of relating and separat-

ing human beings is located within the shapeless yet sensual realm of the

in-between that is apart from the intersubjective consensus among con-

sciousness. However, the sensuous realm itself is not equivalent to the

realm of physical nature. While the act of the conditioning force of human

existence emanates from the firm existence of a table that is located

between those who share it in common, the conditioning force itself is not

caused by things. It has no definite physical reality.

How do we think of this sensual realm which is distinguishable from

both the human intersubjective realm and the physical nature? To begin

with, we need to assume that what Arendt calls the world is the context

upon which human activities exist. Yet, as Ella Myers points out, we might

consider it to be not only a stable background but also a product that is

produced and altered by human actors. Concerning this matter, Myers

says the following: “Although the world is never simply an inert back-

ground, it is the site and context of human action, among many other

things. And worldly conditions, many of them produced, sustained, and

altered by human actors, are nonetheless distinguishable from those

actors themselves” (Myers , ).

Certainly, Arendt argues that “things and men form the environment

for each of man’s activities, which would be pointless without such loca-

tion; yet this environment, the world into which we are born, would not

exist without the human activity which produced it, as in the case of fabri-

cated things” (Arendt , ). In this respect, Myers’s discussion is rele-

vant. However, because of her formulation of the world with regard to the

ethics of care, she dismisses the formless and sensual aspect of the worldly

condition. In her view, what is at stake “is not only the site or space of col-

laborative democratic practice but also its very object” (Myers ,, ).
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Accordingly, the problem of the worldly aspect of the intangible things

is reduced to the theoretical formulation of intra-human public space, the

logic of the rational interaction of free individuals, and care for other per-

sons. For Myers, what Arendt calls the world is the condition upon which

human beings rationally gather and interact with each other. For its suste-

nance, the collective human care is required. However, this kind of ethical

approach is posited in the public sphere for rational actors to whom the

stirring of the earthy condition is inaudible.

It is undeniable that human beings inhabit the world as the back-

ground that sustains themselves. For this reason, we are required to make

the world stable and durable for our own existence. Yet, the current eco-

logical crisis makes us aware of the reality that the world as the back-

ground becomes unstable. It is brought about by the irruption of the

surrounding natural world. This means that the world as human artifice

can be stirred and disrupted by the natural world that is apart from the

human world. If we grasp the world of the human artifice solely as the

public thing for which we should care, we might be blind to the earthly

reality of the world.

In my view, Arendt considers human activities to be concerned with the

fabrication of the human world. It is not only the constitution of the human

artifice upon which humans dwell but also the act of intrusion and evasion

into the natural world. That is to say, it implies the extraction of materials

from the natural world, transforming it, and repudiating what remains nat-

ural in the earthly world. Indeed, Arendt herself admits that the human act

of fabrication tends to become violent.

Material is already a product of human hands that have removed it from its

natural location, either killing a life process, as in the case of the tree which

must be destroyed to provide wood, or interrupting one of nature’s slower

processes, as in the case of iron, stone, or marble torn out of the womb of the

earth. This element of violation and violence is present in all fabrication, and

Homo faber, the creator of the human artifice, has always been a destroyer of

nature (Arendt , ).
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For the creation of human artifices, the materials for it are required. They

are plundered from the natural world that surrounds human beings. The

act of extraction of natural things implies the violent intrusion into the nat-

ural world and the subsequent damage that is done to it. However, Arendt’s

consideration of violence is not sufficient. Even though she realizes that the

consolidation of the human artifice is brought about by the violent act and

that some earthly nature is really destroyed, she does not discuss how the

destruction of the earthly condition can cause the disruption of the human

condition.

In Arendt’s view, to the extent that human beings are exposed to the

bare natural circumstances, their survival would not be guaranteed. The

incessant act of fabricating human artifice is required to support human

life. For that reason, the natural world is not only perceived to be nonworld

but also repudiated. In contrast, Arendt thinks that human beings are con-

ditioned by the earthly nature. She believes that the human existence in its

bare life is “a free gift from nowhere” (Arendt , –). Still, for its durable

existence, the human being must be situated in somewhere. For sustenance

of life as a free gift, there must be “an Earth who was the Mother of all living

creatures under the sky.” “The earth is the very quintessence of the human

condition, and earthly nature, for all we know, may be unique in the uni-

verse in providing human beings with a habitat in which they can move

and breathe without effort and without artifice” (Ibid., ).

For that matter, human existence is considered to be rooted in the terres-

trial condition. Actually, two of Arendt’s formulations about the human con-

dition contradict each other. While arguing that the earthly nature is the

quintessence of the human condition, she states that human beings cannot

become fully human unless they are free from their imprisonment to the non-

world of natural things. What is at stake is the rift that occurs between the

preverbal reality to which Arendt is attuned and the discursive formulation

that she elaborates upon. Even though she is susceptible to the reality that

humans are conditioned by the quite contradictory registers of both the

human artifice and the earthly world, she cannot accurately express it.

As Chakrabarty argues, it is undeniable that Arendt’s conception of the

world as the human artifice is constructed with the repudiation of the
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earthly things (Chakrabarty , ). As we have argued, it is the artificial

world of things that becomes unstable in the current ecological crisis. At

the moment of the disruption, the condition of human living is over-

whelmed by the uncontrollable nature. We are faced with the crisis of the

borderline between the lifeworld and the world of earthly things. Thus, the

consideration of the human condition should be fundamentally reformu-

lated. This means that the human world is made open to the earthly things

that vastly expand outside of the human artifice and that the existential

condition upon which human livings depends might be reconstructed

within the vastness of the earthly reality, becoming part of it.

In their book, The Shock of the Anthropocene, Christophe Bonneuil and

Jean-Baptiste Fressoz discuss this complicated problem Arendt faces.

These remarks of Arendt’s could also apply to the Anthropocene: humankind

abolishing the earth as a natural alterity to occupy it entirely and transform it

into “techno-nature,” an earth entirely permeated by human activity, as if

only what Homo faber makes has any genuine value. Arendt denounced this

“instrumentalization of the whole world and the earth, this limitless devalua-

tion of everything given” (Bonneuil and Fressoz , ).

On the one hand, human beings transform nature into techno-nature to

create the conditions for their survival. On the other hand, however, the

earthly nature, which continues to exist regardless of whether human

beings exist or not, would never be subordinated to the human measure.

On the contrary, it envelops and sustains human life in an unconditional

manner. Arendt designates it as “a free gift from nowhere” (Arendt ,

–). According to Bonneuil and Fressoz, it is formulated as “a natural

alterity.” We can add that it manifests something that resists the human

act of its demolition: accordingly, it remains outside the human world.

There is no doubt that Arendt admits the existence of the natural world

that cannot be reduced to techno-nature. Nevertheless, to invent and con-

solidate the condition for their own existence, human beings must trans-

mute the natural world for their own purposes. It is assumed that the

boundary that encloses the human world protects us against the
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ungraspable vastness of the surrounding world. Yet, in reality, the alterity

inherent in nature is thus abolished.

The current anthropogenic ecological crisis reveals that the total expul-

sion of the alterity of the natural world is impossible. The human world is

not only bound to earthly things but also stirred by them. In this way, the

distinction between the human world and the world of earthly things

becomes blurred. The stirring of the human condition brought about by

the ecological crisis makes us realize that the human world is perforated by

the outside world of earthly things. Hence, it is the collision of the human

and earthly worlds. What is required is to reformulate the human condition

as otherwise something more than a self-contained artifact that is distinct

from the surrounding earthly world.

One advantage of arguing that the difference between the human world

and the world of earthly things is blurred is that it allows us to consider the

realm of human as a small part of the natural world. In the process of the

disruption of the artificial world of things, the human world itself becomes

open to its outside, becoming part of it. We may propose that the human

simultaneously inhabits the contradictory aspects of both the human world

and the earthly world. Chakrabarty holds that it is a circumstance that

Arendt could not have imagined. He presents the following observation:

“Humans today are not only the dominant species on the planet, they also

collectively constitute—thanks to their numbers and their consumption of

cheap fossil fuel-based energy to sustain their civilization—a geological

force that determines the climate of the planet much to the detriment of

civilization itself” (Chakrabarty , ).

What Chakrabarty calls the geological force, for instance, refers to the

physical force with which human beings consolidate their existential condi-

tion as the human artifice. It exploits the earthly world of things to extract

materials for the construction of the human world. Conversely, the exis-

tence of human beings as a geological force implies that they have changed

the human condition by themselves. This is to say that, in the process of

the direct invasion into the earthly world of things, human beings trans-

form themselves into the constituent parts of the earthly world of things,

caught within it. The border between the human lifeworld and the earthly
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world becomes blurred, becoming the borderless border. The more the

earthly condition becomes unstable, the more the human condition that is

collided with the earth is stirred and disrupted. Thus, the human condition,

which has been consolidated as the firm human artifice, becomes threat-

ened. As Chakrabarty puts it, we can consider it as a crisis of civilization.

However, it should also be understood as the opening of the different possi-

bility of the human condition as somewhat more radical than the self-con-

tained human world separated from the surrounding nature.

Currently, we are aware of the reality that we inhabit the earthly world

which has been disavowed and repudiated in the course of the fabrication

of the human world. Actually, human beings living in the human lifeworld

simultaneously inhabit the earthly world that includes the human world as

a part of it. This is to say that the human world is finite and relative.

Notably, it is no other than a part of the earthly world that exceeds the

enclosed realm of human beings.

In his article, “The Climate of History: Four Theses,” Chakrabarty argues

that the mutations of the terrestrial condition urge us to reformulate the

human condition as that which is situated at the geological and biological

levels and is more radical than the human realm of social and political life.

The consequences make sense only if we think of humans as another form of

life and look on human history as part of the history of life on this planet. For,

ultimately, what the warming of the planet threatens is not the geological

planet itself but the very conditions, both biological and geological, on which

the survival of human life depends as developed in the Holocene period

(Chakrabarty , ).

What becomes unstable and indeterminate in the current ecological crisis

is not the terrestrial condition itself but rather the reality setting of the

human condition that we construct for our own survival. The border

between the world of humans and that of earthly things becomes blurred

and collapsed. To invent the condition for our existence, we are required to

reformulate the fundamental reality setting upon which the human world

is constructed. For that, we need to be attuned to the reality that the
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terrestrial condition that has been violated and repudiated intrudes into

the human world. It calls on us to be aware of the blurring of the border

between the world of humans and that of earthly things. The border that

encloses the human world becomes opened up at the moment of the intru-

sion of the earthly things.

In Arendt’s discussion, the condition for human existence is formulated as

the world of the human artifacts. What is at stake is the radical reconstruction

of this formulation in the age of the ecological crisis. It might be situated

within the vastness of the earthly things. Fixation of the human-centered

world becomes unstable. Accordingly, the materiality of things is liberated

from the circumstances in which they are assimilated into the fixated artifact

of the human condition. In this process, human beings who inhabit the human

world are touched by the sensual materiality of natural things.

Nevertheless, in the case of the question of the reformulation of the

human condition, one should not elaborate on the retrieval of pristine na-

ture, which is imagined as having been kept intact before the arrival of the

modern human world. Preferably, we might experience it as a compulsory

encounter with the earth that has been repudiated and injured since the

imposition of the principle of modernity.

T H E D O U B L E N E S S O F T H E H U M A N C O N D I T I O N

In Arendt’s story, the human world is comprehended as that which is sev-

ered from the terrestrial world. In contrast, in the current ecological crisis,

the conception of the human world might be reformulated as a small part

of the vastness of the earthly world, which radically exceeds any conceiva-

ble human presence. Subsequently, the human world ceases to be a fixated

and stable realm: moreover, the boundary line between the human world

and its surroundings becomes blurred and porous. In accordance with the

intrusion of the earthly reality dismissed so far, the human world becomes

so unstable as to be open to the outside. Therefore, it might be brought out

into the earthly world which remains outside of the human world.

However, openness to the outside should not be understood as a seamless

interconnection with the earthly world without any border. The difference
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between them cannot be nullified. Rather, it becomes more radical than the

stable distinction.

What is at stake here is the question of how we can formulate the theo-

retical view of the human world as that which is open to the earthly world

as the quintessence of the human condition. Chakrabarty states that we

need to consider the human in the age of the climate crisis to be the contra-

dictory figure that simultaneously acts as a geophysical force and as a polit-

ical agent. Relying on his view, we can designate the human condition as

the contradictory character in a way that it is simultaneously human and

terrestrial. This is to say that it is possible to consider the human condition

as the realm, which is constituted by the contradictory double character.

In spite of her susceptibility to the contradictory nature of the world,

Arendt could not accurately formulate it because she denigrated the quin-

tessential nature of the earth. Her repudiation of earthly things might be

due to the theoretical setting that orients her thinking. It is understood to

be based on a modern worldview according to which the world can become

habitable for human beings only when it is cut off from earthly reality.

Notably, this view constrains her sense of reality.

To inquire into the double aspect of the world, we need to get rid of the

constraint of the modern reality setting and to search for another source of

thought other than the predominant European tradition. In this respect,

Kitaro Nishida’s philosophical logic of the contradictory identity might be

suggestive for us because his thinking was based on the awareness of his

position in the Eastern tradition –which remains outside of the Western

tradition of thought. In his essay, “Nothingness and the Religious

Worldview,” Nishida argues that the human as the conscious self “does not

take place in a merely closed up, windowless self” but rather “faces and

expresses the world.” In other words, the self is not contained and re-

stricted within the human world but becomes “active as formative posi-

tions in the world’s own calculus of self-expression” (Nishida , ).

According to Nishida, the human being simultaneously inhabits two

worlds: the biological world and the historical world. What Nishida calls

the biological world seems to imply the vastness of the earthly world that

surrounds the human historical world. In the biological world, the human
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world not only constitutes a small part of it but also connects to other life

forms. Inhabiting the biological world that exceeds the human presence,

the humankind forms its own world.

Nishida states the following:

Living beings are dynamically formative, organic. That is why the biological

world is conceivable in teleological terms. In another essay, on “Life,” I probed

the difference between the physical and biological worlds on this basis. The

latter exhibits this principle of self-expression; it reflects itself within itself. I

articulate this difference by defining the biological world as a self-transform-

ing matrix moving from the formed to the forming, through the dynamic

transactions of organism and environment. The organic realm constitutes a

world that exists and moves through itself in this way (Ibid., ).

For Nishida, “living beings” are concerned with the act of the formation.

Thus, the subject of living beings is not necessarily human since the forma-

tion of the biological world takes place regardless of whether humans act

or not. In Nishida’s understanding, the biological world is endowed with a

self-forming matrix. Within the biological world, human beings exist and

act in a benign relationship with other life forms: human beings share the

biological world with other forms of life. Even so, human beings existing

within the biological world are acting by way of the transaction of the

human and the biological world. In this respect, they are distinct from

other forms of life. The world which human beings inhabit is formed in

contradistinction to the biological world as a self-transforming matrix.

Nishida calls it “the human-historical world.”

Having bodies, we, the human kind, are also biological beings and are active

accordingly—we act teleologically in the character of our species. But we do

not merely act teleologically, or socio-specifically. We act in our human-his-

torical individuality, with individual purpose and self-awareness—individual-

ity that has the structure of the absolutely contradictory identity of the many

and the one. The biological and physical worlds always appear as subaltern

dimensions of our own contradictory individuality (Ibid., ).
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Humans are not only caught in the biological world but are also placed in

the human-historical world. While the human-historical world is the world

that is formed in relation to the act of human beings, the biological world is

the world that contains the human-historical world as one part of it among

many. In this way, we are simultaneously inhabiting the contradictory dou-

bleness of the world. On the one hand, the world is the human-historical

world in which the self with individual purpose and self-awareness trans-

forms for its own inhabitation. On the other, the world is the biological world

as the otherness that the self would glimpse at the border, which encloses

the human world. While the self as a human inhabits the biological world, it

cannot be totally contained within the human-historical world. It is open to

the biological world that remains outside of it. The human condition might

be understood as the interstitial place of the contradictory double of the

human-historical world and the biological world.

Nishida’s writings help us consider the circumstances of the disruption

of the human-historical world. It is overwhelmed and disrupted by the vast-

ness of the outside world, which is inhabited by various life forms. My point

is that we are required to produce the condition for human survival within

the general field of the border between which the human world and the bio-

logical world of the outside interplay.

We need to accept the earthly reality of the outside without denigrating

it. In other words, we do not only accept the ongoing disruption of the exist-

ing human world based on the modern worldly setting, but also make it open

to the outside world of the borderless surroundings. The outside world is the

subterranean world that is situated at a level that is more radical than the

surface of the human lifeworld. Nishida calls it the biological world.

Currently, we experience the world as the otherness that stirs and over-

whelms our human world by way of the irruption of the earthly things. Yet,

the world we start to envision as a possibility of our future is not the world

without human but rather the animating and playful field of life within which

our own life is included in benign alignment with other life forms.
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N O T E S

. One can cite Slavoj Zizek’s comment on The Matrix as he clarifies the distinction

between the “desert of the real” as the digital world of the virtual and “the real world.”

Zizek argues via the following:

When Morpheus confronts Neo with the image of the ruins of Chicago, he simply

says; “This is the real world!”, that is, what remains of our reality outside the

Matrix after the catastrophe, while the “desert of the Real” refers to the grayness of

the purely formal digital universe which generates the false “wealth of experience”

of humans caught in the Matrix (Zizek , ).

. As Peter Sloterdijk puts it, the assumption of the artificiality of the world in which one

can immerse is in accord with the technological development of the computer. Sloterdijk

argues thus:

Through these technologies, humans are finally taken seriously as beings for

whom it is natural to immerse themselves – and not only in water, the ‘wet ele-

ment’, but in elements and environments generally (Sloterdijk , ).

. Concerning to the conception of the Otherness of the world in the ongoing awareness of

the ecological crisis, see the discussion of Danowski and De Castro (Danowski and De

Castro , ). Following Gille Deleuze’s argument, they argue that “the Other as a

apriori structure that is a condition of every possible “objective” world, and thus also of

the objective possibility of its extinction.” Their conception of the world as the objective

condition is quite similar to Karatani’s conception of the world as the other. Yet, while

Danowski and De Castro consider the world to be an objective perspective according to

which anyone is “worlded,” Karatani captures it as something that is outside of and pre-

ceding every perspective itself.

. I derive this line of thinking from Fredric Jameson’s essay, “Postmodernism, or, the

Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism” (Jameson ).

R E F E R E N C E S

Arendt, Hannah. . The Human Condition. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press.

Bonneuil, Christophe; and Jean-Baptiste Fressoz. . The Shock of the Anthropocene: The

Earth, History and Us. Translated by D. Fernbach. London: Verso Books.

Chakrabarty, Dipesh. . The Climate of History: Four Theses. Critical Inquiry , no. : –.

Chakrabarty, Dipesh. . Postcolonial Studies and the Challenge of Climate Change. New

Literary History , no. : –.

Danowski, Déborah; and Viveiros de Castro, Eduardo. . The Ends of the World. Translated

by Rodrigo Guimaraes Nunes. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Jameson, Fredric. . Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism. New Left

Review , –.

Karatani, Kojin. . Transcritique: On Kant and Mark. Translated by Sabu Kohso. Cambridge,

MA: MIT Press.

202 � R e t h i n k i n g t h e H um a n C o n d i t i o n



Kawauchi, Rinko. . LIGHT and SHADOW. Kanagawa: Super Labo.

Latour, Bruno. . Facing Gaia: Eight Lectures on the New Climate Regime. Translated by

Catherine Porter. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Moten, Fred. . The Universal Machine. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.

Myers, Ella. . Worldly Ethics: Democratic Politics and Care for the World. Durham, NC: Duke

University Press.

Nishida, Kitaro. . “The Logic of the Place of Nothingness and the Religious Worldview.” In

Last Writings: Nothingness and the Religious Worldview. Translated by A. Dilworth

David. Honolulu, HI: University of Hawaii Press.

Shinohara, Masatake. . Jinshinsei no Tetsugaku (Philosophy in the Anthropocene). Kyoto,

Japan: Jimbun Shoin.

Sloterdijk, Peter; and A.-Chr Engels-Schwarzpaul. . Architecture as an Art of Immersion.

Interstices: Journal of Architecture and Related Arts , –.

Steffen, Will; Jacques Grinevald; Paul Crutze; and John McNeill. . The Anthropocene:

Conceptual and Historical Perspectives. Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society

A: Mathematical, Physical and Engineering Sciences , no. : –.

Steffen, Will; Johan Rockström; Katherine Richardson; Timothy M Lenton; Carl Folke; Diana

Liverman; Colin P Summerhayes; Anthony D Barnosky; Sarah E Cornell; Michel

Crucifix; Jonathan F Donges; Ingo Fetzer; Steven J Lade; Marten Scheffer; Ricarda

Winkelmann; and Hans Joachim Schellnhuber. . Trajectories of the Earth System

in the Anthropocene. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences , no. :

–.

Zizek, Slavoj. . The Parallax View. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

8 8 8
MASATAKE SHINOHARA currently serves as a program-specific associate profes-

sor at the Graduate School of Advanced Integrated Studies in Human

Survivability at Kyoto University. His main research is in the fields of con-

temporary continental philosophy, environmental humanities, architecture,

and art.

M a s a t a k e S h i n o h a r a � 2 0 3 0


	Rethinking the Human Condition in the Ecological Collapse
	INTRODUCTION
	THE FUNDAMENTAL CHANGE IN THE HUMAN CONDITION
	THE COLLISION OF THE HUMAN WORLD WITH THE EARTHLX THINGS AND ITS DISRUPTION
	THE HUMAN WORLD AS PART OF THE TERRESTRIAL WORLD
	THE DOUBLENESS OF THE HUMAN CONDITION
	REFERENCES


