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Ina Praetorius

Re-Thinking the world. Beginning with everyday life.

translated into “personal praetorian English”

It is a pleasure to be here in Rome as a guest of the International Association of Women Philosophers. In the past years I have read many texts of woman thinkers, especially of those who, in my intellectual context, are often simply called „the Italians“. These texts have inspired my own thinking across all geographical, linguistic and disciplinary limits. For example I learned that it is necessary – and possible – to set a new beginning beyond the seemingly insurmountable barriers the patriarchal order has imposed on us. Indeed, I already knew before that thinking does not mean to obediently read Platon, Kant and Freud, and imitate the brilliant style of others. Rather it means to playfully-seriously search for a meaning of life, together with others. But I needed the intense communication with other thinking women to, finally, make out of Kants fatherly exhortation to the “beautiful gender” to leave the self-imposed minority (an exhortation the consequences of which Kant hardly seized) my daily praxis.

Today I am on my way elsewhere and in another way than ten or fifteen years ago. Then I still thought my main aim was to have an “academic career”. It was hard then, sometimes impossible, to adjust my wish to postpatriarchally rethink the world to the confinements of the academic enterprise. – In the meantime I have written three books and many other texts that I did not present to the academic controlling system any more. So, the order of precedence which was imposed to me since my first school day has gradually shifted: This order had declared, that the most important thing are the standards and settings of “the school”, and only within this enclosure you are allowed to say the truth. Nowadays I am indeed still thankful that my teachers taught me the rules of grammar, understandable speaking and discipline. But now it is not any more “the school” which decides what will be said using these tools, but? - It would reduce reality if I said that nowadays “I myself” decide. It is more that decides now. It is some IN-BETWEEN, a certain INTER-EST which decides what will said in the times of expiring patriarchy, for I do not think by myself only. My thinking is lifted/preserved (german: aufgehoben) in the community of those who are leaving the twofold world behind. There is no man-knowing-better who blocks the horizon. As a pious theologian who, in daily prayer, communicates with a LIVING OTHER, I put aside another restriction saying: My thinking is sheltered in the relation to GOD.

Everyday life. A first approach

Re-thinking the whole can begin with any word, for example “everyday life”. What does “everyday life” mean? Does it exist? It seems like that, for many people, women and men (not so many children, I will deal with them later) speak of “their everyday life” as if it existed and as if it was undoubtedly clear what it is. Agreement in real speaking is, at least according to certain linguistic and philosophical theories, a strong evidence that “everyday life” has a fundamentum in re. But what do people exactly mean when they speak of “everyday life”?

An accountant, for example, complains of the monotony of his professional everyday life. Or, another example, pupils are sighing when, after the summer holidays, school starts again. School with its rigid time structure, the coercion to get up early in the morning, the invariable curriculum seems to be “everyday life” – an experience contrasting with holidays in which I can dispose freely of my time or travel abroad. However, also during holidays everyday life comes in again, because wherever I am and however free I may feel I have to eat, to sleep, to go to the toilet some time. Everyday life seems to be a relational notion: what it concretely is can only be defined in opposition to a certain Other which is not everyday life. But in this operation one thing seems to remain invariable: The notion “everyday life” seems to relate to the functional, repetitive side of life. A lottery prize, a festival, an accident, a sudden illness, a visit can pull me out of the “trot” of my everyday life. Then perhaps I long to return to the quiet functioning-along out of which the special event – surprisingly or expectedly - stands forth (ex-sists). Everyday life seems to have to do with functioning: with the fact that, according to corporeal cycles or the cycles of a corporation, I fulfil certain tasks,  without always thinking of my freedom or the proper sense of  the respective act. Functioning can be perceived as relieving, as stabilizing, or as boring, spirit-killing. If functioning is boring, what, exactly, is the interesting, the non-functional Other? If I experience functioning as good fulfilment of the temporal extension we usually call “life”, what is it that frightens me in the non-functional side of being? Can I conceive “everyday life” as purposeful life whereas the opposite is living beyond purposes or with uncertain purposes?  What is the Other of everyday life? Freedom? The special event?

If, let’s say, everyday life is the boring routine implied by body cycles or the need to administer the human community, then, compared to former times, a lot has improved for many people. For today we generally think that every person, male and female, members of all ages and professional groups (should) experience both sides of life: everyday life and holidays, functional and purpose-free periods. A big deal of all that stuff which filled the days of many humans in former times – hay- and fire-making, baking bread, overcoming distances, doing the laundry, cutting trees – is nowadays the business of machines. We seem to approach a state out of which all acts which immediately aim to the purpose of survival have disappeared or ought to disappear. The “ora et labora” of the Benedictine rule which refers to the life praxis of Jesus of Nazareth still made a virtue of the necessary alternation of functional and non-functional aspects of life. It provided a rhythmical change of both aspects for everybody. In the meantime, it seems that the functional aspect of life should totally disappear, in favour of what? In favour of freedom or special events? There are still more names for the other side of life: free time, dynamic, adventure, festival, creativity, progress… All these words promise a pure culture of special events (the ex-sisting). The whole life ought to become a special event.   

The twofold world

This modern project to render a lifestyle possible whose functional aspects have been delegated to machines seems to be meant for everybody. Yet, until today it is underpinned and affected by a certain worldview which has been, since the classical antiquity, prominently represented in the Western civilization. In this worldview one part of humankind is meant to be free whereas the other is assigned for functioning. Aristotle, for example, writes in the first book of his “Politics”, in which he develops a “science of domination”:

“It is clear that by nature there are free men and slaves and that to serve is beneficial and conducive for the latter.” 

“Likewise male and female relate to each other so that male is superior and female lower, male is reigning and female reigned.”

This doctrine of a naturally graduated “mankind” legitimated a social order in which women, slaves and domestic animals were determined to produce the freedom of male citizens: they were responsible for the fulfilment of their bodily needs and the reproduction of the family. Women, slaves and domestic animals are, according to Aristotle, ontologically identical with this function for the oikos and, through the oikos for the polis. There is no part of life provided for them which can be shaped freely. They are created for the purpose to execute “everyday life” so that their master is free to aspire to his “higher” ends: theorizing, purpose-free playing, the organization of power.

So, if you sometimes feel that “everyday life” (which should be abolished) is somehow “female” and takes place mainly at home, while top managers, professors and politicians no doubt speak of their “boring” sessions, lectures or journeys, but in reality do the truly interesting things “outside”, in male freedom, you are not totally wrong. For it is a fact that everyday life, the repetitive side of human life, all that reminds us of our bodies – appetite, excretions, fatigue, illness, senile decay – was, during centuries, located in a “lower sphere” and opposed to something “higher”:  spirit, dynamic, divinity, civilization, freedom, rationality, strength, masculinity. Even Hannah Arendt who, as we will see later, has shown practicable ways out of the static twofold symbolic sometimes falls back to it, for example in the passages of “Vita Activa” where she detaches “work” (Arbeit) from “producing” (Herstellen) and “acting” (Handeln) and describes “work” as “a cycle of eternal return”, in which “speaking as such is meaningless”. 

Indeed, slavery has been abolished, and many constitutions and declarations say that every human, irrespective of his gender, age or race, is bearer of the same inseparable “dignity” which Immanuel Kant has defined as “end in itself”:

“Man and every rational being exists as an end in itself, not only as a means …”

This proposition, that all humans have the same dignity, clashes with Aristotle’s thesis that there are humans whose essence is identical with their social function. Nevertheless, the twofold worldview – by the way: also in Kant’s texts – has been maintained obstinately during centuries. It takes strong effects still today, for example in an economic discourse which takes it for granted that “market” and “money” as symbolically masculine economic spheres are much more important than what is done in households - mainly by women. Today money-mediated exchange transactions are thought to be the life-giving centre of the economy whereas households are defined as dependent entities of mere consumption or as “pre-political” communities, sometimes even totally excluded from theory, thus still included into a sphere of blind functioning.

What does the permanence of the twofold symbolic order mean for the rethinking of reality, starting from “everyday life”? I think the “order of symbolic couples” still makes that – as in the times of antiquity – unrealistic ideas of what human life could or should be, (can, shall) occupy our minds and desires. Then, in antique Athens, a full “right” human being was thought to be a male polis-citizen who had delegated the fulfilment of his needs to inferiors. Nowadays the good, complete human is said to be the homo oeconomicus, recently as emancipated woman, too, who at most operates certain buttons and levers when he wants to eat, to piddle or to reproduce himself. The boredom of cooking, cleaning and washing has disappeared for those who have been successful. It ought to disappear altogether. Nobody should bear it any more. Concerning this end capitalism and communism, if I see it rightly, do agree. Both of them are based on the identification of the female and the functional and the exclusion of the female-functional from the ideal form of human life. Until we will have reached the aim of a routine-free lifestyle we simply conceal the remaining “everyday life”, delegating it to the falling behind unemancipated people (the Philippine domestic servant, the polish nurse…), with whom we anyway haven’t dealt a lot.

But what will we do in the future when we won’t have to cook, wash and clean any more, perhaps not even to piddle, sleep, give birth and die? We will of course deal with special events. Can special events fill a lifetime? Most people will continue to live several decades. They will begin as round about needy babies, often end as round about needy seniors, and we shall live even longer lives. What happens to a lifetime of several decades if it will become a special event as a whole? Will particularity become everyday life? Is, in other words, what happens absurd?

The time of mourning

In the eighties and nineties of the past century we woman thinkers were mainly engaged in explaining patriarchal absurdities to ourselves and others. Moreover we declared that it was impossible to escape from them. I myself was fascinated by Luce Irigaray’s “Speculum”, for example, which was published in German in 1980 and which I read as a cry of despair. For years I felt at ease in words like the following:

“ She (the woman) is nothing but this single will that the master appropriates, this resistant rest of corporeality which is still sensitive towards his passion for the Same… And because she is this she does not undergo the discourse of history but remains the female slave without a self of her own. … Powerless on earth she remains the ground in which the genius takes his roots and out of which he tears his power.”

Indeed, already in “Speculum” the possibility of jumping out of the order often shines through, but I was not yet able to realize that, then. I was too much preoccupied mourning for the long-lasting exclusion of the female, for the annihilation of reality in phallic dreams. Today I still know: Who wants to say what is and what ought to be, starting, for example, with the notion “everyday life”, cannot go round the androcentric order with its desires to point reality in a phallic manner and appropriate the Other to the Same. I have to cross it again and again, to lift it into consciousness and, finally, entangle it. But I do not need to get stuck in complaints. For firstly many people, not only shrewd feminist thinkers, have understood that patriarchy has got ruined. Secondly, there have always been postpatriarchal beginnings in history, so we do not stand in a vacuum or before an abyss. We can refer to these historical facts, for example the Benedictines’ “ora et labora”. And thirdly there is, notwithstanding all shrewd criticism, the “right life in the wrong” which I can search, which I can name patiently, graciously (german: “fehlerfreundlich”) and creatively. Every good meal is “right life”. And each child that learns to use his or her senses and mother tongue, is right life, too. How would it be possible, otherwise, that human newcomers do great things in this world? For example such a great thing as the women’s movement of the past thirty years?      

Thinking the world as a fabric of relations

So, how can I begin to rethink “the whole”? Beyond the order of symbolic couples in which some humans have to maintain basic life functions whereas others are thought to “freely” shape the world? And beyond the dream that everyday life will disappear some time? Hannah Arendt, in her book “Vita Activa”, invented a notion which I want to take as a starting point: “Das Bezugsgewebe menschlicher Angelegenheiten” “The fabric of human relations”.

But I do not, like Arendt, underlay to this fabric a “cycle of permanent return”. Rather, like a newborn child for whom there is no difference between the importance of piddling and that of contemplating, who does not distinguish everyday life from special events, I see my life as one:  

There are days in my life which are stamped by what we call “intellectual flights”, nevertheless I have to go to the toilet several times. While cooking I am not separated from language. When I enter the kitchen and stand in front of my hearth I do not descend to a cycle of permanent return. Rather just here, in front of the hearth, as at my desk, I nourish what is nourishing me: the fabric of human relations. Every meal that I cook, is, as every thought I think, nourishment for me and other people. Every meal is, like every thought, old and new at the same time: it has often been in the world and it is here for the first time. Both, meal and thought, spring from tradition: my mother’s cooking was similar to mine. Nevertheless the goulash of today is coming to existence at this very moment, because this onion that I cut into pieces never existed before. It is an original as the period of time, this unique day when I bring together this onion with this oil in this pot, is an original. Indeed I have cooked goulash a hundred times, and sometimes cooking goulash is as boring as writing books which makes me interesting for the world “outside”. Yet, this goulash (and this is scientifically proved) differs from the last one. For today is today and not yesterday.  Today I had the idea which did not come to my mind yesterday. Perhaps this is the reason why I take this onion that yesterday was still in the supermarket in another way than yesterday, when cutting onions was boring to death. Today, while uniting meat and oil and onions in the pot, I have this conversation with my daughter, not that of yesterday. For we both slept during a whole night and woke up out of dreams we never dreamt before. She has become a new person, I have become a new person. We both came to the world anew this morning. No drop of water, no blade of grass, no brushing of teeth is identical with another. The fabric of human relations is woven into the fabric of origin: the tradition, and into the fabric of natural relations: the cosmos. They are all open to the future: the fullness of what will come. To think the world as a static (male, free) “above” and a (female, functioning) “below” is fiction. My pious foremothers and forefathers already knew that when they called GOD THE LIVING. As the patriarchal order is fiction it can be untangled, and the world will not perish. 

Thinking the world as a single fabric does not abolish boredom (german: Langeweile), because the human life is an extended period if time (german: lange Weile). Neither will it do away with special events or the difference between functionality and amusement. Yet, it frees this difference from its intertwinement into the mental structure of symbolic couples, for functionality is not “below” and freedom is not “above”. Both are everywhere and nowhere, at the hearth and in the headquarter. Freedom is not the opposite of functionality. As long as humans will be spirit-bodies, freedom will not mean “independence” or “autonomy”, but that they can, in permanent dependency, “begin something new” (Hannah Arendt). Everyday life cannot disappear and need not disappear, for it is not an obstacle for freedom. Thus, thought anew, or better: re-thought according to certain traditions, the world could be put in order.

It is likely that most people, also in the future, will live several decades in the world. They will spend their lifetime cooking, eating, sleeping, inventing, cutting onions, preparing goulash, praying, reflecting, travelling, loving, playing piano. Sometimes they will experience life as boring, sometimes they will see an onion as if they never saw an onion before. People who undertake a trip around the world will still have to go to toilet several times a day, and they will be lucky when architects, at least, if not philosophers, have thought human existence as the temporal extension which humans spend on earth and for which bathrooms are needed as well as auditoriums.

There are many thinkers who sighed: “One should be able to be astonished like a child” – and did not really wish that, for it is possible to be astonished like a child. I can perceive my being-in-the-world as one. I can, too, like children, protest, if the game becomes too boring, and then simply begin a new game. The new game will get boring as well. But, luckily, there are many other things to do: I still have to eat, to think, to sleep, to write books, to dream, to learn etc.

Another beginning

It would be easy to keep on speaking in this manner. With every sentence the world would get confused – and in order. Yet, at the end, I want to set another beginning:

The rigid hierarchy, you see, is still there. For example nowadays the occident seems to believe in its superiority again. It thinks to be entitled to dominate the orient that he takes for irrational, needy of control, in short: “female” with its good, but not yet accomplished idea of “equal human dignity”. Like the dominated wife, the orient is revolting, rightly, but has no better idea than to strike back: “My body belongs to me.” “Religion, unmodified, should reign again.”

Another example: Twice, in January 2005 and 2006, I participated as an observer in the “Open Forum”, the public part of the famous “World Economic Forum” in Davos. There, Peter Brabeck, CEO of Nestlé International, some US senators and many other men, in front of running TV-cameras, explained the world to me:  Above, there is the market, and below life can only function if the market is free of political intervention. The most famous German feminist, Alice Schwarzer, was invited, too, and so were bishop Bärbel von Wartenberg and Sheila Dikshit, the mayor of Delhi. On a panel named “Breaking the Glass Ceiling: More Women in Top Positions” they talked about the really important themes, for example about addiction as consequence of the loss of a meaning of life, or about good relations. Many women were listening, many men, by chance, had something more important to do.

I, however, want that Alice Schwarzer will discuss with Peter Brabeck, about the meaning of life. I want that women will not any longer sit on panels about “Women in top position” as if this was the problem. I myself want to decide what is the issue in Davos. I am not patient any longer. I want to confront the “big public” with my thinking. Men, and women who have reached “top positions”, shall listen to me, for what I have to say is by no means too complicated for them.

To Mr. Brabeck, for example, I would like, as a start, to say the following:

Dear Mr. Brabeck, you are the chief of the world’s biggest food-producing company. There are about 250.000 men and women all around the globe, who work for the purpose that as many people as possible grasp Nestlé-products in as many supermarkets as possible. Why are they to do that? The answer, naturally, is: They should “instantly” eat one’s fill spending as little time as possible in their kitchens, and all the 250.000 Nestlé workers should earn a living. There is another reason, too:  Life should be functioning “below”, and as much money as possible should arrive “above” in Vevey.

Dear Mr. Brabeck, I believe you when you say that you want to do good. Yet, I believe you could do all the good things you want to do a bit better if you took the time to reflect with me about the meaning of this all, in short about this single question: what sense does it make that six and a half billions ever newborn bearers of human dignity, women and men, want to live together in this world, the only world we have to live in? So, let us start…

After that it would be Mr. Brabeck’s turn.  

Wattwil, 2006-08-23

I.P.



