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Summary

This enquiry examines aspects of 'borders' and analyses their consequences, as
characterized by contemporary German writers and thinkers in the post-war period. To
understand the essential features of 'borders' prompts an examination of their theoretical
and pragmatic characteristics. The aim is to contribute to the interdisciplinary study of
what is called the German border experience.

Karl Jaspers' method of Existenzerhellung provides a hitherto rarely considered
framework for analysing the manifold consequences of border experience. While the
exposition of "existential situations" constitutes a theoretical understanding of 'borders',
suggesting their perception as a mental threshold, Jaspers' aim is to clarify our thinking
about reality. His approach is to consider life in terms of human existence. He
recognized the ethical status of existence as a context for evaluating Germany's post-war
division.

Jaspers' ideas lead to an important conceptual root for this study, as represented by
his understanding of Kierkegaard's aesthetic discourse on 'borders' as thresholds of
tolerance between apparently contradictory views. It is noteworthy that Jaspers'
contemporary, Helmuth Plessner, by analysing human behaviour in terms of its
anthropological study recognized 'borders' as physical entities whose pragmatic
implications support both Jaspers' theoretical views and their aesthetic representation.

The subsequent assessment of a selection of prose and poetry follows authors'
interpretations of 'borders', to establish analogies that demonstrate the value of applying
theoretical notions to literature. Eugen Gottlob Winkler's 'neo-platonic' treatment of
'borders' is one essential poetic representation that is assessed in the light of Durs
Griinbein's recent appraisal. The effects of Germany's physical division are analysed by
a contrasted interpretation of narratives by Christa Wolf and Uwe Johnson. The
assessment of aspects of the writer's environment, whether real or imaginary, is to
advance our understanding of one of the essential, albeit rarely analysed features of
German literary discourse after 1945.
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Something which we knew must be a dawn -

A different darkness, flowed above the clouds,
And dead ahead we saw, where sky and sea should meet,

A line, a white line, a long white line,
A wall, a barrier, towards which we drove.

T. S. Eliot *



Introduction

In German thought and literature, the idea of the 'border' represents a problem that
has been studied by writers and intellectuals for consequences that have manifested
themselves in the various contexts that will be examined in this work. The choice of the
border theme as a guiding principle for this study is part of an attempt to understand the
framework of German contemporary thought and literature, as well as to consider the
connection between borders and their political function in Germany after 1945. To
choose this theme, however, means to trace some of its roots further back than the post-
war context; and in some cases back to the Age of the Enlightenment. The 'border' leit-
motiv may be seen as a principle already implied by Kant's philosophy of critical reason.
In the context of the Enlightenment, Kant identified the potential of philosophy to develop
structures for ideas. These structures were thought by Kant to establish a context for
experience that might also initiate a process of rational questioning, with which the
scholar might seek to extend the boundaries of knowledge and experience. The process
of rational questioning was generally thought by Kant to work towards the refinement of
human understanding; and to encourage an attitude of individual enlightenment about the

meaning of life experience and acquired knowledge.

This study of 'borders' implies a process of questioning life experience and
knowledge, but can the examination be based on Enlightenment principles? In the
opening chapter of part one of this work, a positive connection is made between Kant's

reception of ‘critical reason’, and Karl Jaspers' interpretation of border experience in the



late 1920s and early 1930s. ! The connection is made by analysing Jaspers' main work,
Philosophie (1931), in which he devised a method of thinking which was strongly
influenced by Kant's work in that it adopted a manner of border transgression that may
be seen as an integral part of Kant's philosophy: Jaspers' interpretation of Kant's
concept of ‘critical reason' can be taken as one basis for the definition of the 'existential’
category of Jaspers' thought. 2 The category of "existence", as understood by Jaspers,
manifests an essential relationship to the concept of 'borders' because of the exposition of
a method of analysis that opens a route of enquiry for this study, which allows us to

appreciate the meaning of the 'border' in a contemporary context.

The nature of Jaspers' philosophy has been termed "existential", but the application
of this term to his thinking has less to do with the style of his philosophy. It is more
related to the content of the reasoning behind Jaspers' ideas, which depend upon a
method of illuminating "existence" as an essential part of life. The method of Jaspers'
approach to thinking is "existential" only so far as this term implies a form of border
transgression by which he aimed, in three successive stages, to approach or to "elucidate"
what he regarded as the essential meaning of life. What Jaspers' method of thinking
contributes to this enquiry into border experience is a possible affinity with other ideas.
Hence by exposing Jaspers' understanding of "existence" to other political, psychological

or aesthetic influences it is possible during the course of this work to identify these other

From: The Waste Land. A Facsimile and Transcript of the Original Drafts Including the
Annotations of Ezra Pound. Ed. by Valerie Eliot, London, Boston (1971) 1986, (first version of Death
by Water).

I See Part One of this study, Chapter I, Section 1, pp. 40-73.

2 Jaspers himself gives us confirmation of the influence of Kant's thinking for the development of his
philosophy of "existence", see note 16, p. 22 below. Hans Saner also documented the apparent
methodological similarity between Kant's thinking and that of Jaspers, see Hans Saner, Karl Jaspers Mit
Selbstzeugnissen und Bilddokumenten, Hamburg 1970. Yet it was Hannah Arendt who recognized what
seems at first sight only an implicit importance of Kant's Kritik der reinen Vernunft for Jaspers'
Philosophie and for his post-war study, Die Grofien Philosophen, Bd. I, Munich, Zurich 1981 (first
edition 1957). See especially Hannah Arendt - Karl Jaspers Briefwechsel 1926-1969, ed. by Hans Saner/
Lotte Kohler, Munich, Zurich 1985, pp. 354f. Arendt's additional contribution was that she turned what
might be called the idealized connection between Kant's and Jaspers' work into a more practically oriented
study of the explicit value of Kant's ideas in terms of political philosophy, see Hannah Arendt, Lectures
on Kant's Political Philosophy, edited and with an interpretative essay by Ronald Beiner, Sussex 1982,
(the lectures are on pp. 7-77).
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