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Abstract
The story of Heller’s philosophical life is profoundly different from the other stories of her life, first because it did not begin with the birth, but at twenty, and then was held in parallel with the other stories. With the only exception of the Hungarian '56, her “more meaningful and memorable political experience", it had a linear trend, a basic unity, despite the changes, which were always independent from political events. The history of Heller’s philosophical life is not marked by turning points, but by a sort of weaving of threads that, even when lost or torn, are taken up and reassembled. Heller’s philosophical life, or the life of her philosophy, was the only continuous, linear life within an existence marked by sudden ruptures.
Heller destroys various clichés about the relationship between philosophy and life, and tells us that between the two there is neither conflict nor identification. Philosophy does not coincide with life, but is not a profession completely independent of it. The gap between work and life exists, but requires a choice.

 The philosophy is in fact a form of life with specific characteristics, the result of an existential choice, never comparable to others, and never absolute. The history of Heller’s philosophy is therefore the story of her life in the specific form of the concentration on a unique thing (die Sache selbst). As she summarizes: my mind is changed, sometimes radically, but the puzzle is still the same. She adopts the image of the ship of Theseus: man can change the pieces, but the ship remains the same.
What is then a philosophical life, entirely devoted to philosophy? A philosophical life is not made up of a training period, of some ruptures, possibly of a "late style" (Said).  A philosophical life is characterised by the research of the autonomy of a philosophy that continues to have a claim to universality.
The decisive significance of the "construction" of Heller’s philosophy is the emergence of ethics not only as a central theme, but as lookout point where Heller’s philosophy expresses entirely its originality within the contemporary horizon. Ethics represents both the unity of the disparate threads that unfold over many years of philosophical work and the backbone of the "construction", the explanation of her idea of ​​philosophy.



Agnes Heller is a famous philosopher and an intellectual of international rank, object of doctoral dissertations, essays and monographs. Many were the attempts to harness her work into a classification: depending on the period, the student of Lukacs was considered a leading figure of critical Marxism, of practical philosophy, and a postmodern philosopher. Probably, this sort of public image – that contributed to Heller’s international fame – has played the role of an obstacle to a real understanding of her life work. Heller has brought new thoughts out of the darkness of the century of totalitarianism and of Holocaust, and precisely for this reason no classification fits to her.

Agnes Heller is Agnes Heller, a great philosopher, who in the course of a long and very productive life, gave us a thought endowed with a deep unity and a very personal stamp. Heller does not deny to have crossed the events that marked the second half of the 900 and the first decade of the new millennium, having had as partners the main protagonists of contemporary philosophical debate, as Habermas, Rorty, Rawls to name just few. She was and still is a fighting intellectual on the public arena, but philosophy, how she practiced it, cannot be related to general trends, but causes a rethinking of the very idea of ​​philosophy.

Within Heller’s writings we find many interviews, thanks to which we know the story, or rather the stories of the life of Heller, dramas and joys, conflicts, turns of her existence. As Heller writes in the preface to the most recent, released in Italy, interviews are the talk of the philosopher’s living subjectivity, and as such they generate discoveries about herself, immediate intuitions. When she expresses herself in the books, however, the philosopher adopts an indirect form, does not say "I", but assumes an impersonal point of view, that of the "thing itself" (die Sache selbst). Even when they summarize, rebuild, or put in order pieces of the puzzle of the thought of the philosopher, interviews remain on a level distinct from that of the self who in the work essentializes her personal point of view. Philosophical writings, therefore, tell a different story from that of the adventures, joys and sorrows, loves and hates of a philosopher. Heller notes that rarely interviewer questioned her about the history of her philosophy, which is one of the many stories of her life, and therefore she decided to write it herself.

In November 2008, Heller was invited by Ugo Perone, director of the School for Advanced Philosophical Studies of Turin, to present her work in the course of a week in front of an audience of graduate students from various Italian universities. I was the director of the sessions. Some time after the conclusion of the course, I received the English version of a text entitled Short History of My Philosophy. In the introduction we read that the sessions of Villa Gualino had unexpectedly put Heller faced with the fact that her philosophy, between 1980 and 1995, acquired the character of a "whole". A "whole”, not in the sense of a metaphysical system, of a complete description of the world, but of a "quasi system", that is, an organized set of different perspectives related to each other, which does not just reflects on trends of thoughts of the past (looking backward as Hegel's owl of Minerva), but aims to relate the different perspectives through which man can compose a worldview. For Heller they were ontology, philosophy of history, ethics and philosophy of art, not epistemology and philosophy of science and only later and partially psychology.

The "sudden illumination" put her to write the story of her philosophy, a history not so dramatic, but full of changes. A story profoundly different from the other stories of her life, first because it did not begin with the birth, but at twenty, and then was held in parallel with the other stories. With the only exception of the Hungarian '56, her “more meaningful and memorable political experience", it had a linear trend, a basic unity, despite the changes, which were always independent from political events.

"My first book leftist, Sociology of everyday life (1970), was written before the appearance of the new left. Neither the internal, nor the external emigration (in Australia, then in the United States) have left important and visible traces on my philosophy".


The history of Heller’s philosophical life is not marked by turning points, but by a sort of weaving of threads that, even when lost or torn, are taken up and reassembled. Heller adds with a strong emphasis that her philosophical life, or the life of her philosophy, was the only continuous, linear life within an existence marked by sudden ruptures. Patient interviewers, to whom Heller does not deny absolute gratitude, did not realize that anyone who had a terribly interesting life need anyhow continuity, a pivot, a loyalty to himself. In eighty years, Heller has lived many disparate things, but she has never stopped a minute to think and write philosophically.

The question now is how fidelity to her philosophical vocation can be protected from external interferences, in particular how it is possible to shape a sort of independence from  individual and historical-political events. Certainly it is not the case of indifference (Heller’s life visibly refute this possibility), but of the research of the autonomy of a philosophy that continues to have a claim to universality, answering questions as: what is truth, what is being, how should we act, how should we live, without renouncing to stay in the present.

Heller destroys various clichés about the relationship between philosophy and life, and tells us that between the two there is neither conflict nor identification. Philosophy does not coincide with life, but is not a profession completely independent of it. The gap between work and life exists, but it requires a choice.

 The philosophy is in fact a form of life with specific characteristics, the result of an existential choice, never comparable to others, and never absolute. The history of Heller’s philosophy is therefore the story of her life in the specific form of the concentration on a unique thing. It is difficult, unless you are a young scholar, to read and dominate the vast Heller’s production. Heller does not ask us this, not even to herself. In order to write the story of her life, she has  looked again to  books long forgotten, but she claims the right to consider some of them naif, rhetorical. As she summarizes: my mind is changed, sometimes radically, but the puzzle is still the same. She adopts the image of the ship of Theseus: man can change the pieces, but the ship remains the same.

What is then a philosophical life, entirely devoted to philosophy? A philosophical life is not made up of a training period, some ruptures, possibly a "late style" (Said). 

Heller calls, therefore, to focus not on the genesis and evolution of a thought, but on the "puzzle", which remains the same. It is question of the puzzle that interpellated an entire generation of thinkers in the presence of historical and political catastrophes of the '900, of totalitarianism and Holocaust: how was it possible, how could this happen (Arendt)? This question explains Heller’s passionate interest in ethics and history, the moral responsibility that marks her thought like that of many philosophers of  900. Answering the burning question posed by the "spirit of the time," Heller believes, however, that she had come a personal way, which does not coincide with that of many others, who went from communism to liberalism, from great narratives to postmodern, from all-encompassing worldviews to skepticism.

Implicitly replying to the attempts to harness her philosophy in current trends, the story of Heller’s philosophical life is primarily aimed at illustrating the formation of her "philosophical character", of the combination of vocation and exercise of thought and writing , which is formed early enough, comes out at once, like a butterfly from the chrysalis, or rather, as she says, like a frog from a tadpole, and then evolves to completeness.

This happened to her between 1980 and 1995, during the 15 years between the years of teaching in Australia and the long residence in the United States. Such chronological order is important, because it allows us to frame the event which certainly affected in many ways Heller’s life: emigration. It was not only question of an existential break, but of a gesture of great philosophical relevance. By choosing to emigrate, Heller has not in fact simply followed the fate of many Eastern intellectuals hunted in those years by academies and universities, deprived of the opportunity to travel, to read foreign books and publishing. Heller chose the cosmopolitan fate typical of a part of the Jewish intelligentsia in Central Europe. So she "relativized" the East with great anticipation to the events that have marked the collapse of the division between east and west, avoiding entangling her thought in the simple reaction to the conditions of oppression in Hungary. Her interest turned to the West, to the rich and complex forms of life, to the life-experiments of young people,  and to the contradictions of democracy in a mass society.
But what happened before?

Those 15 years do not include  the books that were and are still very appreciated , especially in Italy: Marx's Theory of Needs (1974), Philosophie des linken Radikalismus (1978), the unfinished project of social anthropology in five volumes (only the first two were published: Instinct and aggressiveness 1976, Theorie der Gefühle, 1978). On the contrary, they include the plan of a moral trilogy (General Ethics, 1989, A Philosophy of Moral, 1990 Ethics of Personality, 1996), important works in political theory, Beyond Justice (1987), Philosophy of History, A Philosophy of History in Fragments (1993), The Power of Shame. A Rationalist Perspective (1985), and contributions on modernity and postmodernity (Can Modernity Survive? (1990), A Theory of Modernity (1999), The Postmodern political condition, written with Ferenc Feher (1988).

Not included are in particular the "years of dialogue" (1965-1980), in which Heller was projected into the world, began to be known and published in Europe and considered as a representative of the new left. These are the years of the "Budapest School", as Lukacs in a letter to the Times Literary Supplement in 1973 called the community of life and thought which joined Heller with Ferenc Fehér, Gyorgy Markus and Mihaly Vajda, of the participation in the Summer School of Korcula, where gathered, between 1965 and 1968, the most prestigious exponents of critical thinking and the renewal of Marxism, Kolakovski, Gajo Petrovic, Bloch, Habermas, Marcuse, Lucien Goldmann, Iring Fetscher (in August 1968 the Declaration of Korcula against the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia ended, at least for the Hungarians, to this experience). 
Which is the relationship between this period of hope in the revival of Marxism and Heller’s philosophy? Heller recognizes that they were promising years, rich of engaged interventions, but full of rhetoric. It is almost surprising that some of the writings of the same period, for example, an essay on the ethics of Kant (The two ethics of Kant, 1974, see Assumptions for a theory of value) have no traces of rhetoric. An essay on Kierkegaard, Phenomenology of false consciousness (1971) was indeed opening the door of the moral trilogy which represents the most significant achievement of Heller’s philosophy .

Emigration therefore corresponded to the end of the "Budapest School" and of the dialogical community, of the experiments, hypotheses, plans, such as that of social anthropology. Constructive thinking, says Heller, cannot be implemented in dialogical form. The internal crisis of the "Budapest School", developed since the mid-70s, concerned in fact mainly the role of philosophy. Heller does not pass indeed from years of intellectual and political commitment, marked by a certain leftist language ( radical philosophy, radical needs) to a phase of theoretical concentration corresponding to the loss of trust in Marxism or socialism, as well as to the events of New Left itself, that changed her audience. Heller adopted a dual system of writing and thinking: that of political writings on actual matters (the books written with Feher) and that of strictly philosophical matters.

Which idea of ​​philosophy comes out from the years of "construction"? It is important to answer to this question because here it is at stake the "philosophical character", the specificity of Heller’s philosophical life. It is true that the horizon of Heller’s philosophy is the modernity, object of constant questions, as shows the book Can Modernity Survive?,  written in 1990. Heller’s idea of philosophy is antimetaphysical and hostile to any philosophy of history or theory of progress. At its core there is "contingency", defined as the selfconsciousness that modernity has acquired in the postmodern age. The present has no longer any kind of continuity with the past, nor promises a transition into the future. The key of  the "riddle of history," as Marx named it, is no longer delivered either to philosophy or to the social sciences. Philosophy does not move then further within the "present as history" (Lukacs), but within the horizon of a present understood as contingency, irreducible to causal processes, characterized by the novelty of what happens. Contingency means differentiation, plurality of lifestyles, openness and indeterminacy, centrality of everyday life understood as the sphere of experience from which depart and to which return the material and spiritual objectifications (science, law, economics, art and philosophy). Contingency has therefore nothing to do with the vocabulary of philosophy of existence, nor is opposed to determinism in the same way in which freedom is not opposed to necessity: in a person's life it may exist many conditioning factors, but it does not deserve to be qualified as a "conditioned" life. On the contrary, the person can choose some facts of her life and of the history of the world, the hard facts that, expressed by the term contingency, draw a horizon of reality that we have neither intended nor created, but that exists before us and after us, and whose sense is obscure. The choice of the horizon of contingency and of the '"riddle of history" is not voluntarism, but practical freedom, work on oneself and on the world, because man can only act in the world in which he is born.

This basic premise has a direct relationship with the project of ethics that stands in the years of "construction", and first explain that it is not at all question of exploring a field of knowledge (next to the logic, aesthetics, politics). Dealing ethics represents for Heller to exercise thinking on a "fact", on a constitutive element of social experience dominated by human differences, pluralism and by multiple and heterogeneous interlacing of fact and value, theory and practice, reason and feeling, individual and universal. The value orientation, the question of the "meaning" is a constitutive element of human experience, which essentially discriminate between true and false, good and evil, right and wrong, and is brought to establish a conscious and practical relationship with the world of ethics and norms.

The central role of ethics, and of the question about meaning and value, has a direct relationship with Heller’s idea of ​​philosophy. However, this passage is by no means linear, if we think back to the horizon of contingency. Heller’s philosophy is in fact characterized, let us note immediately, by a deliberate, programmatic use of categories as absolute, ideal, universal, transcendental. By this way it establishes the authority and legitimacy of the fundamental questions of philosophy. The transcendental dimension is stated as the device to affirm, at the same time, the autonomous function of philosophy, and its anti-metaphysical character.

In the age of contingency, philosophy must take note of the end of its "heroic age", and proclaim itself "sentimental" or characterized by a "second naivete." The philosophy, which is neither doctrine nor profession of the philosopher, nor "construction" of the world, looks like a multifaceted socio-historical, cultural and symbolic language, which can be modulated in various forms, from essays to dialogue to narration to historical and systematic treatment, can use metaphor as irony, persuasion, and adopt a critical and prophetic tone. A philosophy that adopt different criteria and methods, however, continue to deal with fundamental questions. This type of philosophy does not have any inferiority complex, although it has put aside the claim to lead the practice, or to explain the nature, but still speaks with its own voice. From this point of view also it appears a continuum: from the book on the ethics of Aristotle or from the one on everyday life up to the theory of needs, and again in the book on justice, Heller poses the question: "What is Ethics? "," What is everyday life? "," What are the needs? "," What is justice? ".

A characteristic feature of Heller’s writings of the same kind is the fact that the normative or transcendental element is never one-dimensional, but has "many voices", is played on different registers and perspectives, corresponding to different characters in different positions (Classicism, Romanticism), to different stages of life (youth, old age), to different sexes (men, women).The "absolute" has no longer anything objective, solid, but is marked by the complication, the inextricable interlacing of threads. The absolute is in fact a form of "second naivete", a transcendental ideal.

The decisive significance of the "construction" of Heller’s philosophy is the emergence of ethics not only as a central theme, but as lookout point where Heller’s philosophy expresses entirely its originality within the contemporary horizon. Ethics represents both the unity of the disparate threads that unfold over many years of philosophical work and is the backbone of the "construction", the explanation of her idea of ​​philosophy. Heller’s “philosophical paradigma” could be defined in terms of an evident ethical radicalisation of modern refusal of  the objectivity of the absolute: what is impossible on the level of ontology or philosophy of history, is necessary on the level of choice, of moral responsibility. The contingent nature of the self and of the society does not exclude individual autonomy.

The thread of ethics is one of the toughest and most distant roots in Heller’s thought, dates back to the notes of a course of lectures held in 1957, the book on the ethics of Aristotle and shines through in many of his writings. Heller had the courage to claim that "beyond justice" there is ethics, that is forgiveness, good life, righteousness, decency, emotional intensity, kindness, generosity , gratitude, touch, and significant commitments towards others. Her starting point breaks with countless speeches on the crisis of values, the moral disorientation, but it has nothing to do with the reconstructive hypotheses of communitarism or neoaristotelianism.

 The systematic design of a moral trilogy, after General Ethics (1988) and A Philosophy of Morals (1990), culminated in an unexpected way with respect to the original intentions in Ethics of Personality (1996). Featuring a setting very ambitious, the outcome appears to be strongly mixed. This is proved by the change that leads to full expression, transforming it into a form of writing and language, Heller’s philosophy "experimental" line. This achievement is just as important as unexpected, on the border between the "years of construction" and the next fifteen years (1995-2010). Heller remains true to the horizon of modernity that marks her whole thought, and in particular to the anti-metaphysical approach. The "density" of the moral life, its inextricable mixture of good and evil, its fundamental ambiguity corresponds to the contingency, plurality and variability of human choices. This radical approach in favor of universal singularity and concreteness of moral experience is the underlying reason of the premise: "There are decent persons. How are they possible?" Moral Life then means to transform contingency into destiny, to choose oneself as a good person, to turn, if an error occurs, a choice in the direction of good. In Heller’s view the moral question is that of the choice between good and evil, not a choice of free will, but existential, based on who one chooses to be and to become.

We know that contingency is the name chosen by Heller to describe critically the "spiritual situation of the age." In its three forms - cosmic, social, individual - contingency is the disorientation of contemporary men and women, no more linked to a tradition, to a worldview, lost in the infinity of possibilities. Although the result of a gaze that sees the depth of the wounds of modernity, for Heller contingency is a moral resource.

Ethics originates and is nourished by the exemplary stories that every society and culture tells to itself. It is this exemplary knowledge that makes possible moral judgment. Examples of concrete practice of the distinction of good and evil, rather than abstract norms create a world in which can inhabit all those who seek to live morally. The task of the speaker or writer of ethics, then, is to tell the stories of good men and good women, to offer examples or portraits. Heller has no problem to define this task

"The modest task to summarize, analyze, interpret actions, choices, characters and lifestyles of men and women the best of his time, the most upright and honest, and also to reveal the secret of their goodness ".

 Ethics is a dimension of experience. What makes a right decision is not a rule, but a specific asset realized by doing good, an asset that does not consist only in the effects of the action, but in the way of its fulfillment and its appropriateness to the character and relationships of the person. Crucial is not the objectification of the norm, but the kind of relationships that people are trying to develop. The human experience consists of moral relations that presuppose the distinction of good and evil. The personal transmission of moral experience is in fact a structural moment of ethical reflection, the encounter with the other that is a good man or a good woman is a basic fact of everyday experience.
Post-metaphysical ethics is based on the existential choice, that is not focused in Heller’s opinion on the choice of good or evil, but of themselves as good people. A choice that has the character of the jump, of Pascal's and Kiekegaard’s wager, the roll of the dice in a universe dominated by the case. In this choice the infinite opens up within the singularity and therefore the universal unfolds in the singular. Heller speaks of "inner action" and adds that this does not have universal timelessness of Kantian ethics, but involves a renewal of all the contingent history of lives, loves and sorrows. However, such renewal is not in the order of causality, but of the teleology of self-construction in the horizon of moral distinction of good and evil.

 Heller is very convincing when she found moral life on an anthropology that takes account of the needs and emotions. We can ask however: which is the relationship of the self, constructed by modeling the genetic heritage in cultural forms, and then existentially transformed in a good person, with power and violence, in particular with the "ethical violence" (Butler) inherent in any effort to self-control, to autonomy and independence? This question concern a chapter of contemporary ethics, where the scene is changed, and the disorientation of Heller’s transcendental subject shows itself through the precariousness of life. What about the chances arising from the existence (and attendance) of good women and good men?

The years of "construction" end in 1995 and in Heller’s philosophical life recurs over a period of dialogue, albeit somewhat different from that of the 60s. Years of intellectual nomadism, between the United States and Hungary through the rest of the globe. Heller travels alone, Ferenc Feher died in 1994, but again has a home in Hungary. Other 15 years of writing and thinking began, free from "systematic" or "constructive" efforts. 5 books (1998-2008). 
[bookmark: _GoBack]The freedom to write as an amateur on the Bible, on the detective novel,on  the comedy is not really the solemn final that many readers would expect. May be Heller will write a book about dreams, guided by the reemergence of ancient night thoughts. 
It is clear that philosophy in Heller’s long life shows not only a critical-reflexive dimension, but one utopian and creative. Philosophy opens up an entire horizon of possibilities of being, of living. Philosophy draws the map of what can be human.
If this is not an example of philosophical life…
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