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This article sets out to contribute to the clarification of a philosophical understanding of 

dehumanization. Taking my cue from Jean Améry’s description of the conditio inhumana, I 

will inquire to what extent the dehumanization described by Améry may be fruitfully grasped 

with the notion of alienation. In his work At the Mind’s Limits, Améry offers us subtle 

thoughts on the harm of torture, the need for a home and the problematic relationship one can 

have with one’s (Jewish) identity. Together, the chapters of the work form, in the words of 

the author, a description of the conditio inhumana. Améry’s penetrating descriptions follow 

(roughly) a phenomenological path (Améry was an admirer of the work of Sartre). This 

article investigates whether the dehumanization described by Améry could be caught with the 

concept of alienation. The advantage of connecting dehumanization with the notion of 

alienation is that it would allow us to critically assess situations of dehumanization and 

understand them within a larger critical theory of society. For this purpose, I will draw on 

Rahel Jaeggi’s revaluation of the notion of alienation. Jaeggi defines alienation as a 

relationship of relationlessness and captures it as a process in which the relationship between 

self, world and others is at stake. On the other hand, an unalienated relationship with oneself, 

the world and others is one in which the subject is able to appropriate her situation, so that 

she is free in the sense that a field of possibilities for action opens up. Now, in a situation of 

alienation this field is unavailable, thus leading to a situation in which the subject is unfree. I 

will argue that, while the concept of alienation may be used to illuminate some important 

aspects of dehumanization, Améry’s experience confronts us with a radical form of 

alienation, one in which we encounter the limits of appropriation.   

 

 


