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Philosophies of history, with their wide-ranging speculations on the overall course of the
historical development, have lost credibility under the existentialist and post-modern attacks
agamst totality thinking. An illustrious casualty of the latter’s deconstructive practice is the
idea of progress. Elevated during the Enlightenment to the quasi-idolatric status of symbol
of the dynamic and future oriented traits of modernity, this idea has increasingly faded away
from the process of self-understanding of modern consciousness in the face of the moral
ambiguity taken on by science and technology.

This thesis challenges the current general mood of disillusionment of belief i
progress. By confronting the ‘nihilistic’ - Nietzsche and Heidegger - and the ‘utopian’ - Ad
orno, Horkheuner, and Marcuse - critiques of progress, it pursues a revitalization of the
humanist tradition. It argues that Nietzsche and Heidegger, i spite of their repudiation of
the concept of totality, remain anchored to an idea of totalized modernity which reproduces
the theoretical pattern of radical philosophy of history. In this respect, it contends that the
philosophies of history of these two authors can be generally regarded as ‘progressive’,
although the 1deals they advocate are of a different mould from those of the Enlightenment.

However, against Nietzsche and Heidegger, the thesis embraces - after criticizing
Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s negative dialectic - Marcuse’s materialist-dialectical framework
accounting for a new technological society based upon the values of freedom, justice,
equality, happiness, and beauty. It argues also that the accomplishment ot this utopian
project does not require us to abandon science and reason. The thesis does not ofter a
definitive argument to establish the superiority ot the utopian account of the historical
totality as opposed to the nihilistic one, although it rejects the relativist assertion that all
validity claims are equivalent. But, since philosophies of history imply the task of passing
value judgements on the course of historical events, the thesis claims that, ultimately,
insights into a better way of life transcending ‘the bad current state of humanity’ can find

their truth only in historical action and in the struggle of humanity to overcome suftermg.



Vi

To my parents



INTRODUCTION

This thesis 1s an attempt to explain the crisis of modernity in the light of the critiques
raised to the idea of progress from the divergent standpoints of nihilism and Critical
Theory. The most widespread studies of the relationship between modernity and belief
in progress regard the latter as a sort of secularized view of history which emerged in
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries out of earlier philosophic-historical
formulations. What has since then grounded the historians’ total reconstructions of the
historical process, these analyses suggest, 1s an indubitable faith in progress, 1.e. in the
teleological movement of history towards an end-point. Indeed, throughout its
unfolding, history has displayed a series of extraordinary accomplishments capable on
their own of substantiating the underlying taith in the magnificent destiny towards
which humanity was believed to be heading. The development ot knowledge, science,
and technology has expanded material welfare, thus allowing the improvement of social
and political institutions, the effectiveness of moral norms, and the refinement of
aesthetic taste. However, all these analyses agree in recognizing that in recent decades
the entire framework incorporating the idea of progress has come into question and that
the doctrine of progress has been widely rejected. Disillusionment with progress 1s
related to the fact that breakthroughs in science and technology have become morally
ambiguous, since man’s increasing understanding and control over nature have assumed
the shape of a manipulative and potentially destructive power. The outcome of this line
of thought is not uniform: some diagnoses claim that the fading of our confidence in
the idea of progress is ineluctable, especially considering that religion, upon which faith
in progress is believed to be ultimately grounded, is inexorably declining; other
interpretations maintain the validity of the idea of progress, though admitting that 1t

cannot be retained without providing a new set of ethical criteria assumed to be

compelling obligations in the course of history.

But where does this presumed ethical authority reside whose viewpoint entitles 1t
to dictate universal norms of moral action? Here is the point where modernity displays
its close link with the concept of progress - such a pervasive one, the latter, in the

history of modernity, that it might be almost identified with modernity itself. The CTISIS



of modernity is precisely the coming into question of the notion of truth as "objective"
~or “scientific” truth which can be proved through some kind of procedural reasoning.

Renunciation of objective truth involves the abandonment of the epistemological
relationship between subject and object. Philosophical literature tends to trace back to
Descartes’s Metaphysical Meditations in order to uncover the original source of
modernity. There Descartes seeks to give reasons for the subject-object relationship.
How can, he wonders, a given subject enclosed in itself go out of itself to reach a given
object? This question is destined to be left unanswered until unshakable grounds of
logical and empirical evidence are revealed to discursive thought. To this purpose,
Descartes drew on the ego cogito, Kant on the transcendental deduction of the
categories, and Husserl on transcendental-phenomenological subjectivity. It was
Nietzsche, instead, considered along with Heidegger as having opened up the crisis of
modernity, who, by proclaiming that God is dead, affirmed that there are no longer
foundations of rational thought and that all claims to truth cannot be justified from
transcendental or divine standpoints. The task that, according to Nietzsche, is left to
contemporary philosophy is therefore a nihilistic one, which consists in dissolving truth
into value and unmasking the normative moral judgements as human beliefs and
opinions or, in late Nietzsche’s terms, as a manifestation of the will to power. In this
nihilistic perspective even the rationality embodied in the logical structures of
discursive thought - whether philosophical or scientific - is considered to be an
expression of the will to power whose systems of explanation should be contemplated
within the horizon of rhetoric and persuasion.

Insofar as the concept of progress defines the identity of modermnity, the fading of
our confidence 1n the idea of progress marks the crisis of modernity. According to
Loewith, the concept of progress is rooted in the Jewish-Christian idea of salvation.
This has been subjected to a process of secularization during the Enlightenment, thus
taking on the features of a movement forward in which things steadily get better. What
distinguishes the secularized view of history from the previous providential
formulations is that, whereas the latter located the place of emancipation of humanity
in a transcendent and historical realm, the tormer confines the kingdom of heaven to the
world of history. Both Nietzsche and Heidegger are regarded to have been against the
idea of progress. Nietzsche is said to have considered progress as just one of the many

myths included among the ascetic ideals whose roots in the will to power should be



unmasked by deconstructive thought. Heidegger, on his behalf, believed that
technological civilization is the culmination of Western metaphysics, for it embodies
within its formal and logical structure the objectivizing essence of metaphysical
thought. In a certain sense, Heidegger contends, the technological era has unfolded in a
brutal and dismaying way the inner tendencies of rational metaphysics - preliminarily
identified with humanism - towards a manipulative control of human beings. The
capacity of science to formulate general laws has made possible rational predictions of
not only natural events but also of human behaviour, thus revealing the values of
humanism as potentially de-humanising. Secularization and progress, according to
Heidegger, have paved the way for the decline of humanism, and this defines precisely
the crisis of modernity. In other words, the crisis of modernity is, for Heidegger, the
logical and necessary outcome of rationalistic metaphysics which is at the core of
humanism.

The challenge facing this thesis lies in the possibility of reviving the
Enlightenment i1dea of progress in a disenchanted world without religion and
metaphysics. The philosophers of the Frankfurt School -Adorno, Horkheimer, and
Marcuse - though acknowledging Weber’s negative dialectics of progress as long as it
spells out the actual dynamic of modern industrial society pointing to the affirmation of
formal and instrumental rationality, are not willing to submit themselves to the
seemingly ineluctable logic of modernization. Weber’s contribution to the analysis of
modernity 1s designed to show that the historical process of rationalization of the world,
as 1t has been advocated by the philosophers of Enlightenment, far from creating
autonomous 1ndividuals, has imprisoned modern humanity, in Habermas’s jargon,
within depersonalized and bureaucratized subsystems of cultural discourse and social
interaction. Moreover, there 1s for Weber an internal logical relationship between
rationalization - in the sense of the affirmation of formal, purposive, and discursive
rationality aiming at organizing within a systematic order the chaotic manifold of
human experience - and Enlightenment. The normative idea of reason grounding the
process of emancipation of consciousness from the obscurities of religious narrative

has led, in Weber’'s view, to the emergence of a disenchanted consciousness
institutionalized in secularized subsystems which reproduce i1n a reified form the

inhibitions and restrictions of the old self-decetved religious consciousness.

Adomo and Horkheimer contend a more emphatic conception of reason



encompassing the ideas of freedom, justice, and happiness. On the assumption that the
dialectics of progress has taken the negative path of the disenchanted world to be
surrendered to the desacralized and disillusioned activities of scientific objectivity, they
believe that the liberated society can no longer be thought of as the immanent result of
the internal evolution of modem capitalist society. A revolutionary act is needed in
order to break the destructive dialectics of progress and establish a realm of freedom.
However, depending upon an act of radical discontinuity rather than on the continuity
of the historical process, the alternative of liberated society is projected into a utopian
perspective. From this vantage point, it comes to appear as a negative counter image
postulated beyond history while history points in the opposite direction towards a
rationalized system of reified institutions inducing the repression of individual
consciousness. What makes the perspective of liberated society an abstract ideal
unlikely to be achieved 1s the evidence that the modern process of rationalization does
not merely involve the systematization and bureaucratization of politics, morality,
universal law, and scientific objectification of the world, but extends its influence also
to the reification of consciousness. In such a rationalized world so pervasively
permeated by discursive thought, Adormo believes that only the work of art, by means
of its aesthetic synthesis, can prefigure a world of authentic rational order.

At this stage, the confrontation between the two interpretations of modernity I am
concerned with - the ‘nihilistic’ and the ‘utopian’ ones - seems to face an impasse. This
is determined by the fact that their respective discourses on human progress cannot be
reconciled. Both Nietzsche and Heidegger, on the one hand, and Adormo and
Horkheimer, on the other hand, launch radical and devastating attacks on modernity but
from different perspectives. To recognize the nihilistic critique leads to an
individualistic overcoming; to embrace the utopian one leads to a total but abstract
liberation. In confronting them, I probably pay an excessive tribute to Nietzsche’s and
Heidegger’s contributions to contemporary thought. It is my persuasion that, after their
philosophical reflection, everyone who wants to embark on the task of penetrating the
most entangled features of modernity can no longer ignore their attacks against Western
metaphysics and ascetic ideals. Yet, it should be considered that the most immediate
implications resulting from deconstructing and dismantling modern reason lie in the

danger of plummeting into an uncontrollable and potentially apocalyptic irrationalism.



To be sure, in this thesis I tell a different story of Nietzsche and Heidegger. This
1s mainly a thesis on philosophy of history and I argue that these two champions of
nihilistic thought possess a dialectical theory of Western history designed to take man
out of modernity. If the surface of their suggestive and metaphorical language flows
with the vocabulary of relativism and perspectivism, I demonstrate that the substance of
their thought speaks of a teleological order in the course of Western history which
contains all features of those grandiose metanarratives that their postmodern followers
so eagerly despise. On the basis of this argument, I claim that both Nietzsche and, to a
certain degree, Heidegger can be regarded as ‘progressive thinkers’, regardless of
whether the humanity they envisage as an alternative to the current decadent one is
desirable or not.

There 1s no theory of progress without a philosophy of history. Therefore, in
order to advocate against Nietzsche and Heidegger the Enlightenment ideals of human
liberation and emancipation, I suggest to embrace Marcuse’s materialist-dialectical
framework of historical totalization. Many reasons could be adduced for this move and
I hope that the thesis will bring them to light. However, since a philosophy of history
necessarlly undertakes the task of passing value judgements on the course of historical
events, I believe that ultimately only moral arguments can establish why one account

should be preferred to the other.

The thesis unfolds in the following manner. Chapter I introduces the current state
of the debate on the idea of progress by offering an account of the controversy between
Loewith and Blumenberg concerning the issue of the legitimacy of the modern age. I

argue that Blumenberg’s eagerness to contest Loewith’s secularization thesis brings him
to neglect the redeeming pathos implicit in the idea of progress, a pathos which the

philosophies of history he criticizes carry with them. To what extent this pathos shapes

the modern effort for self-realization 1s revealed by the uneasiness with which modern
man takes on himself his own destiny once he has got rid of God. Emblematic of this
attitude 1s Rousseau, and to his incapacity to come to terms with historical time I devote

chapter II.

In chapter III, I enter the central core of the thesis. Here I begin the controntation
of the nihilistic and utopian perspectives on progress by examining Nietzsche’s radical
appropriation of the historical and temporal finitude of human essence. I contend that

Nietzsche possesses a philosophical system which I claim can be understood within a



hermeneutic-ontological framework. This, in turn, can be used to explain his
philosophy of history and his dialectical account of the history of Western civilization.
Nietzsche identifies a quasi-teleological pattern in Western history leading from the
decline of the master type to the overman via the affirmation of the slave type. To the
figure of the sovereign individual he appeals to in order to overcome the age of nihilism
chapter IV 1s devoted.

In chapter V I turn to the other champion of the anti-Enlightenment thought:
Heidegger. I argue that he, too, reads Western history in dialectical terms as a sequence
of logically necessary stages starting with the digression from the path of Being
occurred in the metaphysical systems of Plato and Aristotle and culminating in the age
of technology. The understanding of the phenomenon of technology as an all-pervasive
feature of modernity in which the entire history of metaphysics and of the forgetfulness
of Being converges represents the major legacy of Heidegger’s philosophical
speculation within Critical Theory. However, more important for the philosophers of
the Frankfurt School than Heidegger’s contribution is Max Weber’s analysis of
Enlightenment, through whose mediation they seek to explain the idea of progress. On
Max Weber’s reading of modernity in terms of progressive rationalization of the
religious worldviews and of the process of disenchantment of the world I focus in
chapter VI.

Chapter VII inaugurates the analysis of the utopian perspective on the idea of
progress. I examine Adorno’s and Horkheimer’s dialectic ot Enlightenment and present
their theories of human civilization. Although I acknowledge the validity of the tool of
negative dialectic in providing a critical stance against the most destructive
manifestations of progress, I contend that this conceptual instrument does not otfer a
positive insight into the idea of what progress ought to be. In this chapter, I also reject
Marcuse’s utopian vision of man’s liberation as it is envisaged in Eros and Civilization
on the ground that 1t 1s based upon a merely biological account of human nature. This
criticism of Marcuse is however provisional since in chapter VIII I turn to his analysis
of technological rationality and fully embrace his claims in favour of the liberating and
emancipatory potential of technology. I arrive at this outcome through a criticism of
Simpson’s quasi-Habermasian theory of technological progress and a detence, via

Feenberg’s theory of technology, of Marcuse’s materialist-dialectical framework for

social theory and historical totalization.



1

THE LOEWITH-BLUMENBERG DEBATE

I. The Terms of the Debate: Progress and Eschatology or Progress versus

Eschatology?

The earthquake of Lisbon in 1755 did not only destroy that beautiful capital city but also
put abruptly before the consciousness of human finitude the optimism of the
Enlightenment from which the modern 1dea of progress can be made to initiate. As aresult
of that catastrophe, derision of the providential design in history became more widespread
and popular than the 1rony of Voltaire’s Candide. ‘What can man do before nature, death,
the 1ineluctable, and God?” was the existential question universally raised at that time.

Progress and reaction, delirium of omnipotence and consciousness of human finitude
have not only confronted each other but also intertwined in the culture of modernity.
Voltaire already knew i1t when he mocked the naivety of the Enlightenment and broke into
pieces the blessed stupidity of the anti-Enlightenment. “We must attend to our garden’,
admonishes Candide at the conclusion of Voltaire’s brilliant tale when Pangloss explains
to him how dangerous human ambitions are. ‘We must attend to our garden’ 1s repeated
again by Candide when Pangloss draws the inference that we live in the best possible world
and that not every evil comes to harm. But, yes, it must be that evil comes to harm; and,
no, we do not live in the best possible world. Our destiny, Candide means by his elliptical
sentence, needs to be ploughed and transtormed like the earth.

A little dose of Voltaire’s caution is probably necessary against both the modern,
over-optimistic, rationalist interpretation of Providence, on the one hand, and the post-
modern, self-complacent decline into the play of chance, on the other. It 1s not clear,
however, whether such a moderate attitude is consistent. The problem associated with the
attemnpt to cut a middle ground between a conception of human life defined by the buoyant
belief in progress as the steamroller of history and a ‘non-progressive’ mode ot existence,
is that it deprives the original concept of certain constitutive features the absence of which
disassembles its meaning. Does the notion of progress make sense without the messianic

thrust of the Jewish and Christian eschatology? Can it still be preserved once it has



assimilated within its own semantic lymph a dispassionate ease in the world? Is the idea
of progress compatible with a suspension or neutralization of the passions of fear and hope
which rule hﬁman lite and constantly hint at the possibility of happiness?

It 1s the urgency of these dilemmas lurking behind the chasm overoptimistic
expectations-sense of human finitude that sets the scene for the contemporary debate on
the 1dea of progress. The debate was prompted by Loewith’s publication of the book
Meaning in History in 1949. The aim of this book is to disclose the lineage of the modern
philosophies of history, with their celebration of progress, in the theological Christian-
Judaic tradition. Loewith claims that all philosophies of history are dependent - in their
interpretation of universal history as a succession of historical events leading towards an
end point - upon ‘the theological concept of history as a history of fulfilment and
salvation.”! As R. M. Wallace points out, Loewith relies upon Hegel’s substitution for
divine providence of the ‘cunning of reason’ as the universal force working behind the
backs of the historical agents to put forward his own derivationist thesis.? By seizing upon
Hegel’s positing of an ultimate rational design of the world which drives world-historical
individuals towards a transcending purpose beyond their own intentions, Loewith
reproduces the same theoretical pattern to argue that the modern idea of progress carries
forward the Christian idea of salvation in secularized form. In spite of his Hegelian
appropriation, however, Loewith restrains himself from suggesting that the transtormation
of the eschatological idea of salvation into the modern idea of progress takes place through
a sequence of dialectical or necessary stages. His explanatory device is vaguely
genealogical. He singles out the idea of progress as a complex unit and sets for himself the
task of analytically reducing the compound into its original elements by tracing both the
nearest and most remote sources of its formation. The validity of the whole project depends
upon a fundamental assumption, which is that any interpretation of history 1s motivated by
‘the basic experience of evil and suffering, and of man’s quest for happiness.”” Human
suffering is the real stuff of history, and antiquity, Christianity, and modern philosophies

of history are confronted with this substantial fact of existence when they engage in the

question of the meaning of historical action.

| Cf. K. Loewith, Meaning in History, The University ot Chicago Press, Chicago, 1949.
2 Cf. R. M. Wallace, "Progress, Secularization, and Modemity: The Loewith-Blumenberg Debate”, in

New German Critique, 1989, n. 22, pp. 63-79, p. 65.
3 Cf. K. Loewith, Meaning in History, cit., p. 3.



Given that suffering is a constant in man’s life, there is no progressive development
leading to its elimination but only different interpretations of the same fact. Actually, the
1dea that evil could be suppressed from the world is for Loewith a modern illusion into
which neither antiquity nor Christianity ever indulged. The ancients did not conceive of
historical time as a linear process carrying with it a perspective which sees history as a
realm of human endeavour and progress pointing towards a future fulfilment within
historical existence. Such a secular transformation of Christian eschatology* is also a long
way from the religious faith in an imminent collapse of the world. For the founders of the
Christian religion, the meaning of history is not fulfilled at the culmination of a process of
historical happenings but through the absolute event of the appearance of Jesus Christ. In
their conception, the indifferent passage of time acquires historical significance at a
particular instant of its course. When the episode of the advent of Jesus Christ occurs, a
new, qualitatively distinctive, temporal horizon opens in which the past is seen as
preparation for a future redemption. In the scheme of the history of salvation, the ultimate
meaning of history is a time of consummation which delivers the human creature from sin
and death. As such, the eschaton of history is a unique, transcendent event breaking into
the continuity of the natural course of history and dismantling its hopeless trajectory.

According to Loewith, modern historical consciousness, while discarding the
Christian faith in an absolute event of redemption and liberation, has preserved the
temporal structure of the history of salvation, thus articulating historical time in terms of
a teleological progression of past preparations and future fulfilment. The outcome of this

secular transformation 1s a hybrid situation suspended between Christianity and the

overcoming of Christianity:

The modern world is as Christian as it is un-Christian because it 1s the outcome of an age-
long process of secularization. Compared with the pagan world betore Christ, which was in

* I use loosely in this context the expression "Christian eschatology” without distinguishing between
the plurality of meanings which it takes on in the tradition of the Christian community. However, while
acknowledging Bultmann’s qualification that the Old Testament does not contain an understanding of
eschatology as the doctrine of the end of the world and that the latter appears only in the New Testament
with different connotations across the books of St. Paul, St. John, and the Acts of the Apostles, 1 assume
that there is a general sense in which one can speak of "Christian eschatology”. It denotes the thought of
the destruction of the world combined with imaginative speculations about the succeeding time of
salvation. Bultmann himself employs the notion of eschatology with a unitary meaning so as to be able to
interpret idealism, materialism, and belief in progress as secularized versions of its underlying teleological
view of history. Cf. R. Bultmann, History and Eschatology, The Edinburgh University Press, Edinburgh,

1957.



all 1ts aspects religious and superstitious and therefore a suitable object of Christian
apologetics, our modemn world is worldly and irreligious and yet dependent on the Christian
creed from which it is emancipated. The ambition to be "creative" and the striving for a

future fulfilment reflect the faith in creation and consummation, even when these are held
to be irrelevant myths.>

In other terms, Loewith describes the condition of modernity as a theoretically inconsistent
abode suspended between the rationality of the classical view of time as a circular
movement and the irrationality of the Christian conception of historical time as a linear
progression. While rejecting the Christian belief in an eschatological outcome of history,
the modern mind preserves the classical 1dea of an endless and continuous movement, but
within a linear, not circular, trajectory.® In this respect, its standing is contradictory since
the endless continuity of the historical process implies a circular, not linear, movement,
with a beginning and an end.

Loewith claims that, by indulging in the hope of a better world in the future,
modernity gives itself over to a blind and deceptive feeling of expectation and disregards
the sober, classic view of human existence as a continuous repetition of the same pattern,
a view wisely skeptical of any eschatological futurism.

Blumenberg rejects Loewith’s interpretation of the idea of progress as a secularized
version of the Christian eschatology. In his view, what differentiates the modern from the
Christian interpretation of history is the principle according to which historical
transformation originates from within history and not from outside. He begins his analysis
by examining the category of secularization. When we say, he argues, that ‘the world work
ethic is a secularized monastic asceticism’ or that ‘the world revolution 1s the secularized
expectation of the end of the world’, we apparently mean the retrieval of the worldly
dimension of our existence which went lost in the theological flight from the world during
the Middle Ages.” However, Blumenberg contends that the categorial dichotomy
worldliness-unwordliness does not capture the significance of the expression. He offers two
reasons for this: firstly, he argues that there is no evidence that the pre-Christian age was

an epoch of worldliness in which the world "belonged” to the individuals who 1nhabited

it. Secondly, he reminds us that, when the modern man got rid of all theological and

5 Cf. K. Loewith, ibid., p. 201.

6 Cf. K. Loewith, ibid., p. 207.
7 Cf. H. Blumenberg, The Legitimacy of the Modern Age, The MIT Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts,

1995, p. 4.
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metaphysical 1llusions, he did not gain the certainty of the world. On the contrary, he was
even more alienated from it than before. Mathematical physics exposed the unreliability -
of his senses and showed that the world he experienced was a superticial and deceitful
manifestation of a more substantial reality.®

On the basis of these considerations, it follows for Blumenberg that, when
‘secularization’ is given as a category of interpretation of the historical process, it 1s
assumed that there is a substance in history undergoing qualitative transformations whose
dynamic can be understood by relating each moment to what preceded it. But, according
to him, historical substantialism, that is the thesis that there are substantial constants in
history, cannot be demonstrated.

Yet, there 1s a further implication in the secularization thesis clearly spelled out by
Loewith. The claim that the modern world is the result of a process of secularization of
Christianity 1s made by analogy with the process of expropriation of church properties
carried out in the age of Enlightenment. The suggestion implicit in this claim is that
modern rationality i1s enveloped in the conceptual framework of theology and that its
alleged discontinuity with the past is merely ideological. As a consequence, modernity’s
claim to deliver man from dependence on external religious attributes and to recognize
reason as the only source of legitimation of ethical and cognitive claims turns out to be
illegitimate.

Blumenberg contends that there 1s a flaw 1n this explanation. It does not say whether
the detachment of 1deas and thoughts from the religious universe in which they originally
arose was spontaneous or was carried out by some external agent. Such an ambiguity 1s not
irrelevant, but 1s a constitutive part of the process through which the concept of
secularization was conjured up as an explanatory category of history.

Blumenberg, too, underlines that Loewith relies upon Hegel’s category of inversion
in order to ground the genesis of the linear conception of history in the eschatological
teleology. According to Loewith, Hegel interpreted the appearance of modern historical
consciousness as the dialectical reversal of the idea of Providence. Within his monological
view of history as the process of self-realization of reason, the modern vindication of
subjective freedom seems to be the logically necessary outcome of the internalization of

the idea of God. Now, Blumenberg argues that Loewith employs instrumentally Hegel’s

8 Cf. H. Blumenberg, ibid., p. 8.
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concept of history in order to disclose the illegitimacy of the linear historical
consciousness. In his view, Loewith’s intent is to bring together the Christian story of
salvation and the modern idea of progress and, via the secularization theorem, read them
as two aspects of the same phenomenon. As a consequence, both appear to result from an
epochal break with the cyclical cosmology of antiquity.

From the way in which Blumenberg understands it, Loewith’s project is to
reconstitute the pagan doctrine of cosmos and ‘its cyclical structure of security’® which
were 1llegitimately abandoned in favour of the biblical unilinear temporality. In this light,
progress turns out to be a tate, the inevitable outcome of an original diversion that occurred
at the end of antiquity. Blumenberg, on the contrary, wants to deny the existence of a
genetic nexus between the eschatological 1dea of salvation and the historical idea of
progress. He argues that, since the idea of salvation refers to a transcendent event breaking
into history from outside and interrupting its continuity while the idea of progress consists
of the projection onto an immanent future of a pattern of historical movement constantly
pushing forward, the former cannot provide a model for the latter. In his view, the idea ot
progress results instead from the generalization of a series of experiences which over a
long period of time develop into something new. Blumenberg ofters the phenomenon of
science as an example of human enterprise in which novel experiences are historically
produced. Thanks to their methodological unity, scientific theories evolve across time
‘independently of individuals and generations.” ' From their success, hopes of a better
future arise. Eschatological expectations, instead, do not spring from hope but from fear
and terror before the sheer insecurity of man in the world. If this 1s the case, then the i1dea
of progress as the belief in the possibility of a constant improvement of man’s situation in
this world must have emerged precisely in opposition to and not in continuity with the
other-worldly possibilities envisaged by eschatology.

Blumenberg identifies the origin of the idea of progress in the idea of method. The
idea of progress borrows from the scientific method the notion of a regulative organization
of human actions. As the scientific activity proceeds by integrating theoretical
achievements within a coherent pattern of knowledge, in the historical world the beliet

arises that human events and actions can be similarly ordered within a rational scheme. The

° Cf. H. Blumenberg, ibid., p. 28.
10 of H. Blumenberg, ibid., p. 31.
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idea of method requires man to take responsibility for his own destiny and become the only
maker of history. It assumes that no plan of salvation is involved in the project of
theoretical domination of nature, but ‘the disposition of the subject... to take part 1n a
process that generates knowledge in a transsubjective manner.’"

According to Blumenberg, if the idea of progress has hyperbolized into the idea of
Infinite progress and taken on divine attributes in the context of the philosophy of history,
1t 18 because of the failure of modern science to fulfil the expectations of theoretical and
practical completion. When it became clear that methodical research was a never-ending
enterprise whose results were always incomplete and liable of revision, individuals became
resigned to the thought of being involved in a practice whose products would be enjoyed
by future generations and not by themselves. Still, though hyperbolized, Blumenberg
believes that the 1dea of progress played an emancipatory function since it rendered the
notion of the absolute irrelevant and made human history bearable and meaningful. By
standing as a regulative principle of men’s activities, it gave sense and direction to their
dealings.

In other words, the argument that Blumenberg puts forward to confute the
seculanization thesis consists in showing that the dimension of future and hope opened up
by the 1dea of progress 1s not comparable to messianic expectations. The latter were never
attractive but expressed a mere negation of tears and visions ot downtall. The 1dea of
progress emerges instead when, following eschatological disappointment tfor the
postponement of the end of the world, the world is released trom the spell of otherworldly
expectations and, as it were, recreated as the abode of human self-assertion.

As mentioned above, Blumenberg’s narrative separates the formation of the idea ot
progress from the appearance in modernity of abstract speculations about the totality of
history. In his view, philosophical reflection on the content of the overall future constitutes

an over-extension of the limited range of functionality of the i1dea of progress. To the
extent that the philosophy of history reproduces the pattern of salvation story and attempts
to answer questions about the totality of history, it takes upon itself the burden of problems
posed by the Middle Ages and offers new solutions more appropriate to a post-medieval
age. However, the modern reformulation of medieval questions does not justify for

Blumenberg the secularization thesis, since it 1s a characteristic of any historical period to

Il Cf. H. Blumenberg, ibid., p. 33.
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inherit questions from the most recent past and give them new answers. Thus, speculation
of philosophy of history on the historical totality represents a ‘reoccupation’ of the ground
of eschatology not by reinterpreting it but by manipulating the ‘iIndependently generated
1dea of progress’'? and extending its application beyond the limits of what is accessible to
theoretical methodology. What differentiates the category of secularization from that of
reoccupation 1s then for Blumenberg the fact that, while the former presupposes the
permanence of ideal substances across time - namely, the theological substance of
eschatology - the latter sees the continuity of history in terms of the inheritance of
problems whereby successive epochs are obliged ‘to know again what was known once
betore.’"

Related to Blumenberg’s criticism of the modern philosophies of history is the thesis
that theodicy 1s a form of secularization of theology.* While theology was being caught
up, the thesis asserts, in the dilemma of reconciling God’s omnipotence and goodness with
the existence of evil, theodicy came to its rescue by attributing to human wickedness the
responsibility of all that which 1s bad in the world. Underlying the explanation of theodicy
1S the assumption that man is predisposed both to bad and good actions and endowed with
freedom of choice. According to this thesis, theodicy represents already a first level of
secularization of theology because, out of concern for relieving God of responsibility for
the bad 1n the world, it turns theology 1nto an anthropology of the instinctual and moral
life. Now, to the extent that this thesis brings with 1t the implication that philosophy of
history, through the mediation of theodicy of which it is a more refined torm, 1s the
continuation of theology, Blumenberg contends that there 1s no identity ot theodicy and
philosophy of history. In fact, whereas theodicy begins with the presupposition of man’s
autonomy in order to preserve God’s absolute goodness, philosophy of history posits
human freedom as a goal and an end to be achieved in the course of history. What,
according to the secularization thesis, is an identity in the historical process of 1deas must
be seen for Blumenberg as a taking over of heterogeneous contents of the same position

within ‘the system of man’s interpretation of the world and of himself’:"

12 Cf. H. Blumenberg, ibid., p. 49.
3 Cf. H. Blumenberg, ibid., p. 48.

'* According to Blumenberg, this thesis is asserted by Leo Strauss in Natural Right and Huistory, The

University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1953, p. 312. Cf. H. Blumenberg, ibid., p. 55.
15 Cf. H. Blumenberg, ibid., p. 64.
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What mainly occurred in the process that is interpreted as secularization... should be
described not as the rransposition of authentically theological contents into secularized
alienation from their origin but rather as the reoccuparion of answer positions that had
become vacant and whose corresponding questions could not be eliminated.'®

How thus methodological and conceptual tool works in the explanation of the history of

1deas 18 shown in the next section

1. Modernity as the Second Overcoming of Gnosticism

Blumenberg applies the category of reoccupation to account for the transition from the late
Middle Ages to modernity. His narrative of this historical evolution begins with an analysis
of the attack against the legitimacy of the modern age, and therefore of the idea of
progress, raised by attempts to trace their emergence back to Gnostic doctrine. Not that
Blumenberg denies a connection between the modern age and Gnosticism, but he sees the
modern age as the overcoming of Gnosticism rather than a relapse into it. Indeed, in his
view the modern age represents the second overcoming of Gnosticism. The first
overcoming occured at the beginning of the Middle Ages and resulted into a failure. The
story of these overcomings told by Blumenberg i1s rather compelling and deserves at least
a brief sketch.

As 1t 1s common place in the philosophical literature, the intellectual and moral
contlict counterposing Gnosticism and Christian dogmatics 1s rooted in the question of the
justification of what 1s bad in the world. The ancient, platonic tradition attributed the
presence of bad things in the world to the dualism between Idea and matter. In Plato’s
metaphysics, the demiurge creates the world according to the image of the Ideas but, 1n the
face of the resistance of matter to take on 1deal forms, he cannot reproduce the pertection
of the original model. Accordingly, the platonic tradition locates the origin of what 1s bad

in the world in the unresolved residue between the blind necessity of matter and the formal

perfection of the archetype.

Early Christian theology inherits Plato’s metaphysics and explains the imperfection

of the world in terms of a fall of the soul from an original harmonious order into the prison

' Cf. H. Blumenberg, ibid., p. 65.
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of matter. The lost harmony can be reestablished through an act of redemption of the soul
and the return to the origin. But there is a problem with this explanation which lies 1n the
fact that it involves the divine principle in the formation of the world. From this scheme,
In fact, God turns out to be simultaneously source of salvation and principle of badness.

Gnosticism rejects this overlapping of positions between the God of creation and the
God of redemption. God, the good God, is for it only the bringer of salvation. He lives
lmdden 1n a foreign, transcendent, and impenetrable place of pure essence and has got
nothing to do with the world. The world was created by the evil demiurge, the opponent
of the transcendent God of salvation, and everything he did brings the mark of his
imperfection.'” The final dissolution of the world will be the work of divine justice on ‘the
demiurge’s illegitimate creation.’'®

Unfortunately, the eschatological potential implicit in the Gnostic doctrine faded
away 1n front of the evidence of the persistence of the world. Rather than plunging into
perdition, the world of disorder manifested durable resilience. The longer the world failed
to fall down, the more intolerable the consciousness of the impotence of the God of
salvation to destroy the faulty achievements of the evil demiurge became. As a
consequence, a new arrangement of life which demanded acceptance rather than sheer
contempt of the world arose. In polemic with Manichean Gnosticism, for example,
Augustine argued that the world was created by God for the sake of man and that care of
the world within the context of God’s precepts was the only vehicle ot salvation. In
Augustine’s speculation, the origin of the deficiencies of the world does not lie 1 the
malevolent intentions of God at the moment of constructing the world but in the freedom
of man to choose between moral and immoral actions.

As responsibility for the bad things in the world is imputed to man, the goodness of
God is preserved. Yet, in order to deserve life in this valley of tears as a punishment, the
sins of man had to be all too great.'” But no action stemming from human freedom could
be sinful in such a scale as to justify the horror of the world. Aware of this discrepancy,
Augustine formulated the dogma of man’s universal guilt and the doctrine of absolute
predestination. However, as a result of this move, Gnosticism, which seemed to have been

overcome through the revaluation of the world and the justification of its creation, returns

'7 Cf. H. Blumenberg, ibid., p. 128.
'8 Cf. H. Blumenberg, ibid., p. 129.
19 Cf. H. Blumenberg, ibid., p. 134.
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again ‘in the form of the hidden God’* whose purposes in separating the elect from the
rejected are inscrutable. In this respect, Scholasticism and medieval theolo gical speculation
falled to subdue the Gnostic doctrine and transposed it into the inscrutability of God’s

absolute sovereignty:

Augustine’s momentous turning from Gnosticism to human freedom preserves ‘order’ for the
Middle Ages and prepares the way for the return of Aristotle at the height of Scholasticism.
The price of this preservation of the cosmos was not only the guilt that man was supposed
to assign himselt for the condition in which he found the world but also the resignation that
his responsibility for that condition imposed upon him: renunciation of any attempt to change
for his benefit, through action, a reality for the adversity of which he had only himself to
blame. The senselessness of self-assertion was the heritage of Gnosticism which was not
overcome but only translated.?!

Doubt whether the world was created for the sake of man remained through the Middle
Ages. It was only when the absolute transcendence of God was perceived as indifference
to the fate of man that the order of the world disappeared and ‘the alternative of the
immanent self-assertion of man through the mastery and alteration of reality’*? came into
the horizon of human possibility. The loss of the world as an ordered cosmos governed by
the 1inscrutable designs of God results in man taking the world 1n his hands as a factum at
his disposal. Man 1s made responsible again for the condition of the world. Yet, he 1s
responsible not, as in Augustine, because of his original guilt placed in the past but by
virtue of a more fundamental concern about the future. In Blumenberg’s narrative, man
puts

forward now a program of self-assertion, ‘an existential program according to which [he]}
posits his existence in a historical situation and indicates to himself how he is going to deal
with the reality surrounding him and what use he will make of the possibilities that are

open to him.”*

The concept of self-assertion is introduced by Blumenberg along with the category

of self-preservation. In his understanding, self-preservation is not a biological category. It

does not merely say that man sets out to equip himself with expedients and technical skills

in order to satisfy his most elementary needs; it also says that growth and technological

implements are motivated by the will to realize a new kind of humanity 1n the face of the

20 Cf. H. Blumenberg, ibid., p. 135.
2! Cf. H. Blumenberg, ibid., p. 136.
22 Cf. H. Blumenberg, ibid., p. 137.
23 Cf. H. Blumenberg, ibid., p. 138.
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disappearance of order in the world and of the deficiency of nature.

According to Blumenberg, this close link between the loss of world’s order and the
atfirmation of man as a creative being has been clearly grasped by Nietzsche. Yet, for
Nietzsche modern science as the most powerful instrument of self-assertion is an appendix
of the theological Providence. It has helped man to overcome the Middle Ages and gain
a new freedom but has not enabled him fully to appropriate that freedom. Science and
technology have become a world of their own to whose laws man is now ineluctably
subjected. The new challenge of man is for Nietzsche to overcome science into art and its
creative power.

Blumenberg identifies instead in the mechanistic philosophy of nature the tool for
self-assertion. By tracing a dispute between Leibniz and Clarke on the possibility of
applying the principle of sufficient reason to the explanation of nature, he discovers an
equivalence between nominalistic and mechanistic, especially atomistic and epicurean,
explanations of the world. What these two positions have in common is that they do not
allow reason any insight into the origin of reality. Epicurus assumed that the world arose
by accident from the divergence of atoms from their parallel paths, whereas nominalism
traced the origin of the Creation back to a divine will whose reason and purpose could not
be grasped.

Both nominalism and atomism reduced the question of the origin of the world to
something meaningless in itself, thus opening the way to man’s rational manipulation.
When, 1n early modernity, matter re-occupied the place that in the Middle Ages was taken
by God’s absolute will, the material substratum of the world came to be considered not as
a state of aftfairs given once and for all but as a potentiality available to reason’s inquiry.
But, from the act of positing the divine 1n a hidden and transcendent place and depicting
his essence as one of absolute indifference to man and the world, atomism and nominalistic
voluntarism derived completely heterogeneous consequences. Epicurus’s philosophy was
meant to bring to visibility the human capacity for happiness precisely on account of the
fact that the gods are concerned only with themselves. It no eternal law and superposed
Logos guarantee the harmony of the cosmos, man 1s freed from dependence upon any
supreme authority or from the obligation to adhere to the teleology of nature. Unburdened

of responsibility for the world, he can retreat into the idyllic spiritual garden ot araraxia,
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pursue those natural wants which can be satisfied ‘without great exertion and expense’,*
and 1gnore all those empty and unnecessary wants which can find no natural satisfaction.

In Epicurus, practical unconcern goes along with theoretical indifference. The aim
of his atomistic physics was to neutralize the need for theoretical knowledge of nature and
‘argue for the irrelevance of the physical answers to the shaping of life in the world.’?
After the medieval longing for the beatitude of Heaven accessible to the elect, happiness
could no longer be defined in purely negative terms as absence of pain and suffering or
suspension of affects and passions. To a man nurtured on the biblical idea of the God of
creation and with the theological propositions of redemption and salvation, possession of
truth had come to be seen as an essential feature of the concept of happiness. Yet,
theological absolutism and the nominalistic claims about the unbreachable transcendence
of God meant that man had to relinquish his search for indubitable certainties and adjust
his methods of knowledge of natural processes to the inadequacy of his own subjective
faculties. The new theoretical system that Bacon, Galileo, and Descartes conjure up at the
onset of modernity is therefore based upon the recognition that the statements of science
are hypothetical and, rather than mirroring a given reality contemplated from outside,
produce it artificially and then subject the results of the simulation to rigorous procedures
of verification. In the awareness of nature’s heterogeneity to the theoretical subject, theory
becomes ‘the workplace of human exertion’ where man’s mmnagination, capacity for
invention, and artfulness are summoned to their full potential in order to formulate
conjectures about the unknown mechanisms of the world and discharge man’s power for
self-assertion. In this respect, Descartes’s undertaking to find groundless grounds for

theoretical knowledge is more the vindication of human freedom from God than the

establishment of the certainty of the Cogtto:

In the Principles of Philosophy of 1644 Descartes... described the capacity to abstain from theory
as the source of man’s independence from his origin - which is to say, from the ‘quality’ of his God.
Whatever man’s origin might be and whatever power of deception might dominate him, there
remains this minimum of freedom in the act of withholding assent. A god can prevent man from
knowing a single truth, but he cannot himself bring about error, unless man for his part freely runs

24 Cf. H. Blumenberg, ibid., p. 165.
25 Cf. H. Blumenberg, ibid., p. 182.
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the risk of being deceived. So man is not free in that he has grounds for his action but rather in that
he can dispense with grounds.2

With this definition of the scientific method. Blumenberg’s narrative reaches its
completion. From now on, he assumes, the history of modernity is of a different quality

from what preceded it, and it is the peculiarity of the demand for self-assertion that justifies

1ts legitimacy.

I11. Limits of Blumenberg’s Narrative: Can It Do Without a Philosophy of
History?

Blumenberg’s criticism of Loewith’s secularization thesis seems to fail to address the real
question raised by Loewith. In arguing that the modern idea of progress cannot be derived
from eschatological notions of history but is the result of a conceptual readjustment of
man’s position in the world in the face of the evidence of the fallacy of the eschatological
prophecies, Blumenberg disregards the central core of Loewith’s argument. This is not
designed to establish an identity of content between eschatological and progressive views
but to claim that the modern idea of progress contains within its own semantic baggage a
redeeming element which cannot be explained by merely making recourse to the
breakthroughs achieved by physics and astronomy at the onset of the modern age. In order
fully to understand the teleological import implicit in the idea of progress, Loewith
contends that the latter must be traced back to a persistent influence of the Christian
tradition.

To be sure, 1n spite ot his explicit antagonism, Blumenberg’s narrative largely
converges with Loewith’s when he employs the category ot ‘reoccupation’ to explain the
way 1n which modernity takes over the intellectual territory which theology was no longer
able to cover. In this respect, the real polemical object of Blumenberg’s dispute is
Loewith’s assumption that, by disclosing its Christian roots, the idea of progress 1s
delegitimated. Blumenberg is instead determined to show that modernity, with all the 1deas
which define its concept, is legitimate because it was the only way out of the intricate
tangle of contradictions in which the medieval theological tradition was caught up. His

apparently cryptic claim that modernity represents the second overcoming of Gnosticism

26 Cf. H. Blumenberg, ibid., p. 185.
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18 precisely meant to show that, within the continuity of the historical process, the modern
point of view introduces an element of rupture. But, to this end, he needs to extend his
analysis to the intellectual contribution of Epicurus’s atomism, thus devising a theoretical
framework for the development of Western thought which reproduces the essential features
ot philosophy of history. For instance, it is only a wide and total examination of the
evolution of the ancient philosophy into the Middle Ages theological speculation that
allows him to argue that, whereas in the context of the Hellenistic worldview an attempt
to neutralize nature was possible for Epicurus, at the culmination of the Christian
experience such a resort was precluded by divine absolutism. Therefore, a renewal of
mechanistic atomism after the historical development of the theological tradition could end
up only 1nto a scientific project of mastery of nature in order to protect man from the fear
In the 1rrationality of the world which that tradition had generated.

This expansion of the span of the analysis commits Blumenberg to the kind of
historical totalization underlying any philosophy of history. To advocate the thesis that the
1dea of progress 1s an aspect of the demand for human self-assertion which marked the
advent of the modern age requires a dilation of the limits of the historical narrative and,
as it were, a projection of the meaning of history as a whole. My claim is that Blumenberg
succeeds 1n his attempt to legitimate modernity as long as he integrates the scientific
modern enterprise into the wider context of the history of Western thought. But, as Pippin
argues, to the extent that he holds on to his commitment to 1solate a specific historical

dialogue and declines to answer questions about the totality of history, his project fails:

...Someone like Hegel would want to know how we can accept the theological tradition as
a necessary component in our legitimation of modernity if we do not know the full story of
the motivation of that tradition. The particular story of the relation between modernity and
any premodern crisis does not legitimate anything unless the premodern tradition is itself,

somehow, legitimate. Predictably, Blumenberg wants to tell that story by isolating the
dialogue of questions and answers that defined the relation between the ancient and early

Christian traditions. But at some point it becomes fruitless to look for the motivation of some
question in another question.*’

In the context of the debate between Blumenberg and Loewith we are confronting a typical

interpretive situation. In order to confute the idea that a homogeneous conception of

history is shared by Christianity and modernity, Blumenberg goes too far in the opposite

27 Cf. R. B. Pippin, "Blumenberg and the Modernity Problem", in R. B. Pippin, Idealism as Modernism,
cit., pp. 265-285, p. 285.

21



direction. He offers a narrative of the emergence of modernity which leaves behind the
eschatological component. Yet, the latter cannot be removed not only because Luter and
Melanchthon were obsessed with the thought of the end of the world, but also because,
whether it be agreeable oraot, it is precisely within the eschatological conception that the
relation between the linearity of historical time and the idea of future obtains. And it is not
true that the Greeks did not have a linear conception of historical time. On the contrary,
the 1dea of the succession of universal empires was handed down from the Greeks to the
Christian prophetic practice, thus initiating the eschatological tradition. If the complex
relation between historical time and future is not grasped, it becomes extremely difficult
to understand and contextualize the critical and intellectual contribution offered to
modernity by authors like Descartes or Spinoza. After them, the notion of progress has
represented also the belief in a non-apocalyptic future of transformation, even though, by

doing so, 1t has imposed a sense and direction on history and therefore justified massacres

and misdeeds.

Since the idea of progress implies a goal transcending the actual historical context,
no analysis of i1ts content, whether condemnatory or apologetic, can be carried out without
resorting to historical totalization. To provide a detence of the possibility of progress 1n
history involves not only an account of the directionality of the course of history but also
the formulation of amoral judgement on the pattern of the historical transtormations which
the theory has identified. In this thesis, for instance, I will demonstrate that both Nietzsche
and Heidegger discern a quasi-teleological movement in Western history and that, at least
Nietzsche, can be regarded as a progressive thinker. Yet, the man he envisages to overcome
the present conditions of nihilism is not a desirable one and does not meet the criteria of
human emancipation and liberation I advocate after Marcuse. But we cannot appeal to any
sort of a priori argument in order to establish the superiority of one model ot human
progress as opposed to the other. As a consequence, passing ethical judgement on the
course of history remains an inescapable moment of any theory of progress.

If there is an anti-totalizing intent in the works of Nietzsche and Heidegger, 1 show
in the course of this thesis that their anti-totalizing view of history goes along with a
concept of totality in the form of a nihilistic vision of modernity as a process of decline and
degeneration. Categories of totalization like progress and self-emancipation constitute an
essential aspect of modern self-reflection and underpin the Inescapability of totality

thinking. In my view, there is a continuity underlying modern Western civilization which
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1S conducive to an understanding of our historical experience as a project of emancipatory
totalization. Nietzsche and Heidegger, in spite of their explicit repudiation of the concept
of totality, remain anchored to an idea of totalised modernity which reproduces the
theoretical pattern of radical philosophy of history. In this respect, they never abandon the
conceptual ground that they so bombastically challenge. Nietzsche holds to the ‘totality’
of the ascetic ideals as the mask of modernity while Heidegger maintains the ‘totality’ of
the forgetfulness of Being as the unspoken logic of the entire history of Western
metaphysics.

Philosophies of history offer a methodological instrument for dealing with the
question about the sense of our historical experience. They articulate the hopes of a better
social order by projecting onto a possible future the needs and aspirations of the present.
Within the context of their sweeping speculations, the idea of historical progress acquires
a rational and cnitical content. This idea is not logically entwined with a conception of
history as a unilinear and necessary development. Totality thinking has generally
recognized the historical boundedness of 1ts wide-ranging claims. Yet, in its historical self-
CONSClousness, it purports to raise the limited particularity of its own standpoint and values
to the level of universal validity. Progress 1s not a detinite concept which could be derived
by means of empirical generalization from the continuity of the historical process. On the
contrary, the elements determining the body of its content are disseminated in the
alternating vicissitudes of the contingencies of history and must be patched together not
just by putting each piece in relation to another as isolated fragments of a confusing
patchwork but by reconstituting their unity from the perspective of a willed ftuture. In this
respect, the task of giving meaning to the idea of progress involves both a systematic
analysis of the contradictions underlying the present conditions of life and a selective
activity of choosing the values and aspirations from whose viewpoint the analysis 1s
conducted. Without a relation to a value, the particular historical facts which fall under the
scrutiny of critical analysis would lose their historical interest and become unessential.

Philosophies of history provide man’s project of self-realization with conceptual
and critical tools. In particular, the categories of dialectics are able to capture the dynamic
possibilities implicit in the current historical situation and to anchor transcending 1mages
of future liberation to the immanent conditions of modernity. The model ot philosophy ot
history I suggest here is closely linked to a dynamic historical theory ot essence. Since the

scope of the philosophies of history covers the totality of the historical events, a distinction
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between actuality and potentiality, between what things are and what they could be
- constitutes a fundamental methodological tool of the analysis. In the conclusion of this

thesis, I embrace Marcuse’s materialist and dialectical theory of essence. Its content is

expressed by him 1n these terms:

To the interest governing the materialist dialectic, its object, the totality of the process of
social evolution, appears as an inherently multidimensional, organized structure. It is by no
means the case that all its data are equally relevant or "factual”. Some phenomena lie close
to the surface, others form part of the central mechanism. From this distinction results a first
and still completely formal concretion of essence as what is essential: in a very general sense,
essence 1s the totality of the social process as it is organized in a particular historical epoch.
In relation to this process every individual factor, considered as an isolated unit, is
"inessential”, insotar as its "essence”, i.e. the concept of the real content of an appearance,
can be grasped only in the light of its relation to the totality of the process. *°

A reading of the overall historical process presupposes the possibility of comprehending
the essence of a sequence of events in the immanence of their manifestations. So
understood, the essence is not suspended 1n the clouds of a platonic realm of ideas but

resides 1n form of tendencies and potentialities in the constellation of social relations:

This definition of essence already implies the whole theory of history that deduces the
totality of the conditions of life from the mode of social organization and that at the same
time provides the methodological<and conceptual tools making possible knowledge of the
historical tendencies effective at a particular time. On the basis of this theory the essence of
man is understod in connection with those tendencies which have as their goal a new form
of social life as the "Idea” of that which practice must realize. Considered this way, the
image of man represents not only what can already be made of man today, what "in 1tself”
can already be today, but also the real fulfilment of everything that man desires to be when

he understands himself in terms of his potentialities.*’

If no theory of progress can do without the moral and teleological pathos inherited from

the Christian tradition, I believe that Marcuse’s materialist-dialectical framework of social
and historical analysis provides the methodological and conceptual instruments to account
for a radical transformation of the present conditions of the world and avoid the
abstractness proper of the eschatological visions of the future. Philosophies of history are
not necessarily theodicies, even though they carry with them a moral import. Simularly, to

make predictions about the future course of history is not necessarily to prophesyze. But

28 of H. Marcuse. "The Concept of Essence”, in H. Marcuse, Negations, Allen Lane The Penguin Press,

London, 1968, pp. 43-87, p. /0.
 Cf. H. Marcuse, ibid., pp. 72-73.
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the construction of a theoretical system in which it becomes possible for man to account
for his own transcendence while remaining faithful to the finitude of his existence has
never been obvious. This is so not just because of conceptual difficulties inherent to the
comprehension of history but because of man’s existential uneasiness in dealing with his
own destiny. What characterizes the idea of progress is not as much a blisstul faith in
technology as its roots in modernity meant as the watershed between the tolemaic and the
copernican man. This dividing line belongs only to Western culture and releases the fate
of man from any external and eternal commands. It culminates in the 1789 French
Revolution, declares that God and the King are things of the past, and throws the individual
back onto itself. But it inaugurates at the same time a happy and an unhappy condition for
man. Among these men left alone with themselves the social bondage 1s no longer provided
by a vertical order - the precepts of the Church, the law of the king and the tather - but 1s
made to reside in the horizontality of the citizens who look like brothers without
primogeniture. Everybody is born free, proclaim the terrifying principles of 1789.
Everybody is equal in the share of power they carry with themselves. It 1s up to them, the
sovereign people, to establish an order which has been written nowhere.

The depth and intensity of the existential struggles it has taken for man to arrive at
a full appropriation of his own destiny is epitomized by Rousseau’s dissatistaction at

history and time, a theme to which I devote the next chapter before entering the central

core of the thesis.””

30 In the following chapters I will offer a highly selective reading of the authors I will be dealing with. The

number of texts from which I will extrapolate their thought is limited. I am aware that, taken within the
context of their opera omnia, the interpretation of each of them could be quite different. Yet, my study is
focused on the idea of progress and it is the particularity of this subject that constitutes the guiding principle
of my research and determines the process of selection. However philologigally rigorous one may be, a
certain degree of interpretative violence is inevitable in this kind of proceeding.
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Rousseau's Struggling for a Transcendence of History and Time

I. Introduction

In his essay on The Three Waves of Modernity Leo Strauss describes the crisis of
modernity 1n terms of a crisis of modern political philosophy. He discerns the signs of
this crisis in the fact that ‘modern Western man no longer knows what he wants - that
he no longer believes that he can know what is good and bad, what is right and wrong.”
The horizons of such a sense of bewilderment have been opened up, according to
Strauss’ analysis, by Machiavelli, Rousseau, and Nietzsche, who rejected the values of
the whole philosophical and theological tradition and called for an overcoming of the
gulft between the 1s and the ought, the actual and the ideal.

In the classical and biblical tradition, Leo Strauss argues, all natural beings were
concelved of as beings directed towards an end understood as the ultimate completion
of their nature. As regards the human species, it was believed that nature posited the
standard of pertection for man in the development of his rational faculty as well as in
the establishment of political and social institutions aiming at the realization of the
good. The successful outcome of this course of action was guaranteed by nature itself
which was meant to be, on account of its inner order, teleologically framed within a
harmonious whole presided by the goodness of God. The place of the microcosm man
in the wider cosmic order was assigned to him by nature at the very beginning, and man
was Just required to conform his behaviour to its dictates.

However, the emergence of modern natural science destroyed the theoretical basis
of classical political philosophy.? Final causes were replaced by the logical deduction of

theorems out of general laws discovered by means of empirical induction, while nature

I Cf. Leo Strauss, "The Three Waves of Modemity”, in Political Philosophy: Six Essays by Leo
Strauss, edited by H. Gildin, Pegasus, New York, 1975, pp. 81-93, p. 81

2 Cf. Leo Strauss, "The Three Waves of Modemity", cit., p. 87
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was perceived as a chaos in need of being reduced to order throughout man's
- Intervention. Scientific laws took the place of the laws of nature, and truth and meaning
lost the transcendence of their ontological status to become objects of fatiguing and
exhausting human activity. Man held firm sway of nature as it was realized that it is in
fact human understanding which prescribes nature its laws. Nature does possess no
purpose on 1its own. ‘Everything good is due to man's labour rather than to nature's
gift... Accordingly, the political society is in no way natural: the state is simply an
artitact, due to covenants; man's perfection is not the natural end of man but an ideal
freely formed by man.”’

Leo Strauss attributes to Machiavelli the authorship of having risen the first wave
of modernity. Through his reinterpretation of classical virtue, Machiavelli is betokened
to have lowered the scope of morality from the kingdom of God down to the reign of
political society. The question of how to realize the good, as stated by Strauss, becomes
with Machiavell a technical one, a question of how to organize the state in accordance
with man's capacities and limits.

The second wave of modernity is instead represented by Rousseau. Leo Strauss
reads in Rousseau's thought a chasm between his "classic” doctrine of the general will
which found full development in the works of Kant and Hegel, and his "romantic”
fluctuation towards a quasi-mystical "sentiment of existence” which seems to evoke,
though substantial differences, the unrest dissatisfaction of Goethe's Faust "with
everything finite, finished, complete, classic." On the one hand, Rousseau introduces in
the philosophical tradition the idea that man's humanity "i1s due not to nature but to
history"®. The entire network of the categorical concepts that we now summarize by
such words as "rationality" or "morality" 1s the result of a long historical process which
is not teleological but accidental. Only once rationality has been actualized and man has
become an animal capable of calculating and linking means to ends, the idea of a
meaning immanent in history gains a significant stand. Man being an unlimitedly
perfectible and malleable animal endowed with free will, Rousseau comes to reckon

that it is in principle possible to make the particular wills come together in order to

3 Cf. Leo Strauss, ibid., p. 88
* Cf. Leo Strauss, ibid., p. 90
’ Cf. Leo Strauss, ibid., p. 94
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forge social institutions universally acknowledged. Were it the case. the positive law, as
distinct from the lofty and higher natural law, would end up muroring the general will,
thus bringing to sight that historical process which hitherto has denied itself to any sort
ot human prediction. On the other hand., there is for Leo Strauss, certainly vague and
unclear even though not underground and esoteric, ‘another fundamental thought of
Rousseau’™. Rousseau was never fully convinced of the possibility of man gaining
freedom and happiness in civil society. Society as such, not just the bourgeois society
of the capitalist era based on inequality and exploitation, is a source of distress and
alienation. Man can find the authentic dimension of life and cultivate the original
sentiment of existence only by returning from society to nature. Society 1s the world of
virtue, reason, moral freedom, and history, but it cannot give man "goodness" and
“happiness” which belong to nature and natural existence. However man may struggle
In order to attain unity and harmony in his soul, his efforts will turn out to be vain and
futile since the gulf between goodness, as predicate of sensibility and compassion, and
virtue, as predicate of sense of duty and obligation, is unbridgeable.

Rousseau's conception of the sentiment of existence as a peaceful and harmonious
experience was questioned by Nietzsche, whom the third wave of modermity is related
to. Inasmuch as there 1s something like the sentiment of existence, Nietzsche contends,
it 1S a sentiment of "historic" existence, which is necessarily tragic. Nietzsche
recognizes that Rousseau is right in claiming that the human problem cannot be
resolved 1n social or political terms, but at the same time he maintains that ‘there is no
escape from the human to nature: there is no possibility of genuine happiness, or the
highest of which man 1s capable has nothing to do with happiness.’’

The synoptic point to which Leo Strauss’ essay can be led is the construal of the
problem of modemity in terms of an ethical relativism that 1s the consequence of the
emergence in modern philosophy of the historical consciousness. In discovering the
historicity of human nature, Leo Strauss underlines, Rousseau paves the way to an
analysis of rationality no longer bound to be conducted sub specie aeternitatis. But
here, as Ansell Pearson underlines, Rousseau's thought faces a great paradox: the

transition of man from a sub-human and pre-human condition to a fully human one 1s

5 Cf. Leo Strauss, ibid., p. 92
7 Cf. Leo Strauss, ibid., pp. 94-95
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descrnibed as a transition from an amoral and ahistorical way of life to a moral and
historical one. Yet, at the same time, the historical process that is designed to deliver a
rational and moral humanity, far from fulfilling its promises, is actually held
responsible for substituting present-day moral degeneration and the soul's disharmony
for the original, simple, and transparent happiness. Leo Strauss grasps in Rousseau's
dilemma both the challenge of modern thought to the fixed and eternal norms of
rationality and the modern despair, brought about precisely by the historicization of
reason, ot a totality which history cannot give.®

By following Leo Strauss’ reading of Rousseau, in this chapter 1 analyse
Rousseau’s understanding of modern civilization. In many respects, a great deal of the
contradictions of modernity converge in Rousseau’s thought. If, on the one hand, with
his genealogical examination of the process of civilization he leaves behind the pre-
modern search for metaphysical absolutes, on the other hand, the discovery of historical
time as the shaping principle of human life discloses to his consciousness the sense of
human despair in a world with no secure grounds. Rousseau never overcomes this
existential paralysis and his philosophical wandering 1s emblematic of the wandering of
modern consciousness in coming to terms with the appropriation of its own destiny.

In section II, I examine Rousseau’s rejection of the classical idea of human
essence. Though claiming that man is fundamentally good, Rousseau contends that his
nature is subjected to historical transformation. However, Rousseau’s standing on this
point is considerably ambiguous. In section llI, through an analysis of the Second
Discourse, 1 show how he comes to see certain principles holding in the state of nature
as binding moral codes in the course of human civilization. Yet, the contradictions 1nto
which the idea of natural law is cast lead him to replace it with the concept of ‘law of
reason’, that is, with a set of historically acquired rather than naturally given moral
criteria. This step forward in the evolution of Rousseau’s thought marks the attempt of
the Social Contract to provide philosophical grounds for civil society. But Rousseau
has never been at ease with this quasi-Kantian solution of his philosophical dilemma.
He was well aware that the echo of the voice of nature, with its promise of happiness,

resonates so deep down in the recesses of human consciousness that imposition on man

8 Cf K. Ansell-Pearson, Nietzsche contra Rousseau, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1991,

p. J.
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of a system of moral virtue mmevitably ends up denaturalizing him and introducing a
painful conflict in his soul. Rousseau- suggestively expresses his dissatisfaction at the

1dea of good life in his last work, the Reveries, with which the final section of this

chapter 1s concerned.

11. Rousseau’s Abandonment of the Idea of Human Essence

Rousseau’'s ambiguity with regard to the antinomy between nature and artifice, his
wriggling amud transhistorical flights to a transcendent reality and appeals to an
overcoming of the predicament of modern civilization within history, have been well
summed up by L. Gossman in his definition of Rousseau as ‘the prophet of history who
despaired of history.”” Despite the philosophical impasse into which he was plunged, it
is still an undisputable achievement of Rousseau to have undertaken an understanding
of the concept of human nature in historical and dialectical terms. In his depiction of
the evolution of the human species, humanity's actual configuration appears as the
result of extensive historical transtormations. At the same time, the direction towards
which the historical course proceeds 1s deeply atfected, as Horowitz suggests, by th<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>