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INTRODUCTION

This book has a dual purpose. Primarily I hope to introduce the subject ‘philosophy
of history’ to those history students, academics, and teachers who may to varying
degrees be unfamiliar with an extensive branch of writings relating to their
discipline. Nowadays such relative unfamiliarity is commonplace amongst
historians. There are at least two (related) reasons for this — first, a claustrophobic
compartmentalisation of disciplines, certainly in the Anglo-American world,
where professional pressures tend towards narrow discipline bases — and second,
specifically in historians, an air of indifference towards ‘philosophy of history’,
either as an example of such compartmentalisation, or as a more deliberate
stance emanating from some unfortunate encounter with philosophy, best
forgotten. Such diffidence may be justified, but only on the basis of some familiarity
with ‘philosophy of history’ — and a principal purpose of this ‘guide’ is to furnish
precisely that.

This book, then, is offered as an historians’ guide, but not because the ideas of
our philosophers of history are, patronisingly, to be simplified because of ‘fear’
of philosophy — rather, because within the extensive literature of ‘philosophy of
history’ it concentrates more on what might interest historians than philosophers.
And as for being a guide, again the intention is not to condescend, but rather to
map out what, with respect to even one of its two branches, has rightly been called
‘a boundless land’ of ‘semi-monstrous’ proportions.!

A secondary purpose of this ‘guide’ relates more urgently to the contemporary
nature of historical study, for it is under attacks sourced precisely from the two
branches of philosophy of history, namely, ‘speculative’ and ‘analytic’. First, from
recent signs of a revival in ‘speculative’ philosophy of history which, as we shall see,
tries to construct some kind of ‘universal history’ of the world (the rise and decline
of great states, empires, and cultures), complaints have arisen that modern
historians have lost that sense of the grand sweep of time — that their writings are
narrowly focused specialist studies, more akin to the mentality of ‘antiquarians’ or
‘laboratory workers’? than efforts to make sense of the unfolding of human history.
Some even go so far as to suggest that ‘history’ proper is disappearing from schools
and universities, replaced by a mish-mash of controversial contemporary ‘social’
studies ranging over ethnic, gender, and other ideological concerns, leaving
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students bereft of any sense of an accepted past from which they can appreciate their
present as emerging and thus achieve a salutary perspective.’

Another attack arises from the other branch of philosophy of history, namely,
‘analytic’ (or ‘critical’)* philosophy of history which, as we shall see, attempts to
bring to the surface and examine the validity of those presuppositions which
underly the thinking and writings of historians. For example: what is a fact, can one
be objective about the past, do historians explain things in a special way? Stemming
from more general ‘philosophical’ positions, the answers given to such questions
vary and are by no means necessarily subversive of historians’ work. Yet some are,
and perhaps no more so than those critiques inspired by many so-called ‘post-
modern’ philosophers which amount to a thorough-going refutation of the very
possibility of the discipline of history having any validity. Why? Because they claim
that any discourse has an inbuilt subjectivism due to the reference-systems and
value-orientations embedded in perceptions of ‘reality’ and the language expressing
them. From this viewpoint, historians are talking rubbish — or at least, one
historian’s rubbish is as good or as worthless as any other’s.

It is in the light of all these considerations that this ‘historians’ guide to philosophy
of history’ is offered — to help familiarise historians with the principal outlines of
an extensive, multi-faceted literature so they can better assess its relevance for
them; also, as a by-product, to provide historians with relevant food for thought
where they are subject to attack on the nature of their practice — i.e., studying,
writing, and teaching history. Each reader will doubtless sort out the dross from the
gold within ‘philosophy of history’ in his or her own way despite any critical edge
offered in this exposition. For my own part, I have elsewhere argued for a
‘productive marriage’ between the discipline of history and philosophy of history,
but one based only on the ‘right’ foundations!

Finally, some might argue a further rationale for this ‘guide’ — namely, the arrival
of the new millennium. For them, this ‘event’ cannot but stimulate reflection upon
‘the meaning of history’. Be this an artificial stimulus or not, less dubious is the fact
that we now have another century of history to survey, which by any standards has
included momentous changes for most of the world, and raises issues for the future
perhaps more palpably than any previous century. Churlish indeed would be the
historian who took exception at being the first everyone else asks for insight,
interpretation, and divination of meaning! Yet does his discipline so equip him?
Should it? Grappling with a moral problem, I once asked a distinguished moral
philosopher for advice. He replied that the last person to ask what one ought to do
is the moral philosopher! Appearances notwithstanding, then, is the historian the
last rather than the first person to ask about ‘history’? Should we turn instead to
philosophers of history, leaving the actual historians mute? Perhaps this ‘guide’ may
be of some service to those historians sensitive to the issue.

Part I begins by distinguishing between ‘speculative’ and ‘analytic’ philosophy of
history, concentrating on the former, offering reasons why it might invite study by
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historians, and then offering a guide to its principal areas and noted individual
contributions. Part 1l begins by explaining in general terms what ‘analytic’
philosophy of history is, again offering reasons why it might invite historians’
attention, and then offers a guide to the principal issues it revolves around. Part [11
revisits both branches of philosophy of history, but brings matters up-to-date by
exploring contemporary contributions from both its speculative and analytic angles
which, it happens, differently announce ‘the end of history’.

For ease of reading I have as far as possible restricted notes to references only,
although for academic purposes these are necessarily extensive in those chapters
where, in interpreting them, I have laboured to allow thinkers to speak for
themselves.






Part [

SPECULATIVE PHILOSOPHY
OF HISTORY






SPECULATIVE PHILOSOPHY OF
HISTORY

What is it and why study it?

Introduction: the two branches of philosophy of history:
speculative and analytic

When the famously ‘enlightened’” Frenchman, Voltaire, coined the term
‘philosophy of history’, he meant something akin to what we might now call ‘critical
cultural history’. In his 1769 Essay on the Customs and the Spirit of Nations he
surveyed ancient and classical cultures (primarily in terms of their customs and
religions), including China and India, as well as feudal times in Europe up to the
reign of Louis XIV (1643-1715). Rather than present this huge historical vista as
some kind of inherently meaningful pattern or story, his intention was to extract
morally useful lessons from such ‘history’ (for example, to downplay sentimental
or overawed respect for tradition and authority, and to highlight moral short-
comings and absurdities in his own society, thereby raising not only the present but
also the future, ‘in the light of history’). In short, he was interested in this approach
to ‘history’ because of the new perspective it offered regarding human progress. His
own views on the latter could be pretty gloomy, and how much hope his
‘philosophical history’ gave him for the better future he desired is a doubtful matter.
But one thing is clear — he meant his readers to think about history, not simply to
read and research it ‘for its own sake’ as a residue of interesting facts and events.
A second aspect to Voltaire’s ‘philosophy of history’ was closely related to the
above, namely, his awareness that the method of study required for such a ‘history’
at least needed to be rational — that is, able to sidestep superstition and religious
orthodoxy and to examine long-held beliefs. Therefore he recognised the need to
attend to how the historian works on his material and how he thinks about what
he is doing — that is, an aspect of his ‘philosophy of history’ concerned history as a
discipline or method, in addition to ‘history’ as ‘what happened’. In the event,
however, his own views on the discipline of history were not especially innovative.!
Embryonic as Voltaire’s coining of the phrase was, the essentials are already
there to explain what ‘philosophy of history’ is. Leaving aside temporarily the term
‘philosophy’, we see that philosophy of history is concerned with the two different
meanings of the term ‘history’. On the one hand it treats of it as meaning past
events, circumstances, and facts — in other words, ‘history’ as the material or ‘object’
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to be studied; and on the other hand it treats it as the academic discipline which
studies the former. In short, the meaning of the term ‘history’ is twofold, and can
be expressed by saying that history as object is what the subject of history studies.
Philosophy of history is concerned with both versions of ‘history’, thus consisting
of two branches. Where it treats of history as ‘object’, it is usually called speculative
(or substantive) philosophy of history, and where it treats it as a ‘discipline’ it is best
called analytic philosophy of history.

‘Philosophy’

The other term involved in our subject-matter is ‘philosophy’. This is a term which
has become more precise than in Voltaire’s time, when it simply meant something
like ‘thoughtful knowledge’ — and it is perhaps partly because of this that the term
is intimidating to some. For example, doubtless some scientists are neglectful of
philosophy of science because they are nervous of ‘philosophy’, just as some
historians are de-motivated regarding ‘philosophy of history’. But here we can
return to our glimpse at Voltaire, for a third aspect to his philosophy is that he
meant his readers to think rationally about both the material and the discipline of
history — and there is a reassuring sense in which that is almost ‘all’ what we call
‘philosophy’ is, namely, to think rationally about something. All we need add is that
such thinking only becomes ‘philosophical’ when there is not already a recognised
‘method’ for finding answers to questions — in other words, where the matter under
scrutiny does not fall under existing academic disciplines or other accepted ‘rules’
of thought. For example, we now have scientific disciplines to approach such
questions as ‘what is illness?, ‘what are stars?”, and ‘where did mankind come from?,
(respectively, medicine, astronomy, and biology). Likewise, other disciplines such
as social sciences, languages, and indeed history provide accepted approaches to
different questions. Also, apart from academic disciplines, we have familiar ways
of tackling questions such as ‘when is the next flight to New York?, ‘why did you
spend so much money?, and ‘where are my gloves?. In all these cases we do not
‘philosophise’. What this shows is that philosophy approaches those issues for
which, in the absence of existing ‘rules’, we simply have to rely on our capacity to
‘think out’ a problem as best (‘rationally’) as we can. Thus it is that over the
millennia ‘philosophers’ have pondered about justice, happiness, dreams, art,
motion, the State, and much more. It is true the emergence of modern science and
social studies has diminished the area of philosophical enquiry, but plenty of
‘inaccessible’ questions remain for philosophy to flourish (for example, perennial
moral issues), as well as new ones emerging. Not least among them are whether
there is such a thing as ‘world-history’ in any meaningful sense, (thus, ‘speculative
philosophy of history’) and whether the practice of the subject, ‘history’ —i.e., the
discipline of history — is fully valid, (thus, ‘analytic philosophy of history’).

In short, (and contrary to many philosophers who ‘philosophise’ precisely about
‘what is philosophy? — the answer is provided by the history of thought), there is
no mystery enveloping ‘philosophy’ making it an esoteric subject which, for example,
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scientists and historians should respectfully leave to ‘the experts’. It has no special
subject-matter of its own (unlike all other viable academic disciplines), neither any
special method (again, unlike all other viable disciplines). Rather, it simply means
seeking knowledge or understanding, through the exercise of reason, of those
matters otherwise inaccessible via known paths or rules of enquiry — and in the
sense that this means trying to think something through ‘on our own’, it is a
uniquely ‘democratic’ activity, open to everyone.

All this, however, is not to say philosophy is easy. Many brilliant thinkers adorn
its history, and we tread respectfully in their wake to avoid thinking and saying silly
things. Also, their reflections and arguments amongst each other over time have
generated a special vocabulary better to denote certain recurring complex and/or
abstract ideas, and not only is it as well to become familiar with some of this
vocabulary in order to understand their writings, but its persistence shows its
usefulness to our own efforts to ‘think things through in a rational way’.

Speculative philosophy of history

If, then, ‘philosophy’ is more to be embraced than feared, let us look further into
that branch of philosophy of history called speculative philosophy of history. As
already intimated, this consists of thinking about the actual ‘content’ of (human)
history to see in what sense ‘it as a whole’ is explicable or meaningful. It is hence
not surprising that some who have attempted this employed the term ‘universal
history’, and that one recent scholar described it as ‘the central aspiration to afford
a total explanatory account of the past’.? Although not all speculative philosophy
of history is so overtly ambitious, those who engage in it are variously attempting
to reach conclusions about the following kinds of questions: does history
demonstrate a single giant unfolding story? If so, does the ‘story’ have an ending?
And is that ending utopian, cataclysmic, or simply mundane? Or does history go
round in circles (‘cycles’)? Can history be divided up into distinct periods such as
‘the Dark Ages’, and if so, what are they? And what does this tell us about the
course of history? s the history of the world necessarily a history of progress of
humanityj; if so, why? If not, why not? Do ‘laws’ govern historical development, or
is it already begging the question to see history as ‘developing’? Is the course
of history determined by forces outside human control, or can individuals’ actions
make a difference? Can we learn anything from the flow of history, or is every
situation unique?

In their turn, these large questions have generated a recognisable body of
subsidiary issues. Is there such a thing as ‘Fate’? Or ‘Providence’? Has ‘human
nature’ remained the same throughout history? Can we talk of different mentalities
over the ages, such as an early ‘mythical consciousness’ as distinct from the
modern ‘scientific’ outlook? Can the history of humanity be seen as analogous
to the growth of the individual from infanthood, through childhood and youth, to
maturity, and then old age? Why is it that great cultures have invariably declined?
[s it inevitable?
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Speculative philosophy of history, then, stems from the impulse to make sense of
history, to find meaning in it, or at least some intelligible pattern. And it should
not surprise us that at the heart of this impulse is a desire to predict the future (and
in many cases to shape it). By any standards, then, this branch of philosophy of
history is audacious, and there is a sense in which the term ‘speculative’ is not only
appropriate but also carries derogatory implications for those historians and others
who insist on a solely empirical approach to the past, i.e., on ‘sticking to the facts’.
In short, to some, the very project of speculative philosophy of history can appear
misguided on the grounds that it is ‘theoretical’ in the bad sense of the term —
factually unfounded, impossible of proof, prey to imaginative flights of fancy, and
premised on an unrealistically encyclopaedic knowledge of history throughout
recorded time and over most of the globe. To others, however, it is a worthwhile
undertaking because it is so natural to a reflective being. Just as at times one gets
the urge to ‘make sense’ of one’s own life, either out of simple curiosity about its
‘meaning’, or through suffering a particularly turbulent phase, or because weighty
decisions about one’s future are looming, so some are drawn to reflect, not on
themselves, but on the history of their species — mankind.

The relevance of speculative philosophy of history

Whether speculative philosophy of history is worthwhile or, instead, a
fundamentally flawed exercise, it is surely an understandable venture. Here I revert
to the analogy of the individual’s reflections on his or her life. Firstly, attempts to
discover a theory or ‘philosophy’ of history are intrinsically interesting because
they try to make sense of the overall flow of history — even in some cases to give it
meaning. And there is a sense in which to do particularly the latter is to offer
answers to the question, ‘what is the point of life?” (not of yours or mine, but of
human life in general). The importance of such a question is either self-explanatory
or nil, depending on an individual’s assumptions. Some see it as the ultimate
question to be answered, whereas others see it as symptomatic of an arrogant
anthropomorphism which demands that ‘life, the universe, and all that’ be reduced
to the petty model of merely human dimensions, where intention and reason are
seen as the governing principles. But that individuals differ in this way is exactly
the point, in the sense that speculative philosophy of history raises the issue directly
into the light of argument, allowing us to examine our initial assumptions regarding
the value or futility of such ‘ultimate’ questions. For example, one might ask sceptics
whether they at least accept the notion that, on the whole, ‘history has delivered’
progress in the arts, sciences, economics, government, and quality of life. If the
answer is ‘yes’, how do they account for it? Is it chance (thus offering no guarantees
for the future)? Or if there is a reason for it, what is this ‘reason’ which is ‘going on
in history’? Similarly, if the sceptics answer ‘no’, then why not? Again, is it chance?
Or is there some ‘mechanism’ underlying the course of history which prevents
overall continuous progress? If so, what is it, and can it be defeated? And as for those
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who do believe in a history which delivers progress, what do they have to say about
the immense catalogue of horrors still to be found in the world?

Whatever answers are given, whether from the enthusiast’s or the sceptic’s
viewpoint, they cannot but be interesting to us in their own right, for since we are
beings conscious of the passing of time and of the varying of events and
circumstances, we cannot but wish ‘to make sense’ of this aspect of our being-in-
the-world. In short, to be ‘conscious’ of this or that is to ‘make sense’ of it, in the
most basic sense that human-beings are of necessity perpetually, instinctively
engaged in the practice of ‘understanding’, or contriving meaning in, what they
experience. Thus it would be strange indeed if historians, whose object is the past,
did not find speculative philosophy of history intrinsically interesting, whether
impressed or not by particular examples of it.

To pursue our analogy, there is a second reason why an impulse towards speculative
philosophy of history, worthwhile or not, is at least understandable — namely, there
are certain periods in history when many who are part of them feel their times are
especially turbulent or in some way remarkable (just as when an individual, for
example, falls seriously ill, undergoes a severe loss, wins the lottery, or retires). At
such times, interest in ‘making sense of the past’ has a practical point — namely, the
felt need to come to terms with the present through gaining a perspective on how
one has got there. Such reflections serve the function of restoring, or confirming,
ameaning to the present otherwise lost or at least jeopardized by an unprecedented
flow of events. Only too aware of the particular narrative of events leading to our
present situation, we attempt to regain our bearings by seeking more reflective
generalised explanations for the state we are in. This urge to ‘take stock’ of affairs
in turbulent times is ‘natural’, I suggest, for either of two reasons — first, the need
not only for individuals but also for communities (local, regional, national, and
even international) to preserve their sense of identity; and second, the need to
find excuses or deflect blame, where the unsteadiness of the present is unpleasant
and perceived as resulting from failure. This latter is probably no more than a
particular case of the general need to preserve a sense of identity, for in finding
‘excuses’ for the parlous state one might be in, one is meaning ‘it wasn’t me, sir’!
As we will see, if by a ‘theodicy’ is meant ‘a justification of the ways of God to man’,
many speculative philosophies of history contain elements of ‘a justification of the
ways of man to man’, (for which we might coin the term ‘histodicy’).? For example,
‘America is still the land of the free despite some of the things it has “had” to do
.., just as ‘I am still “me” despite some of the things | have done . . ..

To complete our analogy, a third reason why speculative philosophy of history is
understandable is that there are periods in history when many intuit the coming
to an end of an epoch, and the possibility, even necessity, of fashioning a new
future. Thus the range of their vision extends beyond the short or medium term,
and they look at themselves (either as individuals or, by analogy, as ‘cultures’, or
even as ‘mankind’) in terms of their ‘historic’ possibilities. This involves an attempt

11



SPECULATIVE PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY

to supersede the ‘details’ of the past in order to abstract overall ‘trends’ and general
‘laws’ from which to predict the future. A variety of positions can follow, most of
which have been proposed at one time or another by different philosophers
of history. The prediction may be one of gloom, which we can do nothing about;
or of gloom, but one we can at least mitigate; or of a gloom which can be entirely
averted. Alternatively the prediction may be one of endless ‘progress’ which only
has to be nurtured, or of limited progress in limited areas. There is even the
‘prediction’ that ‘history’ has stopped — that, at least politically and economically,
mankind has reached a culmination from which we can expect no further
fundamental changes or developments either in terms of regress or progress.

Is speculative philosophy of history worthwhile?

From the above, then, I suggest speculative philosophy of history is an under-
standable intellectual exercise and, to that extent, defensible. Broadly, its project
is interesting in its own right since it purports to ‘make sense’ of history, and to that
extent suggest answers to ‘the meaning of life’. The latter issue has naturally
occupied human beings (and always will) insofar as they are ‘self-conscious’ —i.e.,
‘meaning-constructing’ beings. And in an increasingly secular age where religion
is less appealed to for answers to that question, speculative philosophy of history is
all we have left. Also, as suggested, for those who dismiss the question of ‘the
meaning of life’ on the a priori grounds that there simply isn’t one, perhaps
the burden of proof is on them to show, from history, its meaninglessness (i.e.,
demonstrate it a posteriori). But in doing so, they would be engaging precisely in
that which their a priori stance would appear to denigrate, namely, speculative
philosophy of history!

We also saw two broadly practical reasons for engaging in speculative philosophy
of history — namely, the urge in rapidly changing times to restore a sense of
continuity, or at least intelligibility, in defence of a society’s identity; and secondly,
the impulse to predict the future, and hopefully influence it, on the basis of
identifying general forces governing history.

From all this it is not surprising that certain themes recur in the writings of many
speculative philosophers of history — the search for meaning or design in the flow
of history, various theories of progress, the notion of recurring cycles, the issue of
individual agency, the discovery of ‘laws’ of development which ‘determine’ history,
and the question of the changeability of ‘human nature’; in their turn, these themes
generate subsidiary notions regarding the role of chance, Fate, or Providence,
different periodisations of history, theories of different ‘national’ or ‘cultural’
characteristics of peoples, variously coloured predictions for the future, and
attempts to make sense of human suffering.

As suggested, this is all intrinsically interesting. But one further theme which
cannot but press itself on historians in particular, is whether, not only this or that
example of a ‘theory’ of history, but the general rationale underlying all speculative
philosophy of history (understandable as the impulse is) is worthwhile in the first
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place. According to the philosopher Hegel, writing in the early nineteenth century,
historians only ‘skim the surface’, (i.e., record and analyse ‘the facts’ without
comprehending their part in the larger scheme of things) —and in the Introduction
I mentioned similar concerns voiced today about the teaching and writing of
history. What is the point of studying history, it might be asked, if not to emerge
with something to say about its overall meaning, direction, and significance? In
short, one could turn the issue on its head and ask whether the study of history is
worthwhile if it is not pointed deliberately towards wider horizons of understanding.
Fascinating as the minutiae of the Crimean War might be, or the task of inferring
a satisfactory account of the social origins of Victorian prostitution, are such
piecemeal historical studies worthwhile in themselves? The practice of many
historians today suggests they think it is. Others will argue that they study and
teach, for example, the history of the Crimean War in order to enhance under-
standing of, and gain perspective on, aspects of European history both before and
after that war. To that extent, then, they are moving towards finding a grander
‘design’ or ‘significance’ to history. Alternatively, some may value studying history
not because of any such leanings towards ‘theorising’ or ‘speculating’ about its
course but because of that ‘civilising’ effect the discipline is supposed to have in
virtue of being one of the ‘humanities’ subjects revitalised in the Renaissance.
There may be other justifications for studying history* — but the point is made. If
some historians question the value of speculative philosophy of history, the shoe
can be put on the other foot — but in a more charitable spirit, for no speculative
philosopher of history would question the value of the study of history, only the
value of how it is undertaken in any particular instance.

Although the following chapters of Part 1 are far from being a history of speculative
philosophy of history, they are at least suggestive of the framework such a history
might employ. This is because they are chronological in order, thereby offering
the possibility of conveying the sense in which the same thing (in this case,
speculative philosophy of history) has changed over time, and of suggesting
explanations for how and why. However, as elaborated upon at the beginning of
the next chapter, rather than adopting the stricter definition of ‘speculative
philosophy of history’ which a proper history would probably require, for the
more general purposes of a ‘guide’ I have adopted a looser notion in order to
accommodate what may be proposed as ‘dominant general attitudes’ towards the
meaning of history in addition to specific speculative philosophies of history crafted
by individual thinkers. As for the latter, this guide draws attention mainly to the
most celebrated examples. But sufficient guidelines emerge from their study, I hope,
to enable those interested in the genre to pursue lesser known examples from an
informed perspective.
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2

PRE-CLASSICAL IDEAS ON
‘HISTORY’

Introduction: principles of selection

Some scholars claim that speculative philosophy of history did not begin until the
sixteenth or even seventeenth century AD. Others, without explanation, have
embarked on accounts of it based on that assumption, resulting nonetheless in a
number of excellent books. Because the arguments for that starting-point are
neither always clear nor form a consensus, and because I begin with earlier periods,
it is helpful to comment on this issue as a way of explaining the principles of
selection in the following chapters on ‘speculative philosophy of history’. Firstly,
to reserve the beginnings of speculative philosophy of history to the later period is
justifiable, but only on the basis of various suppositions. One is that we restrict it
to systematic, full-blown examples of the effort to construct, or make sense of, some
kind of ‘universal’ history (such as Hegel’s Philosophy of History). For our purposes,
however, such examples can best be seen merely as speculative philosophy of
history at its more highly developed. This leaves room to explore ‘lesser’ types
represented by substantial reflections on history, or important attitudes towards it,
found within writings neither so explicitly nor exclusively focused as the former.
As perhaps an extreme example of this, we will explore how the so-called ‘pre-
rational’, allegedly ‘mythical’, mind-set in early societies made sense of the past.
A second supposition justifying such a late beginning for speculative philosophy
of history is that we should restrict the meaning of ‘philosophy’ strictly to the
exercise of reason unshackled from ‘belief’ and/or superstition. Thus theories about
the course and meaning of history which in particular originate from religious beliefs,
impervious to criticism because held as axiomatically true, do not amount to
‘philosophy proper’. Sympathetic as we may be to this notion, there are difficulties
in upholding it. In general the relation between faith (‘belief’) and reason has
been as unclear to many philosophers as it has to many theologians. It is still
‘philosophised’ about. A difficulty arising more specifically from philosophy of history
is that a number of its exponents, otherwise undoubtedly ‘philosophers’, have so
clearly introduced religious ideas into their philosophies of history. The above-
mentioned Hegel is one example. We will encounter others from our own times,
particularly those who argue an implicit connection between ‘the idea of progress’
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and the view of history they claim as unique to the Christian religion. Given this
equivocal relation between religious and philosophical thinking, we can adopt a
more accommodating approach to ‘speculative philosophy of history’” which
includes an exploration of ideas about history inspired by religious views. In
particular we shall outline an alleged specifically Judaeo-Christian set of ideas
relating to the course and meaning of history, including those of Augustine.

A third supposition which might justify locating the origins of speculative
philosophy of history in the sixteenth or seventeenth centuries AD is that only
since then has there been a more or less uninterrupted succession of different, often
conflicting, philosophies of history such that the subject can be treated historically.
In other words, if we wish to treat speculative philosophy of history as a distinctive
‘tradition’ of philosophical thought, we must treat it as constituting a continuing
line of argument contributed to over time by a variety of thinkers responding to
each other. Only then does speculative philosophy of history become a ‘real’
phenomenon subject to historical reconstruction rather than being a term which
denotes randomly selected, radically disconnected, examples of ‘its’ sporadic
appearances.

There is much to be said for this argument. Indeed, in a different context I would
regard it as irrefutable!, and would not doubt the sixteenth/seventeenth century
AD starting point. However, not only is it not clear that those who begin their
account of speculative philosophy of history at that point do so on this reasoning,
their writings often fall short of that kind of genuinely historical account it implies.
Some, although scrupulously informative about and instructively critical of the
writers they treat of, are nevertheless content to organise their accounts more as a
chronicle of successive thinkers than as a properly connected narrative. But if many
appearing to take an historical approach to speculative philosophy of history
are thus wanting in their practice, this ‘guide’ does not purport to be a history in
the first place. Again, then, we can therefore allow our approach to encompass
a more generous time-span, and one within which we can explore incidences of a
more loosely defined ‘speculative philosophy of history’. Relevant ideas of the
Renaissance, and Machiavelli in particular, are an example.

Thus although good reasons can be found for restricting the study of speculative
philosophy of history to the sixteenth or seventeenth century onwards, they are not
sufficient in the context of this ‘guide’ to persuade us to ignore earlier ideas and
‘theories’. Although not always ‘pure philosophy’, nor exclusively focused on
‘history’, these earlier notions are nonetheless of relevance — and particularly so
for historians, interested as they are in the past rather than in philosophy for its
own sake. But more than this, we will find that when we do reach that later period
when speculative philosophy of history matures into a definite ‘tradition’, then its
philosophers, in their efforts to make sense of history, invariably incorporate their
own ideas and explanations of how those earlier cultures understood it.

15



SPECULATIVE PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY
A ‘pre-historic’ mentality?

A mythical consciousness of the past?

Although few writings of direct relevance survive from the early civilisations of
ancient Egypt, Greece, and other Near and Middle East regions, scholars have
found sufficient evidence to construct accounts of, or at least generate suggestions
about, how those cultures ‘understood the past’. Three features stand out — a
mythical view of space and time; a belief in the eternal recurrence of ‘cycles’ of
events; and following from these beliefs, the absence of any notion of the historic
capacity of man to fashion what we call ‘progress’.

Calling to mind ancient myths we think of often detailed, lengthy narratives
involving the dramatic actions and interactions of gods, and of men of semi-divine,
heroic stature. And we recognise that not only were these stories told to entertain;
they usually contained some moral, and (inevitably, as narrative) ‘explained’ how
this or that came about. For example, numerous early, or ‘primitive’, cultures had
their own version of ‘the story of creation’, the origins of mankind, the invention
of agriculture, and the forming of societies — and within these stories or ‘mythical’
accounts the forces of good and evil play their part, as well as such of attributes as
strength, cunning, perseverance, and fidelity. But we should not confuse such
‘stories” with those we find in fables. Fables are works of the explicitly fantastic
imagination — nobody is expected to believe them, (although any morals they
preach are meant to be taken seriously). Ancient ‘myths’, on the contrary, were
regarded as sacred or divine in the sense of voicing truths of ultimate relevance to
their societies. Does this mean these early peoples believed in the factual truth of
the narratives, or were they supposed to recognise them as mere allegories, however
sacred in import? This is a natural question for us to ask — one of many which the
phenomenon of ‘myth’ has provoked in a huge body of frequently disputatious,
abstract literature. However, the very asking of this question takes us to the heart
of the matter, for it is a question from our point of view, not (so far as the evidence
suggests) from that of those early peoples. It would not have occurred to them, for
they did not see the world as something distinct from them, about which they as
‘subjects’ could make ‘objective’ statements. In other words, we think in terms of
an external world of nature and happenings (i.e., of space and time) whose
‘otherness’ we can try to know (through science and history) by the exercise of
observation and rational thought.

‘I’ and ‘“Thow’

‘Pre-historic’ peoples did not experience their being in the world in this latter
manner. Rather, they saw ‘nature’ not as ‘other’ but as animated, just like
themselves. They knew themselves as alive; wilful, emotional, calculating, and
capable of agency. This is also how they ‘saw’ what we call the ‘objects and events
in nature’. The land, sky, stars, trees, hills, winds, deserts, plants, water — all were
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‘seen as’ animated, alive, just like themselves. And ‘events’ such as storms, plagues,
dawn, dusk, floods, animal migrations, eclipses, the turning of the seasons — all
were ‘seen as’ the actions, or results of actions, taken by this animated nature around
them. Let us be clear here. It is not so much that they saw nature ‘as’ animated —
this could invite the false notion that they made allegories of nature, that they
anthropomorphised it ‘in order to’ make sense of it. Rather than ‘seeing’ (‘inter-
preting’) nature in this way, they directly experienced it in this way. Their experience
was that of being part of a totally animated world, not that of being separated from
it, only to be reconnected through the intellectual mediation of some ‘process of
knowing’. It is in this sense, then, that the question of whether these peoples
believed their great ‘myths’ to be true is posed from a false perspective. Rather,
irrespective of listening to classic ‘mythical’ sagas, they lived their daily lives within
a ‘mythical’ consciousness in the first place. The grasses on the riverbank, for
example, would be regarded as animated and be assigned as the property or work
of a ‘god’. For instance, if in picking reeds someone cut their hand, we have to
imagine them regarding the offending reed as, for example, spiteful or malevolent.
The god of plants must be offended, and consequently be propitiated via an
appropriate (‘ritual’) offering — or the god may be trying to convey a message, such
that the ‘medicine-man’, ‘priest’, or augurer needs to be consulted for its meaning.

We may summarise the above, and draw attention to a much fuller account of
this ‘ancient’ mentality, by quoting from the editor’s stimulating opening chapter
in the book Before Philosophy. ‘The fundamental difference between the attitudes
of modern and ancient man as regards the surrounding world is this: for modern,
scientific man the phenomenal world is primarily an “It”; for ancient —and also for
primitive — man it is a “Thou”’.?

‘Poetry’

We may also make two points commonly observed — first, this ‘ancient’ mentality
is intrinsically highly imaginative, able to weave any number of ‘fantastic’ or ‘poetic’
accounts of a reality construed as consisting of a myriad of animated phenomena,
each with their own individualistic ‘characters’ and subsumed under the powers of
numerous ‘gods’ as idiosyncratic as the human personalities they were imagined
from. This ‘poetic’ feature of the ancient mentality reaches its fullest expression in
their great myths, then, but is not a ‘special’ vehicle reserved for these classic tales.
Rather, the great myths are (one of) the major pieces of evidence for the kind of
claims about the generally pervasive ‘pre-classical’ mentality sketched out above. In
a later chapter we will see that Vico, one the first to make such claims, featured them
prominently as the very foundation of his own speculative philosophy of history.

‘Primitiveness’

The second observation is pre-figured where the passage quoted above refers to
‘ancient’ and ‘primitive’ man, meaning contemporary ‘primitives’, suggesting the
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latter share this ‘mythical’, ‘poetic’ mentality. Indeed, if ancient myths are evidence
for the latter, some anthropologists’ studies of primitive tribes in modern times are
another source of evidence. But for our purposes what is important is the concept
of ‘primitiveness’, for it figures in subsequent efforts to ‘make sense’ of history,
particularly in diverse attempts meaningfully to periodise history —also it is a concept
of obvious significance to those who ponder over the question of ‘human progress’.
In other words, the notion of ‘primitiveness’ plays an important role in speculative
philosophy of history, and thus the attempt to flesh out (at least) part of its meaning,
by equating it to what is alleged above about the ‘ancient’ mentality, should be of
interest to us.

‘Childhood’

One further observation, less common nowadays and doubtless controversial for
psychologists, is related to this concept of ‘primitiveness’ — namely, the belief that
certain analogies hold between ‘the primitive’ mind and early childhood. One of
these, popularised by Rousseau in the mid-eighteenth century, was that ‘primitive’
or ‘aboriginal’ peoples share the innocence and naivety we like to associate with early
childhood — and thus those speculative philosophers of history who equated their
contemporary ‘primitives’ with peoples of ancient times used the notion to elaborate
upon a metaphor of the ‘history of mankind’ as having started in ‘childhood’, and
then passing through the equivalent stages of ‘maturation’ found in individuals.
Another analogy between ‘primitives’ and children, again extended to (or derived
from) ancient societies, returns us to those claims about a ‘mythical’, or even
‘magical’, mentality. Some argue there is a stage in early childhood when the child
perceives the ‘outside’ world as ‘animated’ like his or her self — that it is only after
a period of ‘development’ that children realise, for example, that the door cannot
hurt them because, unlike them, it is only a (mindless, emotionless) thing. In other
words, some claim we undergo an early phase of childhood surrounded, so to speak,
by ‘the gods’ — that is, by powerful ‘forces’ and ‘objects’ which, like us, have a will
of their own. Like ideas of an ‘original innocence’, this notion of a ‘mythical’
mentality, characteristic both of ancient cultures and of a natural stage of childhood
psychology, has similarly been exploited by some speculative philosophers of history
in their explorations of ‘the history of humanity’. Indeed, one of these, the
nineteenth-century thinker Auguste Comte, claimed that during a period
of madness he had ‘regressed’ to just such a ‘childlike’ mentality, and then
progressively ‘grown out of it’ —and that the illuminating experience informed his
ambitious philosophy of history.

A bizarre, or ‘workable’, mentality?

This may lend weight to the notion that this ancient ‘mythical’ consciousness
is bizarre, an impression hardly diminished when we are confronted by actual
examples of ancient ‘myths’ abounding in the most ‘extraordinary’ accounts of a
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world peopled by gods, spirits, and demons. But as suggested, these classic myths
are not special cases designed to entertain as fiction, but simply the highest
expressions of a general consciousness about the world. As such, we have to accept
that in an important sense these ‘myths’ —and more crucially, the general mentality
they emerged from — worked in the sense that, ‘bizarre’ or not, it enabled early
peoples not only to survive for thousands of years but also to build civilisations as
impressive as the ancient Egyptian and Mesopotamian examples. The ‘mythical’
mentality of the ancients, then, cannot be dismissed as ‘absurd’ or ‘fanciful’, for if
it were these things, they could not have managed the world around them. The
task, then, is to see what they ‘meant’ in terms which must still be capable of being
made sense of by us, for however much the world and/or ‘human nature’ has
changed, neither can have changed so much as to imply that the ancients were as
aliens in a different universe. One final word on this: for thousands of years, right
up to the seventeenth century AD and beyond, people successfully farmed the land
in the ‘false’ belief that the sun rises in the morning, and that it goes round
the Earth. They were ‘wrong’ — these were ‘fanciful’ notions, but we can extract the
‘sense’ from them. Even more to the point, we may ask of a friend, ‘how is the love-
life treating you?, as if ‘the love-life’ were some whimsical individual power or
force with its own agenda for our friend. Here, ‘the love-life’ is as a ‘god’. And it is
but a short step, rather than a giant imaginative leap, to say we might as well ask
‘how do you stand with Aphrodite? (the Greek goddess of love). No doubt if
matters do not stand well, appropriate ‘rituals’ will be engaged in to propitiate her,
such as a visit to the hair-stylist — or the augurs or oracles will be consulted, as in
checking one’s stars! Another example of this ‘fetishising’ mentality would be to
complain, not that one was doing badly at work, but that ‘work is not treating me
very well at present’, again implying a world peopled by animated ‘forces’ or ‘gods’
who unpredictably bestow their good or ill will upon one.

It is in this light, then, that we can treat the ‘mythical’ ideas of ancient cultures
as not only meaningful but also ‘practical’, in the sense that they fulfilled their
function of ‘making sense’ of peoples’ experience. Whether their ideas were ‘true’
is hardly the point, just as a millennium from now our present ‘scientific’ mentality
might be superseded by a different consciousness. Our present one ‘works’, and it
would be up to future historians, anthropologists, philosophers, and psychologists
to recover its ‘sense’. Our task, however, is to recover the ‘sense’ of how, in
particular, ancient cultures understood ‘history’, or the passing of time.

Ancient ideas of ‘history’

Time

We may begin with their understanding of time itself. We now measure out time
into discrete, equal, ‘abstract’ amounts such as hours, minutes, and seconds. These
‘pieces’ of time are not related to any events and, although abstractly identical, are
each unique in the sense of being unrepeatable. It is true we also count time in terms
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of days, months, years, decades, and so on. But these are simply multiples of the
smaller measures —a day is 24 hours. We give precise, unrepeatable dates to events.

However, there is another, more ‘poetic’, sense of time which we all appreciate
—namely, when we refer to a certain time in more concrete, personal terms; ‘that
Monday morning feeling’, ‘the weekend’, ‘it was end of term’. This is more akin to
how ancient peoples understood time — as distinct ‘pieces’ or ‘regions’ of time with
recognised, similar content. But more than this, there seems a sense in which they
regarded a ‘piece of time’ such as dawn, not as similar on each occasion, but
essentially as identical recurrences of an original event. And because this archetypal
event, such as the ‘first morning’, would of course be seen as resulting from the
dramatic interactions of ‘the gods’ rather than in the impersonal terms of a
scientifically governed nature, it would be truer to say that each dawn was seen not
so much as a ‘recurrence’ but as a re-enactment of the original story. Thus, for
example, in ancient Egyptian mythologies of creation, the sun-god emerged, self-
created, on the solitary hillock surrounded by the primeval waters, and proceeded
to bring order to the formless chaos such that the heavens, the sky, the earth, and
the netherworld were ordered and fixed. Thus for the ancient Egyptians, each dawn
(and New Year’s Day) could be intuited as the re-enactment of the sun-god’s
emergence from the abysmal depths after a successful struggle with the forces of
chaos and darkness. Consistent with their sense of active participation in this
animated world, important rites and festivals marked the New Year, when sacrificial
offerings were made, and praises sung, to the sun-god.

In this way ancient peoples ‘mythologised’ time and its passing. The succession
of the seasons, the flooding of rivers, the changing of prevailing winds, the coming
of harvest, the migrations of animals — all were seen as recurrences or re-enactments
of archetypal stories, some going back to original creation myths which would
see even the movements of the heavenly bodies in terms of a gigantic recurring
cycle. Numerous early cultures shared the notion of ‘the Great Year’, a variously
calculated (but always huge) ‘time’ in which key stars would return to their original
places, signalling the re-beginning of an endless replication of all that had
happened.

The passing of time

In the above we have only glimpsed the tip of an iceberg. Yet we can draw on this
to make some further general observations on what sense these ancient peoples
made of ‘the past’. First, apart from the archetypal distant past in which things
originated, there is a paradoxical sense in which the more immediate past did not
seem important or interesting to them as the past. It is true they would chronicle
centuries of time in terms of the reigns of different kings and the movements of the
heavenly bodies, but the notion of a self-sustaining history of their own human past
was not relevant. Clearly, if times had been particularly bad, good, or turbulent,
they would be recorded — but no ‘explanations’ would be sought (as in modern
history) other than celebrating or bemoaning their ‘fate’ at the hands of the gods.
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Even more to the point, we have already intimated how the ‘pastness’ of past events
was of no special relevance to their mentality, for ‘the past’ is ever-present in the
re-enactment of events, and also beckons in the future. The important thing was
to be alert to, and respect, what duties and ‘rituals’ the present (re-enactment of
the) ‘piece of time’ required, so as to play one’s proper part in the animated drama
of existence, cooperating with the gods, however difficult they could be, to procure
peace and prosperity. Is this that far, in practice, from our own sense of the past —
at least, if we lead routinised lives? Or does life in today’s ‘advanced’ societies
preclude such disinterest in ‘the passing of time"?

The archetypal past

Second, however, and as antidote to this disinterest in the ‘pastness’ of the past,
we have already seen their intense interest in the archetypal past. Their ‘creation
myths’ in particular, as well as myths relating to subsequent ‘originating’ events,
explained the nature of the cosmos to them, described the character of the
numerous forces or ‘gods’ they shared the world with, and served as a guide to how
to conduct themselves in relation to their kings and lesser officials, their work,
their home-life, and other aspects of their environment. What had ‘happened’
back in the origins of time had established the unalterable outlines of the drama
of life. However, given that reality rarely lives up to propaganda, it is not surprising
that these archetypal, original times were looked back to as pristine. Many ancient
cultures clung to a belief in a ‘golden age’ long ago in their past — ‘golden’ in two
(typically ‘poetically’ related) senses; an age in which gold was the only metal, and
an age ‘golden’ for the primal freshness and splendour of its order.? Pessimism about
the present is not a new phenomenon!

‘Story-telling’ and ‘historical causality’

Another aspect of ancient peoples’ ideas of the past, already noted, is worth
elaborating on — namely, their use of ‘story-telling’ as the vehicle for explaining
events. Seeing themselves as living in a totally animated environment, all
happenings could not but be the result of the desires, impulses, and strategies of
willful beings — either themselves or the gods, spirits, and demons around them. As
Frankfort puts it: ‘When the river does not rise, it has refused to rise. The river, or
the gods, must be angry with the people who depend on [it]’.* All that happens does
so through personal agency, and the only vehicle for explaining ‘what happened’
in this way is to tell it as a ‘story’ — that is, as a narrative. Now, what concerns us
here is not whether, in telling a ‘story’, a particular narrative is fictional or factual,
but that narrating a story is a vehicle or form of explanation — and what seems clear
is that ancient peoples’ view of the world necessitated their explaining what
happened in it by putting events into the narrative structure. Now although there
is more to say about ‘narrative’ later in this book, what we can already see is that
narrative only works with personal agents who will this, decide that, and respond
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to circumstances. As a form of ‘explanation’ it does not appeal to abstract ‘factors’
or ‘laws’ governing events. Rather, each event is uniquely individual, precisely
because the product of ‘individuals’, (in the case of the ancients, be these ‘gods’ or
men — and even if events are ‘re-enactments’, paradoxical as that might appear).
What we can say, then, is that implicit in ancient cultures was a view of what we
now call ‘causality in history’ — namely, that ‘what happened and why’ was always,
and only, explicable in terms of the actions, responses, and interactions of beings
(human and ‘divine’), and thus only communicable in terms of narrating a story. The
kind of modern historical analysis which introduces ‘abstract’ economic,
sociological, and demographic factors into explaining ‘what happened’, or employs
some general ‘laws’ of development, evolution, or political change, was absent in
the ‘historical’ awareness of ancient peoples. Alternatively, we could say it would
have been irrelevant to them. Indeed, we can see a sense in which the very notion
of causality in history did not figure at all in their mentality, if by ‘causality’ we
mean the operation of underlying impersonal ‘laws’ governing events. The river
refused to rise — it was not ‘caused’ not to rise.

A final comment is worth making here, particularly in the light of some
contemporary complaints about ‘narrative history’. If the earliest known way of
‘explaining happenings’ was to put them into ‘stories’, this does not necessarily
mean that the story-form (or narrative structure) is therefore inherently naive,
childish, or even non-explanatory altogether, as some modern critics would have
us believe. On the contrary, one could turn this on its head by arguing that insofar
as it has not been superseded either in ordinary speech or in much written history,
the ancientness of the narrative approach to perceiving and explaining (past) events
testifies to its intuitive appropriateness as the ‘form’ in which we apprehend
succeeding events.’

‘Progress’

The final observation to be drawn from our glimpse at the mentality common to
ancient cultures is a negative one. They had no notion of ‘historical progress’, and
consequently no belief in it. Because this may in fact challenge our modern
imagination more than some other features of the ancient world-view, and because
the theme of ‘belief in progress’ is of major (and controversial) importance for the
remainder of this guide to speculative philosophy of history, it is worth elaborating
upon. In the modern Western world the belief in ‘human progress’ is so deeply
underlying that it is taken for granted. Brought to the surface, it is a fourfold belief
— the notion that over the millennia, history has, despite dark periods, delivered
‘progress’, certainly in the arts and sciences, technology, economic welfare, the
treatment of individuals, and political freedom; the notion that history is ‘linear’,
in the sense that we do not go backwards, or round in some vast historical cycle;
the notion that ‘progress’ will thus continue in the future; and the notion that an
important task in our present is therefore to participate in planning and striving
to bring about ‘progress’. This general consciousness was, quite simply, absent in
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ancient cultures —as suggested, its absence may be one of the chief obstacles to our
ability truly to empathise with so much of their outlook and behaviour.
Nevertheless, to the extent we can explain this absence (although explaining a
negative can be a dubious procedure), we can at least claim to understand ancient
mentality that much better.

‘Science’

One obvious explanation is that so much of what we call ‘progress’ results from
science, and particularly its application in technology, and that ancient peoples
were ignorant of it. But this raises more questions than it answers. Not all ‘progress’
results from science — in any event, the ancients were sophisticated in the kind of
mathematics involved in their astronomical calculations. As for technology, they
were superb craftsmen and builders. Alternatively, it might be suggested their lives
were so bound up with physical survival in often harsh and unpredictable climates
that they had no opportunity to ‘develop’. Yet all ancient cultures had classes of
(subsidised) priests and officials with time and resources to ‘develop’. For these
reasons the more relevant question is, why did they not develop science and
technology? And the answer is that they had no concept of ‘progress’. In short, the
question should be turned on its head. It is not that their lack of ‘science’ precluded
any idea of ‘human progress’. Rather, their lack of any idea of ‘human progress’
caused, or at least significantly contributed to, their inability to develop science.

This certainly is the view of one scholar, worth quoting at some length, and
it takes us back to those presuppositions underlying the ancients’ mentality,
particularly their ‘mythical’ view of nature and their cyclical view of time.
Discussing the ancient Mesopotamians, Jaki tells us,

[t]he promising creativity of Hammurabi’s age was not followed up in later
times either in literature, or in the arts, or in legislation, let alone in
matters of scientific learning. The basic reason for this failure is neither
geophysical nor socio-economic. ... They remained trapped in the
disabling sterility of a world view in which not reason ruled but hostile
wilfulness. . .. Believing as they did that they were part of a huge,
animistic, cosmic struggle between chaos and order . . . the animistic,
cyclic world view made it . .. impossible for them to realise that to
influence or to control nature one had to be able to predict accurately its
future course. . . . As a result, the mastery of science could not become a
proud feature of the culture of a land on which ziggurats cast their sombre

0men.6

And the same author offers an essentially similar analysis of numerous other ancient
cultures, from both East and West, which although stemming from his Christian
inspired contempt for the ancients’ cyclical view of time, is amply documented. For
example, now referring to the ancient Hindus and Egyptians, he insists:
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[t]heir common failure to reach the level of both scientific and historical
thinking is not a coincidence. Science and historiography are but different
types of a causal and rationally confident probing into the space-time
matrix in which external events . . . run their irrevocable courses. To
achieve science one has to recognise that these courses are not returning
on themselves in a blind circularity.

As for the ancient Egyptians in particular,

[m]uch of their intellectual history had been a long stagnation in the
morasses of an animistic and cyclic world view, which in turn rested on
their conception of the Watery Abyss as the ultimate entity, . . . (one
from which) there could not emerge an unambiguous and effective pointer
suggesting the presence of clear, rational laws in the universe.”

The earthly life

To the extent, then, that belief in ‘human progress’ is related in different ways both
to a ‘scientific’ and an ‘historical’ mentality, the world-view shared by so many
ancient cultures did not accommodate such a belief because it precluded these two
(apparently) necessary conditions. We may add another ‘necessary’ condition,
absent in ancient cultures, of an outlook grounded on belief in ‘progress’ — namely,
a perspective which affords genuine value and significance to life on this earth. In
one version or another, ancient cultures looked to the afterlife, the defeat of death,
or release from the eternal wheel of fate, as the only real value to be cherished.
Nothing of ultimate worth could be expected from earthly life. Peace, order, and
transient pleasures might be hoped for during it — but the impulse to make things
better, to question and change things, to take control of circumstances (implying
what to them would appear an absurdity, the ‘conquest of nature’), was foreign to
their mentality and thus absent from their psychology.

This apparently obvious connection between belief in ‘progress’ and the
affording of genuine value and significance to actual earthly life is an issue which
will heighten as we now move forward in time to map out the different ideas about
‘history’ which characterised the classical cultures of Greece and Rome, and which
played an important role in early Christianity. All I will observe here is that,
perhaps unlike other ‘necessary conditions’ whose absence contributed to the lack
of any idea of ‘human progress’ in ancient cultures, the connection between the
latter and the de-valuing of ‘this earthly life’ is more of a ‘chicken—egg’ relation.
Did ancient peoples not believe in ‘progress’ because, as suggested, their underlying
‘philosophy’ afforded little significance to life on earth? Or is it the other way round
— namely, they awarded such insignificance to this earthly life because they had
no experience (and thus no concept) of ‘progress’? The former explanation
puts enormous weight on ideas, world-views, or ‘philosophies’ as determinants
(‘causes’) of historical circumstances, whereas the latter gives scope for material
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circumstances, through affecting peoples’ mentalities, to play a much larger role in
determining history. This is yet another issue within ‘the philosophy of history’
itself — namely, the clash between ‘idealism’ and ‘materialism’ — which we shall
return to later.

Some reflections

Finally we may ask whether ancient cultures’ ideas about ‘the past’ amount to
much? In one sense the answer is no. Their ideas and thinking were not the product
of ‘reason’, ‘philosophy’, ‘science’, or ‘history’ as we know it. Rather, they were the
product of an intuitive anthropomorphic imagination, and as such might be
dismissed as ‘superstition’, unworthy of serious consideration. At one level this is
clearly so.

Yet in other senses they do amount to something of value for anyone inclined
to think about the course and meaning of history. Insight into their ‘mentality’ puts
our ‘mentality’ into perspective — first by making us that much more aware we have
one in the first place, and second by perhaps humbling us with the possibility (I
would say, certainty) that ours will not be the last. This would not mean some
return to ‘superstition’. (In any event, some argue that ‘science’ is simply one more
‘superstition’ —and many scientists, past and present, have held ‘mystical’ beliefs).
But it might be a future mentality more in tune with a holistic perception of
individual minds, societies, the natural world, and the fundamental ‘laws’ of the
cosmos, such that (in a manner akin to ancient intuitions) the distinction between
what we confidently call ‘mind’ and ‘matter’, so fundamental to our mentality,
would be superseded in a new science and philosophy. Books would have to be
written explaining how our present mentality centred on the belief or ‘superstition’
that individual ‘minds’ confronted something Other — namely, an ‘It’, or ‘material
reality’. And the implications of this ‘extraordinary’ view of existence would have
to be drawn out.

Another reason why the ancients’ world-view still amounts to something of
interest is that some of their ideas are not as ‘bizarre’ or unfamiliar as we might
think. | have already made passing, semi-jocular reference to a similarity between
their notion of the ‘gods’ and our contemporary fetishistic attitudes and behaviour.
But Karl Marx included an esteemed section in Das Kapital on ‘the fetishism of
commodities’, by which he meant that the real attributes of people, and the actual
social and power relations between them, are no longer transparent to us — we are,
after all, all ‘free and equal’ members of our ‘free and equal’ ‘democratic’ societies.
Rather, these real differences and powers are mapped out with precision by the
pricing of ‘commodities’, meaning not just material objects such as potatoes and gold
necklaces, but also activities, particularly work. We feel powerless against a bustling,
complex world functioning in terms of the exchange of ‘commodities’ (including
our work-activity and our status) — they, the ‘commodities’, conduct busy,
individual lives exchanging amongst themselves in infinite differentiations whilst
we, the real source of wealth-production and of social and power relations, stand
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mutely passive, mutually captive to a world not recognised as of, but nonetheless
of, our own making.

Some contemporary thinkers (e.g., Baudrillard) advance similar ideas, yet
perhaps supersede them by focusing no longer on ‘commodities’ but on ‘signs’,
suggesting that contemporary capitalism, particularly with the influence of
advertising upon an affluent consumer society, functions more in terms of the
manufacture and exploitation of ‘logos’, ‘icons’, or ‘signs’. A world of meanings or
‘significations’ is abstracted whereby real qualities such as reliability, youthfulness,
tastefulness, efficiency, and ‘quality’ itself, are represented by icons or signs. We buy
a shirt with a logo announcing the appropriate attribute or status in ourselves,
whether we have it or not, and whether the logo has anything to do with shirts.
We are not yet confronted by a tin of baked beans with a Rolls-Royce or BMW logo,
but when we are, some will buy them, entering a ‘hyperreality’ of ‘significations’ in
which they submit themselves to a representation of their being in the world which
has nothing to do with their real presence in it, (nor with baked beans!) — and over
which they have no control other than the alluring deception of ‘consumer choice’.
In short, in fetishing real qualities they are communing with the ‘gods’ —no longer
Osiris and Aphrodite, but corporate logos.

Another sense in which ancient ideas still have resonance concerns their
fascination in astronomy and astrology (interchangeable until the rise of modern
science in the seventeenth century AD). Mindful partly of distant real or rumoured
disasters such as ‘the Flood’, many ancient cultures devoted considerable resources
to plotting and dating the movements of the moon, sun, planets, and stars.
Believing that, as ‘animated’, the entire cosmos undergoes regular cycles of decay
and renewal, they would for example seek the ‘right time’ to plant and harvest, to
build, to instate kings, as well as ‘prophesy’ future cataclysmic events and changing
epochs. Various calculations were made of the huge period in which the stars
returned to their ‘original’ positions, permitting different accounts of the age of the
universe and different astronomical calendars charting its future course. Today’s
recognition that some of their calculations regarding, for instance, eclipses and
planetary phases were astonishingly accurate has encouraged a ‘rogue’ literature
speculating upon what ‘secrets’ the ancients knew about the past and future of our
planet — but one thing is clear, they spent much time surveying the night sky. So
do we. There are hundreds of astronomical observatories around the world,
expensively resourced. Costly ‘state of the art’ ones are being built at present, and
more are planned. In addition, space telescopes have been developed. In short,
today’s world abounds with ‘seers’. Why?

A final sense in which ancient cultures’ ideas about time and history are
still worth consideration is that awareness of them raises some of those larger
issues which remain of relevance to any attempt to ‘make sense’ of the course of
history, such as the idea of, and belief in, ‘progress’; the influence or otherwise
of the natural environment; the notion of changing ‘mentalities’ and ‘human
nature’; the appropriateness or otherwise of narrative logic in explaining history;
and the general notion of ‘cycles’ of repetition in history. Additionally, where some
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of these issues had been explicit components of ancient cultures’ ideas and were
transmitted to subsequent times, then how those later cultures responded to them
(either to challenge or accept them) helps explain and account for their own views
on ‘history’. As we shall now see, this was particularly and understandably the case
in the Near East and Mediterranean basin with respect to the era immediately
succeeding ‘ancient’, ‘pre-historical’ times — the classical world of the Greeks and
Romans.
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3

CLASSICAL GREEK AND
ROMAN SPECULATIONS ON
HISTORY

Introduction

The emergence from ‘myth’

As we move forward in time, and geographically, into the period of Greek antiquity
stretching from roughly 1200 BC to that flowering of Hellenic culture starting
around 500 BC, we encounter a gradual emancipation of thought from that
‘mythical’ world-view described in the last chapter. As we will see, this shift in
‘mentality’ included changes in the way ‘history’ and the passing of time were
understood. But let us first map out the general backcloth of the overcoming of the
‘mythical’ mind-set within which those changes occurred — namely, the transition
to what is called the ‘rational’; or ‘philosophical’ consciousness which attempts to
understand things purely through the exercise of ‘reason’ rather than from the
imaginative, ‘poetic’ perspective of intimate involvement in an animated,
anthropomorphised world.

Not surprisingly, this shift in outlook was not made all at once, but is traceable
through the differing ideas of a number of thinkers who left writings (often
fragments) or were reported on later. For example, in Hesiod (eighth century BC)
we meet a poetic, mythical account of the origins of the gods and of men, sharing
a number of beliefs with those ancient Near Eastern cultures in the previous
chapter. But by the fifth century BC we are surrounded by philosophers, albeit of
differing ‘schools’, who in their explanations of reality attained that level of rational
intellectual abstraction epitomised by Plato and Aristotle. In addition, although
not ‘scientists’, it is argued! that their mental approach centring on a belief in the
ultimate intelligibility of the universe laid the foundations for that emergence of
‘real’ science which occurred in the Hellenistic period some two centuries later. As
Frankfort puts it, ‘[t]his change of viewpoint is breathtaking’,? and he attributes it
primarily to the Ionian ‘school’ of philosophers originated by Thales (625-546 BC),
contributed to by Anaximander (611-547 BC) and Anaximenes (570-500 BC), and
which influenced the thinking of Heraclitus, (540-475 BC).

This school sought the ‘origins’ or explanation of things not in terms of the
actions of gods but in terms of some ultimate ‘principle’ underlying all existence,
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be it in their case water, air, or fire. It is true that some also spoke of ‘the gods’,
whereas logic might dictate their abandonment altogether (as it did to later
‘materialists’ such as Democritus (c. 460-370 BC), Epicurus (341-270 BC) and the
Roman Lucretius (98-55 BC), who still spoke of ‘the gods’ but regarded them as
irrelevant to explaining nature and human affairs). But logic is one thing and reality
— in this case, social reality — another. Some were boldly ‘atheistic’ whilst others,
including later and different ‘schools’ (even Plato, 428-347 BC), continued to pay
lip-service to ‘the gods’, perhaps as much to assure their ideas a hearing as to avoid
censure (a practice continued in subsequent Christian — and other — societies into
our own times).

The point is, however, that such philosophers adopted a viewpoint or ‘mentality’
which detached them, as subjects, from the ‘objective’ world outside them, held
that world to be intelligible, and therefore posed them the challenge of exposing
its ‘workings’ or ‘logic’ through reasoned argument. Some, as above, sought to
explain everything in material terms (e.g., the ‘atomic’ theory of Democritus),
others exploited the notion of the interplay of opposites such as ‘Being’ and
‘Becoming’ (e.g., Heraclitus’ theory of ‘universal flux’), whilst others such as
Parmenides (515-? BC) abandoned the search for some ultimate material ‘principle’
underlying reality. He proposed instead that the universe is a changeless, infinite
unity beyond the senses, governed or ‘made up’ by thought — that insofar as material
or ‘phenomenal’ reality is ultimately explicable in terms of ‘the thought of it’, then
its explanation is to be sought within the world of ideas, which we can enter
through our capacity to ‘reason’ or be ‘logical’. In short, since reality is ‘thought’,
it can only be apprehended through the nature or ‘laws’ of ‘thought’ — the ‘idealist’
position famously elaborated upon by Plato — rather than by perception of material
things or through imagination.

Reasons for the shift

This dawning and triumph of ‘philosophy’ in classical Greece has understandably
been the object of enormous interest amongst philosophers and historians
of thought. Its importance in laying the foundations for Western culture is
monolithic. Yet for all the studies of early Greek philosophy, quite why this shift
from a ‘mythical’ consciousness occurred, why in Greece, and why at the time it
did, remain historical questions perhaps impossible to supply answers to, since it is
doubtful we have enough information and evidence from which to infer them. It
is noticeable that even those who do focus on the shift from ‘myth’ to ‘philosophy’
do so by explaining its character and significance, but only hint at explanations of
why it occurred (or offer none).> One observation common to some scholars,
suggestive of an explanation, takes us back to Hesiod. Although he presented a
‘mythopoeic’ account of the origins of the gods and men, two things mark out his
ideas as different from the ancient cultures of the Near East. First, he does not have
a particularly reverent attitude towards the ‘gods’ — there is much intermarriage
between ‘gods’ and men in his epic Theogony (Genealogy of the Gods) and this is

29



SPECULATIVE PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY

taken as early evidence of a more familiar, less respectful attitude in Greek thought
towards many of the gods. Second, a number of Greek thinkers, as Hesiod himself,
were laymen. Not part of an official ‘priesthood’ obliged to guard the sanctity of
traditional beliefs and ‘mysteries’, the freedom of thought enjoyed by individuals
such as Hesiod, Thales, and Anaximander was naturally accompanied by indepen-
dence of thought.* Apart from its other features, in his Works and Days Hesiod’s
frequent excursions into moral and political problems of the day, and practical
advice on matters of farming and business, demonstrate the independence of mind
of a secular thinker. Thus, despite the fate of Socrates (399 BC), the comparative
freedom of thought enjoyed by the Greeks could be one explanatory factor in the
shift from ‘myth’ to ‘philosophy’.

Another factor sometimes suggested is the city life enjoyed by many Greeks.
Perhaps thinking of the effects of urbanisation in the nineteenth century AD, a
reasonable supposition might be that ‘city-life’ put a new distance environmentally
and culturally between people and nature, diminishing the hold of the old
‘animistic’ mythological world-view. Yet we have to assume that Frankfort, for
one, would find this unconvincing since he notes that urban life thrived in ancient
Egypt and Mesopotamia, but that this ‘in no way diminished man’s awareness of
his essential involvement in nature’.’

A further suggestion to explain this ‘shift’ could be the geo-physical environment
experienced by the Greeks — a factor often appealed to in later philosophies of
history to explain different ‘mentalities’ between peoples (although not as
dramatically different as the ‘shift’ we are considering here). Wilson, Frankfort, and
Jacobsen are not the only scholars to make much of the geo-physical environment
in their explanations of, respectively, ancient Egyptian and Mesopotamian
‘mythopoeic’ world-views. Yet they refer to it more to explain the differences in the
mythologies between these two civilisations, given the markedly different
geographical and climatic features between the Nile delta and hinterland and those
of the Tigris and Euphrates, than to explain the commonality of their basic
mythical mind-set. In this connection it is perhaps significant that when the
Frankforts turn to Greece and ‘the emancipation of thought from myth’, they make
no reference to the geo-physical environment either as an aid to explaining this
‘emancipation’ or in accounting for the differences between ancient Near Eastern
poetic mythology and its Greek counterpart prior to that ‘emancipation’.® As we
will see, a different writer does exploit features of the natural environment of the
Greeks to explain a fundamental aspect of their early philosophy — the abundance
of growth — but not to explain its emergence from myth in the first place.” Perhaps
there is nevertheless a connection — namely, that the climate and geography of
Greece was far more benign than its harsher, more unpredictable counterparts in
Mesopotamia, and thus less likely to inspire fear and therefore ‘superstition’; and
that it was not dependent upon such a striking and singular feature as the flooding
of the Nile in ancient Egypt, an obvious stimulant to ‘myth-making’.

The above suggestions remain, however, purely speculative. Perhaps all we can
say, ultimately, is that this fascinating and momentous period of the emergence
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from a ‘mythical’ mentality was ‘bound to” happen somewhere, sooner or later, as
mankind began to leave behind its ‘childhood’ and start to ‘grow up’ — in short, we
might find ourselves employing that analogy of the ‘natural’ development individuals
undergo in the process of maturation which we have already encountered as a
common theme in ‘speculative philosophy of history’! This may not be a partic-
ularly convincing explanation (and certainly not of the particulars — i.e., why
Greece, and why then?) — but at least it directly introduces us to the challenges
addressed by philosophers of history.

Classical Greek and Roman ideas on ‘history’

If increasingly explicit philosophical writings are the most direct evidence of the
shift from a ‘mythopoeic’ view of the world amongst the Greeks, the emergence of
historians is almost as powerful a pointer. Of these, some of the most famous are:
the widely travelled, so-called ‘father of history’, Herodotus (c. 484-425 BC), who
wrote extensively of the customs and histories of numerous Middle Eastern cultures
and, in the latter parts of his History, traced the great conflict between Greece
and Persia in the early fifth century BC; the militarily experienced Thucydides
(c. 460—-400 BC), whose History of the Peloponnesian War covered the confrontations
between Athens and Sparta which, beginning in 431 BC, lasted for some twenty-
seven years; and Polybius (c.203-120 BC), the widely informed and thoughtful
Graeco-Roman who, amongst other things in his Histories, analysed the history of
Rome up to the point when, having defeated the Carthaginians by the mid-second
century BC, it became ruler of most of the Romans’ then ‘known’ world.

Just as no historian today thinks and writes in a vacuum, neither did the classic
Greek and Roman historians. To differing degrees and with varying deliberateness
they reflected broader, more ‘speculative’ attitudes abundant in other philosophical
and literary works towards the past and the course of events. Our interest is in these
broad presuppositions rather than in the more exact historiography of classical
Greek and Roman historians (although we shall return to Polybius in particular as
a masterful exploiter of prevailing, sometimes contrary, ‘theories’ of history). It
should not surprise us that some, and the most important, of these broad
‘presuppositions’ about history were inherited from that ancient ‘primitive’
mentality, to be re-worked into more ‘rational’ ideas. Although intertwined in
ancient mythologies, for the sake of exposition we can separate out three such
‘ideas’ which were inherited, adapted, and elaborated upon.

Historical cycles

First, there is the recurrent theme of ‘cycles’ — the notion that time, and the events
it contains, goes round in a huge circle. To the ‘pre-philosophical’ mind this notion
applied to the cosmos as a whole, and within that overall ‘pattern’ the cyclical
regularities of nature on Earth were subsumed. Daily, monthly, yearly, and in larger
movements, things would return to the point where they began. Thus the same
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natural events such as dawn, a new moon, the new year, and longer term cata-
strophes such as flood, draught, and famine would return repetitively as inevitable
‘effects’ of the (endlessly) circular motion or ‘logic’ of time. Numerous Greeks and
Romans not only retained this idea, but by Hellenistic times refined it into an
elaborate and popular astrology. Others, however, were not so interested in
pursuing its superstitious possibilities. Rather, they transferred the notion of cosmic
cycles to actual human history — if ‘nature’ goes round in circles, so does man and
society. For example, numerous passages in Plato’s writings demonstrate his belief
that history stretched back maybe hundreds of thousands of years, in which human
societies were repeatedly devastated by natural catastrophes and had to begin anew
the long and arduous path from primitive kinship groups to the eventual formation
of city-states. These city-states themselves, as we shall see, were suggested by Plato
to undergo their own (perhaps circular) course of development and decline. But
in the larger picture all that might have been achieved in the way of civilisation
was, and will be, swept away again as the inexorable cycle of time turns all around.
‘Have not thousands upon thousands of city-states come into existence, and . . .
have not just as many perished?”® In one of Plato’s fables, indeed, it is suggested that
because the Earth is a material thing, and thus imperfect, it cannot share the divine
perfection of perpetual rotation but must periodically reverse its rotation, with
catastrophic results — not only geographically (floods, eruptions) but, in the longer
term, also morally. This is because in departing from the motion exemplified by
‘God’ or ‘reason’, the other ‘force’ governing the universe — chaos or disorder —
gains the upper hand, and ‘as this cosmic era draws to its close, this disorder comes
to a head. The few good things it produces it corrupts with so gross a taint of evil
that it hovers on the very brink of destruction, both of itself and of the creatures
in it’.? Although Plato might not have believed this himself, it is a typical enough
application of the doctrine of ‘cyclical history’ derived from the widely accepted
notion of the causal potency of cosmic cycles.

Plato and others were thinking of broad-scale movements — the succession of
aeons — and were not referring to the more intimate details of actual historical life.
But in succeeding centuries the cyclical doctrine became increasingly entrenched,
particularly amongst those Stoics who took it to the extreme of believing that

as the planets retrace exactly the same route which they had already
traversed, each being that had already been produced during the previous
period will re-emerge once more in exactly the same manner. Socrates will
exist again, and Plato as well, and also each man with his friends and
fellow citizens; each of them will suffer the same trials, will manage the
same affairs; each city, each village, each camp will be restored. This
reconstitution of the Universe will occur not once, but in a great number
of times; or rather the same things will reoccur indefinitely to no end.!®

In like vein, it is clear (from a work wrongly attributed to Aristotle!!) that this
overall belief in the cyclical nature of history even engendered doubts as to the
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meaning of ‘before’ and ‘after’, since if the course of events has a beginning, and
an end which heralds a re-beginning of the same course, are we ‘after’ the people
of Troy, or, if nearer the beginning of the cycle, ‘before’ them? Clearly these latter
examples are extremes, perhaps matched by modern-day counterparts who seriously
speculate upon, or believe in, ‘parallel universes’ — that is, who in doggedly follow-
ing up the implications of an idea, irrespective of empirical evidence and the
apparent claims of common-sense, do what the classical Greeks have been noted
for by those who try to explain some of their ideas.

These extremes apart (although they tell their own story), there is ample
evidence of a widespread general belief in cosmological cycles from at least the time
of Heraclitus (540—475 BC), which many translated into a belief in an analogous
repetitive cycle of not only natural but also human events. Such beliefs persisted
for centuries, into the so-called ‘Silver Age’ of Latin literature exemplified by
Seneca (4 BC—AD 65), later by the Emperor Marcus Aurelius (AD 121-180), and
were clearly still widespread in St Augustine’s times (AD 354—430) since, as we shall
see later, he devoted considerable energy to combating them. Given such longevity
and ubiquity of notions, however varied, about the world’s cyclical history (human
affairs included), we must therefore recognise overall general belief in the latter as
an indispensable component of peoples’ understanding of the past and the course
events take — in other words, of how they saw ‘history’ and their place in it.

‘Fate’, ‘Fortune’, and ‘the gods’

Another idea inherited from ancient times was that of ‘fate’ or ‘fortune’. This is a
notion as difficult to pin down then as it is in today’s use. At one extreme it can
mean ‘blind chance’, and at the other mean the ‘force’ which, sooner or later as ‘fate’
catches up with one, delivers the appropriate reward or punishment for the conduct
of an individual or even of a nation. But even in the former guise as ‘chance’, the
notion is used to refer to some force or ‘agency’ which determines affairs by
overriding, and often confounding, human intentions and strivings — and it is
probably unwise to go further in search of a formal definition. Rather, we have to
look at how this ‘umbrella’ notion was used to see what ‘fate’ or ‘fortune’ meant for
different individuals. We can draw a line, however, where ‘fate’ is not only equated
with ‘chance’, but where ‘chance’ is construed as not in any sense a determining
cause. In short, if one takes the view that ‘things are simply as they are’ (meaning
there is no explanation for them), it adds nothing to that statement to attribute
‘the way things are’ to ‘fate’. In that formula, ‘fate’ is literally meaningless. This may
well have been the case for the ‘materialist’ thinkers, Epicurus (341-270 BC) and
Lucretius (c. 98-55 BC), for although the former seemed to believe in ‘the gods’,
he held that they are indifferent to human affairs; ‘fate’, where it does ‘play a role’
(sic), is in fact simply ‘chance’. On the other hand, if in saying ‘things are simply
as they are’ one also attributes them to ‘fate’, one means the latter to add something
to the initial statement. In this case (apart from having contradicted oneself) one
does mean something by ‘fate’. One means there is a reason or cause for ‘the way
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things are’ or ‘the way things turn out’ — namely, ‘fate’. It would appear that for
centuries numerous Greeks and Romans at least subscribed to this somewhat
indeterminate notion of ‘fate’ or ‘fortune’ governing events.

More than this, they would often personify ‘fate’ into the actions of ‘the gods’.
Here we are reminded of that ‘primitive’ mythopoeic mentality which no doubt
persisted at various levels, but this could be misleading insofar as belief in the
existence of gods (and/or ‘God’ — for example, Plato, and many Stoics, talked of
both) need not equate with a fully mythopoeic world-view. For the latter to be
dominant it would not be enough to regard an unexpected event as the effect of the
actions of a god. Rather, the event itself would be understood as ‘the god’ acting.
In short, ‘fate’ would not be a term used to indicate that something happened
because the gods willed it — rather, ‘fate’ itself would be a god (that is, ‘the river
refused to rise’). And indeed, in both Greek and Roman mythology, so widely
exploited and much beloved in classical literature, ‘fate’ was a god — namely, the
Fates which determined one’s character, destiny, and time of death.

Yet ubiquitous as was the classical Greek and Roman belief in ‘gods’, and difficult
as it might be to judge quite what they meant to them and how seriously they took
their presence, they did not play the same role in their consciousness as in the
earlier ‘mythopoeic’ mentality. For the Greeks and Romans nature was nature. The
gods might intervene in it, but nature itself was not animated. Similarly, it seems,
for ‘history’. For Greek and Roman historians, history was the enquiry into the
course of human events — wars, treaties, law-giving, the founding of cities,
invasions, conspiracies, constitution-building — a history ‘made’ in the immediate
sense by human-beings. ‘Underneath’ this busy history, however, would be the
governing force of ‘fate’, or (taken from cosmology) the impersonal Wheel of
Fortune which would ensure a predictable circularity overall in human affairs. For
Polybius, for example, ‘Fortune’ particularly favoured Rome, ensuring its unique
stability and exceptional achievements — but even Rome would inevitably decline,
(signs of which he claimed to detect in his own day). Or at a less impersonal level,
‘the gods’ may intervene in certain episodes —a way of ‘explaining’ the unexpected,
or of highlighting a significant event, or of lending an air of inevitability to the
outcome of a battle.

Finally, at an even less impersonal, more immediate level, ‘Fortune’ was
personified into a moral force arbitrating on the deeds and character of individuals
(and nations). Arrogance, insolence, impiety, the committing of shameful acts,
and other moral failings, would sooner or later be punished by Fortune, just as
virtue would be rewarded. From Herodotus onwards, many Greek and Roman
historians, as well as dramatists and poets, made a point of extolling how, ‘in the
end’, justice is inescapably dealt out to the wicked — the moral order is maintained
inexorably, because if men do not see to it themselves, or are unable to restrain
those bent on wickedness, Fortune will see to it that evil gets its just desserts. Here,
fortune or fate is at its most tangible and ‘interventionist’ as a ‘force’, ‘power’, or
‘factor’ determining not only the overall course of history, but the histories of
individuals.
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Once again, how sincere this belief was is difficult to gauge. For some it might
simply have been a device to preach good morals, whilst for others this belief in
the moral intelligibility of life could simply have been the effect of wishful thinking.
In any event, this brand of ‘determinism’ in history — the notion that some agency
outside humankind operates to ensure justice and retribution — continued to
exercise a powerful influence into Christian times, even if the day of reckoning is
moved to after death and ‘another place’. Even today there are those who, either
from religious doctrine or from some notion akin to the classical notion of ‘Fortune’,
believe for example that Hitler was bound to come to a sticky end ‘sooner or later’
because they cannot conceive of a history which is morally neutral, or even worse,
‘corrupt’. Today’s historians, on the other hand, are far too ‘sensible’ to entertain
such an idea?

The principle of growth (the biological analogy)

The third idea of relevance to history which the Greeks inherited and adapted
from the pre-philosophical, ‘mythical’ world-view of more ancient cultures was
that of genesis, growth, and eventual decay. In the ancient mind this notion
connected directly with that of an animated cosmos undergoing cycles of change.
Surrounded by the natural world of plants and animals (including themselves)
inexorably governed by the cycle of genesis, growth, decay, and rejuvenation, they
transferred this overwhelming perception to the giant animal they conceived the
universe to be. The Greeks rationalised and exploited this notion of ‘growth’ into
an all-pervading principle which they applied now to ‘physical science’ and to
history. (Nisbet suggests the Greek climate, in producing an abundance of plant life
as well as a contrasting arid season, might have contributed to the pervasiveness
of the concept of growth and decay in the Greek way of looking at things).!?
Aristotle (384-322 BC) is the best-known exponent of this principle. His exten-
sive researches into biological and zoological life confirmed for him the overriding
truth that all things come into being, grow to fulfil their ‘end’, and then decay.
Observation of this process in a thing reveals its nature. For example, the acorn is
a hard seed — but gradually it changes into a shoot, grows into a sapling, and ‘finally’
develops into the fully-fledged oak-tree, after which zenith it eventually decays.
Here we have the notions of a natural process of change, through growth, towards a
pre-programmed ‘end’ or ‘purpose’ (the mature oak), succeeded by gradual decay.
This is the famous teleological principle (taken from telos — ‘end’ or ‘“final cause’)
whereby, barring accidents (e.g., seeds being eaten, saplings being trampled), things
necessarily or ‘by nature’ come to be what they essentially ‘are’ through a process of
change, growth, or development. They have an inbuilt ‘end’ or ‘purpose’ which is
realised as the zenith of their being.

But this notion of organic growth towards a ‘natural’ end-fulfilment was
not restricted to the realm of biology. Aristotle himself applied this way of
understanding the nature of things to (amongst other things) geophysical and
historical processes. ‘If the earlier forms of society are natural, so is the state, for it
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is the end of them, and the completed nature is the end. For what each thing is
when fully developed, we call its nature, whether we are speaking of a man, a horse,
or a family’."® Indeed, so compelling did this method of understanding reality seem
to many, that ‘the realm of final causes stood . . . for the bedrock of intelligibility.
The result was that investigation of any realm, living or not, was not considered
satisfactory without attributing, rightly or wrongly, purposes to processes and
phenomena of every kind, ranging from the fall of stones to the motion of
the stars’.!* For example, under the influence of the master Aristotle, until the
seventeenth century AD a stone was thought to fall because, being base material,
it longed for the centre of the Earth. This has led at least one writer (Jaki) to
attribute the failure of scientific progress in classical and medieval times (and by
implication the broader ‘progress’ resulting from successful science) partly to the
over-exploitation and mis-application of the biological analogy of organic growth.

In terms of history we have already seen an intimation of its application in
Aristotle. But we can also go back to Plato and before for the overall ‘theory’ that
the polis (or Greek form of ‘city-state’) was in fact the culmination of a necessary,
‘natural’ process of development wherein the first form of social organisation was
the family. This (‘the seed’) ‘grew’ into kinship groups organised into villages,
which in time ‘grew’, through a ‘natural’ process of amalgamation and enhanced
complexity, into city-states. The ‘end’ or ‘telos’ was, then, the city-state, but there
is a strong sense in which, given the biological analogy, the city-state is logically
‘prior’ to the family and the village, since they are social organisations which must
‘naturally’ change and develop towards their ‘pre-programmed’ end-point.

Yet not only was the biological analogy of purposive growth applied to the
emergence of nations and city-states; it can also be detected in how many Greeks
conceived of the arts, the practical sciences of agriculture and animal husbandry,
and general cultural sophistication, as the natural culmination of a progressive
development from more ‘barbarous’ times. Some, regarding their own civilisation
as the zenith (or ‘telos’) of humankind’s development, exhibited a certain
complacency, even smugness. The analogy of biological change and growth towards
afulfilled apex contained a powerful message, after all. It told them humankind was
meant to live in city-states and was meant to achieve the culture and life-style
enjoyed by (better born) citizens of Hellenic city-states. In short, it was natural,
because things had ‘grown’ to be as they were —and insofar as, for example, the polis
was natural, it was ‘right’ — and insofar as it was right, it was ‘good’. Here we
encounter perhaps the origins of the perennial equating of ‘rightness’ with ‘the
natural’, and of both with ‘the good’. The key to this familiar equation, however,
is that underlying the notion of ‘the natural’ is the analogy of biological growth with
its attendant notions of purposive (‘teleological’) change.

But history has of course moved on. The polis no longer exists, and markedly
different civilisations or ‘cultures’ succeeded those times. Humankind is not, then,
‘meant’ to live as it did in, for example, fifth-century BC Athens. Does this mean
those Greeks and Romans who saw historical change in this way were wrong? Or
were they right to apply the analogy of purposive biological growth to historical
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change, and only wrong where they believed their own societies represented the
maturity of human life? Let us not forget the other side to the principle of growth
—namely, decay. There is logical room to argue that the fact of succeeding, different
civilisations does not necessarily give the lie to those who regarded their own times
as the apex of humankind — later times could simply represent gradual decay. And,
as we shall see, this is indeed how many in the Renaissance interpreted history,
looking back with admiration to the ‘golden age’ of classical civilisation and culture
and hoping for a ‘rebirth’ of European societies (a fittingly biological metaphor) by
following its model. Alternatively, there is logical room to argue the Greeks and
Romans were not wrong in their ‘biological’ thinking, but only mistaken in placing
their own civilisations at the apex of human development. And indeed, using a
‘theory’ not altogether dissociated from the classical pre-occupation with the
principle of growth and teleological change, the nineteenth-century philos-
opher, Hegel, did just that, as we shall see. He proposed the view that humankind
had in his times reached its ultimate ‘meaning’, ‘nature’, or ‘perfection’ in the
socio-economic, political, and religio-philosophical forms of dominant post-
revolutionary European countries. Not only this, later in this book we shall
encounter the view put forward in our own times by Fukuyama (leaning on an
interpretation of Hegel), that the collapse of Soviet communism at the turn of the
1990s has at last signified ‘the end of history’ in the sense that humankind has
reached the zenith of its historical ‘growth’ — namely, a world now dominated by
capitalist economies functioning through liberal-democratic political institutions.

Returning to classical times, however, we should observe that the notion of
purposive historical change through the analogy of biological growth was one
of the most important ways in which the course of history was made not only intelli-
gible but also meaningful. Underneath the seemingly arbitrary play of immediate
historical events, a pattern analogous to genesis, growth, and maturation in the
organic world was discerned in the broader history of civilisation. This pattern
endowed history with intelligibility. More than this, because the pattern was that
of natural biological growth, it endowed history with meaning. History is not
aimless. Although such ideas were not, so far as we know, put into a systematically
worked out ‘philosophy of history’, the notions of intelligibility and meaning,
however ill-formed, introduce ingredients essential to the subsequent emergence
of just such ‘speculative’ philosophy.

Decay, and ‘the ages of man’

We have already noted that one phase of the biological principle of ‘growth’ is its
nemesis — decay — but have had little to say about it so far. When thinking in broad
terms of the history of civilisations, some Greeks and Romans, as we have seen, were
more concerned to point to the achievements of their societies than to contemplate
the ‘downside’ to the biological analogy (although Polybius did warn of it in the
case of Rome’s triumphant rise to prominence).!® But there were two other strains
of thought which did concentrate on the notion of decay in their view of history
and change.
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The first is an ancient view, retold in some detail in Hesiod’s myth of the races
of men, and appealed to in one form or another by many subsequent Greek and
Roman philosophers and poets. This idea was that over a huge time-span there
had been a succession of different ‘ages of men’, and that each age was worse than
the previous. Using a metaphor from metallurgy (which has some correspondence
in archaeology), the first age was the famous ‘golden’ one in which men lived
simple, peaceful, technologically uncomplicated, moral lives. This race of men
disappeared, however, to be succeeded by the age of silver, where men were warlike,
quarrelsome, and wicked — ‘in no way like the first, in body or mind’.! This age was
succeeded, in turn, by the age of bronze, in which the obsession with war grew to
such a pitch that the race destroyed itself. In Hesiod, this age of bronze is followed
by a race of military ‘heroes’ who, although warlike, were morally superior because
of their uprightness and bravery. (This fourth age, ‘metallurgically’ unspecified,
seems to interrupt the overall tale of decline — in Hesiod, it corresponds to the time
and people of the Trojan war, and may thus be his way of paying tribute to a widely
revered ‘national myth’ — indeed, those ‘heroes’ not killed in battle were awarded
eternal life on the Isles of the Blest). The fifth, and final, age is the age of iron —
their present age in which men’s lives were full of oppression, labour, injustice,
and other evils.

Thus the myth of ‘the golden age’, which people would look back to and,
thinking cyclically, hoped would reappear following the destruction their own
‘iron” age was inevitably headed for. Although not rationally explicated in Hesiod’s
Works and Days (and earlier mythologies), the idea of a Golden Age succeeded
by progressive decline echoed on as a strain in the classical mind-set regarding
the overall course of the history of mankind, alongside and perhaps contrary to the
belief in ‘growth’. But we should not look for too much consistency. To the extent
that the myth of ‘the ages of men’ derived from, or was combined with, the notion
of cyclical change, there is room in it for a return to ‘the Golden Age’. Likewise,
where the notion of cyclical change was associated with the biological analogy of
‘growth’, not only does that analogy decree decay — it also decrees a rebirth from
new ‘seeds’. In short, we have a set of notions flexible enough to engender apparent
or even real inconsistencies, and one needs to see which notions were chosen, and
how they were used, in any particular case. The myth of ‘the ages of men’ was
usually interpreted pessimistically as signalling man’s inevitable decline from a
pristine happiness, simplicity, and morality. Yet, for example, one present-day
commentator, Nisbet, abandoned this standard interpretation of the myth,
claiming to find in Hesiod’s famous version much that optimistically speaks of the
progress of mankind (that is, without resorting to belief in a cyclical return to
the ‘golden’ age).!7 The principle of growth (the biological analogy), on the other
hand, was often used optimistically to praise the achievements of mankind and
laud the present. Its darker implications — the inevitability of decay following the
zenith of maturity — were underplayed. And even so, the analogy could be extended
to include the notion of rebirth and reinvigoration from new ‘seeds’. As for the third
component of this set of notions, the notion of historical cycles — it could be used in
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conjunction with the biological analogy to give meaning and purpose to human
history. On the other hand in classical times there were those who saw historical
change as ultimately meaningless precisely because they saw history as one
unfolding, endlessly repetitive cycle.

Political cycles

The other strain of thought which utilised the ‘decay’ dimension of historical
change is that found in notions of constitutional change. Here the focus narrows from
ideas about the course of humankind’s overall history to the more immediate
historical consideration of changes in forms of government in the recent experience
of Greek and Italian city-states. As will be apparent, the notion of cyclical
repetition played a strong part in classical political thought. So also did the idea of
decay, although how far the common-place cyclical notion of constitutional change
was associated with the biological analogy of growth, decay, and rebirth is more
difficult to judge. It could be argued that the dynamics of political change in the
‘standard’ account were so based on common-sense and observation (157
constitutions, in Aristotle’s case) as not to require resort, either deliberate or
unwitting, to any analogy taken from another area of study.

Although the way in which political change was often understood has been the
object of close scrutiny by political theorists and historians of political thought,
whose detailed explorations engender different versions and diverse interpretations,
it is sufficient here to abstract its general outlines. Pre-figured in Plato and given a
more elaborate treatment in Aristotle’s Politics, (and appealed to in one form or
another by philosophers and political thinkers until beyond the sixteenth century
AD) the ‘standard’ account suggested an inevitable cycle of constitutional change.
The dynamic principally responsible for this was the notion of degeneration from
an initally sound ‘starting point’, leading to a change of constitution. ‘Starting’ at
monarchy, this initially healthy form of rule by a king who cares for the common
good and judiciously balances the contesting ambitions of different groupings,
begins to degenerate as the king becomes corrupted by power or greed, or if his
successor lacks the skills, morality, and foresight to manage the complexities of
statecraft. A point is reached where the better-off, responsible, influential, and
well-born minority of the citizens take control of the city-state, thereby instituting
an aristocracy. Initially a healthy form of rule, aristocracy itself begins to degenerate
as jealousy and ambition within its ranks cause rival factions manoeuvring for
power. The needs of the bulk of the citizens become ignored as corruption grows
and public order and safety is diminished. As the aristocracy degenerates (into
what Aristotle called ‘oligarchy’), a point is reached where the general body of
disillusioned, public-spirited citizens throw off the rule of the now selfish minority
and themselves take power, thereby instituting a ‘democracy’ (or ‘polity’).

But the same principle of ‘decay’ inexorably begins to operate. What begins as
the sensible government of the city-state, where wealth and property are respected
and justice is strictly observed, degenerates through envy, ignorance, and selfishness
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into such disorder that government collapses. ‘Anarchy’ or mob-rule takes over,
threatening the very existence of the city-state by subverting people’s confidence
in law and order and inviting foreign aggression. Out of such dangerous chaos
emerges a ruthless dictator or tyrant who rescues the city-state by imposing despotic
order, careless of the citizens’ rights to life and property. The populace submit to
tyranny, however —some willingly, given the alternative; others because they have
no choice. Order is restored, but at a terrible price. As affairs settle down, however,
the tyranny moderates (‘deteriorates’?). It no longer needs to govern so
draconically. It becomes to its advantage to cull the favour and cooperation of its
subjects. A point is reached where tyranny either reforms itself into monarchy, or
is succeeded by a monarch rather than a tyrant, or may even be overthrown in a
revolution, to be replaced by a monarch. Whichever way this stage is achieved —
(and the reader will see the manifold possibilities in actual history as to the rich
variety of mechanics for all of these constitutional changes) — the circle is now
complete. We are back at our ‘starting-point’ of monarchy, and the whole cycle
begins again.

Apart from the fascination such a ‘theory’ might have had for political theorists
and the tantalizing possibilities it offered for historians in their accounts of real
events, what concerns us here is the common dynamic underlying this notion of
constitutional change — the theme of decay or degeneration (or if ‘degeneration’
is over-suggestive of the biological analogy, ‘deterioration’) from an initially healthy
‘starting-point’. [ say ‘starting-point’ because the emphasis is clearly on the process
of subsequent decline rather than on any process of growth towards a healthy form
of state. An example of where attention was paid to the latter idea is Polybius’
account of the ‘growth’ or development of Rome to its political pre-eminence. But
here the ‘standard’ account is precisely set aside, for he argued that Rome was
exceptionally well-favoured in its political stability because its institutions had
‘grown’ into a constitution remarkable for being a mixture of monarchy, aristocracy,
and ‘democracy’. In short, the Rome of the second century BC was exceptional
amongst states because it was an exception in constitutional development. But this
apart, the ‘normal’ or ‘natural’ course of political change was construed as a cycle
driven by deterioration (even when things ‘improve’, as in the ‘deterioration’ of
tyranny).

Unchanging ‘human nature’

If we look further into this dynamic of deterioration we find another notion
common to the classical ‘understanding’ of historical processes — namely, that
human nature never changes. It is because it never changes that the political cycle
turns inexorably. Although (apart from the beliefs of some Stoics) this does not
mean a repetition of the same actual events, it does mean that in similar situations
people, both individually and en masse, will act in the same way, thereby producing
similar outcomes. Quite how this unchanging ‘human nature’ was construed is
difficult, if not pointless, to specify but easy enough to imagine. As Aristotle
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insisted, men are neither gods nor beasts — we can take him to mean they are neither
perfect in their virtues nor bestial in their vices. They have the light of intelligence
and the balm of morality, but can be deceived by ignorance and appearances and
corrupted by selfishness. Amongst their ‘natural’ attributes are love of family
and fatherland, but also a self-love which invites greed, envy, and a capacity
for violence. The natural urge for justice can be overwhelmed by the desire for
vengeance. Although nature produces some individuals of unblemished character,
given enough pressure most of humankind will put their own interests first, blame
others for their own shortcomings, and en masse will seek scapegoats and be fickle
in their political loyalties. Thinking as much of the history of the Roman Republic
as of his own times, we shall find Machiavelli (in the sixteenth century AD)
exploiting the notion of an unchanging human nature in the construction of his
lessons of statecraft, and the picture he paints of it is famously cynical — or realistic
— depending on one’s point of view. But he was elaborating upon notions apparent
amongst Greek and Roman writers, including many historians — namely, that we
have to be realistic about human nature; that it never changes; that acquaintance
with it helps to understand history; and that political lessons can be learnt from it.

That the notion that human nature is always the same is contradicted by the
myth of ‘the ages of men’, in which it precisely is said to have changed from a race
of ‘golden’ men, should not surprise us. We have outlined a number of different
notions underlying attitudes towards the past and the course of human events (both
long-term and more immediate) in the classical world. As broad presuppositions
and/or tendencies of thought, it would be wrong to expect the kind of overall
consistency found in later explicit attempts to construct a ‘philosophy of history’.
An exception to this could be the aforesaid Polybius. Many of the notions singled
out in this chapter are interwoven into his Histories, particularly Book VI, making
for instructive reading. Yet he wrote as an historian, not as a philosopher in the
‘technical’ sense of the term, and his employment of these various notions — for
example, ‘fortune’, cycles, the biological analogy, and constitutional change — is
eclectic rather than logically consistent, as so ably demonstrated by Trompf in the
opening two chapters of The Idea of Historical Recurrence in Western Thought. Yet
perhaps as much because of this eclecticism as despite it, Polybius’ Histories is a
valuable second century BC source for the mix of presuppositions and more explicit
notions which coloured Greek and Roman attitudes towards the past and their
understanding of the course of history. These continued after Polybius (doubtless
partly because of him), variously reflected in poetry, philosophy, political thought,
mythology, and the writings of classical historians.

Comments

Conflicting views on the idea of ‘progress’ in the Classical world

Given it was not until around the seventeenth century AD (with the possible
exception of Augustine, discussed in the next chapter) that explicit ‘speculative
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philosophies of history’ emerged, which deliberately attempt to find an overall
intelligible pattern — even ‘purpose’ or meaning — in history, what do we make of
the less systematic yet suggestive classical ideas treated above? Fate, Fortune, cycles,
repetition, decay, degeneration of mankind from a ‘golden’ age, the growth of
culture and civilisation to its ‘natural’ zenith, an unchanging human nature, hopes
for a new ‘golden age’, an ordained moral order — the reader may be forgiven for
thinking this a mixed, even contradictory, bag. Is it right to conceive of the
possibility of ‘human nature’ changing over the course of history (e.g., for either
better or worse), or have human-beings always had basically the same nature, (and
will they continue to) despite enormous changes in their circumstances? Is ‘fate’
or ‘fortune’ simply a device for expressing ignorance of causes and marking
exceptional events, or does ‘it’ actually operate ‘underneath’ historical develop-
ment, ultimately flouting all human attempts to fashion their own history? Again,
does a fate-governed history render humankind’s history meaningless, or reassure
us that justice prevails, despite human failings? And perhaps most exasperating of
all, should we conceive of history as progressive, as if humankind were like an
individual growing from infancy, accumulating skills and learning from experience,
all the while maturing towards a perfection of civilisation, knowledge, and culture?
Or is human development caught in the grip of cyclical forces whereby, either
through a necessity of decay (following the biological analogy) or through some
‘flaw’ in human nature which causes inevitable deterioration from healthy high-
points, it is unrealistic to think in terms of unilinear progress?

It is this latter dichotomy which has particularly captured attention in modern
scholarship. In 1920, J. B. Bury’s Idea of Progress was published. Although not the
first to make the claim, he insisted the classical world of the Greeks and Romans
had no idea of ‘progress’. Mesmerized by a world which was fundamentally
unchanging because it was part of an endlessly wheeling cosmos, the classical mind
submitted fatalistically to the ultimate pettiness of human affairs and aspirations.
Many followed Bury in arguing that this world-view precluded any belief in the idea
of human progress (understood as extending cumulatively in a linear direction).
Indeed, this is one of the reasons given for the claim that speculative philosophy
of history did not begin until the seventeenth century AD, since only then did the
belief in human progress appear — the supposition being that a necessary condition
for speculative philosophy of history is the holding of such a belief.

However, in 1980 R. A. Nisbet — who had already grappled with classical ideas
in an earlier study of Western theories of social development!® — directly
confronted, and attempted to refute, this view of the classical mind in his History
of the Idea of Progress. His method is to give numerous examples from classical
literature where the notion of human progress is apparent, and to reinterpret
writings which were in his view wrongly taken to deny its possibility. He does not
deny the classical propensity for cyclical thinking, but even so:

the point should not be lost that what eventually is to become decline and
fall commences as genesis and progress . . . [and] whatever amount of
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cyclical thought there may have been in classical antiquity, there was also
asolid and fertile substance of belief in linear progress — from remote past
to distant future.®

He reinforces this by making the following clarion-call for a revision of the view
which alleges the absence of any idea of progress in the classical world-view:

[t]he supposition, so widely repeated in even the best of modern and
contemporary interpretations of Greek political thought, that time
and change were regarded as enemies, that reality lay in the permanent
and unchanging, and that everything must be seen as dictated by Fate —
that supposition should be laid to rest forever.?

Some few years earlier, however, S. L. Jaki had reached the opposite conclusion in
chapter 6 of his Science and Creation (1974). Concerned primarily with the history
of scientific thought, Jaki is also deeply interested in the notion of human progress.
Indeed, we might say it is the latter which is his ultimate concern, and that his
interest in the history of science stems from his belief that scientific inquiry and
progress is the key to human progress in general. His method is similar to Nisbet’s
insofar as he finds numerous examples from classical writings to demonstrate, in this
case, the lack of the possibility of any worthwhile idea of human progress.
Particularly critical of what he takes to be the dominant strain in classical thinking
— the belief in cyclic recurrences — and especially of Aristotle’s application of ‘the
biological cycle’ to physical processes, which he claims held back progress in
scientific thought, Jaki lays much of the blame for the lack of any commitment to
human progress in classical thought to a mind-set oppressed by

the inhibitory impact of the belief in cyclic recurrences. The treadmill of
perennial returns not only generates pessimism by its spectre of the
inevitable decay of man’s achievements but it also invites the setting of
a complacently low ceiling on attainable goals.?!

Again, ‘preoccupation with the idea of universal cyclic recurrences leads naturally
to the weakening of a concept of time which gives to each human action a unique
character and unequivocal meaning. More concretely, the meaning of historical
succession and what is based on it, the concept of progress, would in such a
framework lose their significance and, more specifically, their inspirational value’.?2
Such a preoccupation ‘hardly encouraged conviction in the rationality of nature,
nor did it enhance man’s readiness to dominate nature. It did not generate
intellectual curiosity or appreciation of experiments aimed at controlling nature.
In particular, the belief in eternal cycles imposed on thinking a concept of time
which could only be cyclic, therefore fundamentally repetitious and ultimately

meaningless’.??
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‘Progress’ and philosophy of history: special pleading?

The contrast between these two positions could not be clearer. Both are argued
passionately and with impressive erudition. Yet it is what the two agree on which
should particularly interest us. Despite their disagreement on classical thought
both authors are intimating that the very idea of (and hence belief in) human
progress must be grounded on a uni-directional rather than cyclical history; more,
that the project of philosophy of history must be grounded on the notion of linearity
and progress; and finally, that without such presuppositions history has no meaning,
and (speculative) philosophy of history is impossible. In short, the disagreement
highlights an alleged symbiosis between belief in human progress and the very
rationale of speculative philosophy of history. And this may help account for what
appears to be an alarming conflict of views. When we look at each book as a whole
we find the above intimations brought out as, in fact, strongly held convictions. In
Jaki’s case (indeed, as his concluding words) he wants to insist on the Christian
truth of ‘the Creator and . . . a creation once-and-for-all . . . — a firm faith in the
only lasting source of rationality and confidence, the Maker of heaven and earth,
of all things visible and invisible’.2*

Nisbet advances what appears to be a similarly religiously inspired viewpoint, for
after complaining his contemporary Western culture has lost all sense of its
historical identity and continuity, and its sense of religion — where ‘[t]he present
becomes a scene composed of the absurd, the irrelevant, the demonic’, and where
‘the result of ceasing to believe in God is not that one will then believe nothing;
it is that one will believe anything’?> — he concludes his book by claiming that in
such an atmosphere belief in the idea of progress ‘is bound to remain moribund.
... Only, it seems evident from the historical record, in the context of a true culture
in which the core is a deep and wide sense of the sacred are we likely to regain
the vital conditions of progress itself and of faith in progress — past, present, and
future’.?6

In short, both authors are engaged in special pleading, and where this happens
distortions, exaggerations, forced interpretations, and partial selections of
examples, are common dangers. This does not mean these books should be
dismissed — on the contrary, they contribute greatly to our knowledge, and we are
grateful to revisit them in the following chapters. But it does mean we should take
into account the special pleading underlying their construction. Thus, to revert to
the marked disagreement between Jaki and Nisbet on the classical world-view, it
may be safe to assume that each side has exaggerated its case, and has selected
examples less than impartially. The latter is all the more easy to do, of course, when
dealing with a period in history so long (even if we limit it to c. 500 BC—c. AD 100)
and so rich in diverse schools of thought. I suggest we should rest content with
that mixed, even contradictory bag, summarised above as a more likely account of
classical speculations on history.
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4

THE CHRISTIAN CHALLENGE
TO GRAECO-ROMAN
HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES

Introduction

After a period of turbulence which culminated tellingly in Julius Caesar’s career,
the Roman Republic (already with a considerable empire) gave way during the
reign of Octavian (declared ‘Augustus’ in 27 BC) to the ensuing Principate, or
system of Imperial rule. Under a long succession of Emperors, some as famous as
others were infamous, the Roman Empire was extended and consolidated. Its power
was unrivalled, its greatness unchallenged, its stability apparently ensured. In
AD 330 the Emperor Constantine moved its capital to Byzantium (renamed
Constantinople, and since 1930, Istanbul), facilitating the formalisation (by the
400s) of the Western and Eastern Empires. ‘Rome’ spanned the ‘civilised’ world,
and where it also included ‘uncivilized’ regions, attempted to restrain, if not
encompass, them. Yet by 476 the Western Roman Empire had collapsed, its last
Emperor, Romulus Augustus, being deposed by the Goths. Although the Eastern
(Byzantine) Empire survived until the Ottoman Turks sacked Constantinople in
1453, ‘Rome’ — ‘the eternal city’ — increasingly became a memory, oft despised
in the Christian West, until many of its culture’s ideals were revived in what we
call ‘the Renaissance’.

Roman historical ideas

The ‘Four World-Monarchies’ myth

Because of the constitutional stability and, until near its demise, the domination
of the Roman Empire, that earlier Hellenic and subsequent Graeco-Roman (or
Hellenistic) fascination in the constitutional changes city-states undergo
increasingly lost its relevance. Correspondingly, although not abandoned, the
underlying assumption of history as an endlessly repeating cycle underwent a shift
in focus. Now entrenched in a system of hereditary Imperial rule, pagan thinkers
turned their attention away from theories of constitutional change within the
complex histories of individual city-states. Instead, they reflected on the larger
(thus potentially more speculative) theme of the rise and fall of entire states and,
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indeed, empires. And it is clear that, partly influenced by the importation of Middle
Eastern ideas (in particular, probably the Book of Daniel’s prophecies), one of their
approaches to this theme centred on a belief that world history consisted of the
succession of four world-monarchies, or great empires — with a possible fifth, eternal,
empire to come. Open to diverse interpretation, writers in Imperial times used this
broad formulation variously. But their common concern was to assess the status of
the Roman Empire itself. In some versions Rome was the fourth world-monarchy,
succeeding the earlier empires of Babylon (or Assyria), Persia, and Greece (or
Macedonia), each of which had inevitably declined and succumbed to the next.
For some, as the fourth empire, Rome was the last, and would thus persist eternally.
Others believed it would go the way of the previous empires, to be succeeded by a
different, fifth, eternal empire. Yet others saw Rome as the fifth empire (succeeding
the Assyrian, Median, Persian, and Macedonian Empires) and hence eternal —
while at least one writer, Dionysius,! also marked Rome as the fifth world-
monarchy, but still doomed to eventual oblivion.

Cycles

Irrespective of the various interpretations put upon the ‘theory’ of four or five
successive world-monarchies, three features emerge relevant to our topic of the
presuppositions informing how Roman history was made sense of in the culture of
Imperial Rome. The first is that the doctrine of successive world-empires remains
strongly suggestive of that cyclical thinking so prevalent in earlier Greek and
Graeco-Roman approaches to history, except that now it was applied to the rise
and fall of great empires rather than constitutional change within separate city-
states. Adopting the notion of the inevitable eventual collapse of empires, a variety
of explanations was offered, ranging from a Stoical ‘superstition’ centred on fate,
or ‘the Great Wheel of Fortune’, which ensured the impermanence of all things as
they were subject to necessary dissolution and subsequent eternal recurrence,
(sometimes linked to the belief in cosmological cycles), to more rational or secular
explanations couched in political and/or moral terms. Thus, for example, the
eventual fall of empires was construed as ‘necessary’ because of their natural
propensity to expand beyond manageable size — or relatedly, the emergence of
political divisions so severe as to lead to radical disunity — or the increasing
arrogance and aggression of overwhelming power, leading to risky ventures and the
breeding of both foreign and domestic hostility. The moral undertones of this latter
‘mechanism’ were even more explicit in those who identified the growth of luxury
as sounding the death-knell, since it engendered moral degeneration into idleness,
vanity, and jealousy, (a theme echoing down the centuries and, for example, one
that informed Rousseau’s pessimism regarding Enlightenment ‘civilisation’ in his
Discourse on the Arts and Sciences). Not surprisingly, some who saw the fall of
empires as resulting from moral decline linked this to those earlier, comforting
notions about the retributive nature of Fate whereby, ultimately, Divine justice
rules the world.
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A further version of the ‘degeneration of morality’ mechanism of inevitable fall
of empire was proffered — particularly after Constantine converted to Christianity
in AD 413, ending the persecution of Christians and giving them official State
recognition. This version claimed that the departure from the Empire’s religion —
the abandonment of its gods — signalled its inevitable collapse, (not a uniquely
Roman theory!).

Using, and sometimes combining, these arguments, (pagan) Roman historians,
philosophers, and statesmen gave substance to the ‘theory’ of the ‘four world-
monarchies’ by drawing parallels between Rome itself (their real interest) and
earlier empires (about which, apart from the Greek, they had little information).
But as noted earlier, not all were pessimistic about Rome itself. Some excepted
Rome from a decline similar to previous empires without abandoning the overall
‘theory’ about their otherwise inevitable collapse. Variously, ‘Rome eternal’ was
exempted because of its culture’s particular virtues, or the exceptional qualities of
its statesmen, or the ingenuity of its constitutional arrangements (even under the
Emperors) — or because it was construed, in straightforward wishful thinking, as that
fifth world-monarchy prophesied to be eternal. Leaving this last notion aside
for the moment, we may now turn to the second feature of this underlying view
of history.

The demise of Empire

If the first was the persistence of ‘cyclical’ thinking, the second is the effort to find
large ‘laws’ of historical development. Speculative as such efforts had been earlier,
people now living from around the 300s AD had much more concrete historical
information about the Roman Empire gleaned over numerous generations — and
some, as we have seen, inspired (or fooled) by the myth of the ‘four world-
monarchies’, embarked on an embryonic ‘comparative’ history to make sense of
their history and prospects for the future. The question for them was, would the
Roman Empire go the way of all the others? It is true that in their search for
common causes underlying the fate of great empires those employing the ‘four
monarchies’ myth did not engage in sophisticated theorising about the mechanisms
driving historical development — for example, none of their explanations relate
specifically to economic factors. Also, the belief in cosmological cycles sometimes
played a part in their thinking. Yet rather than be anachronistic we should recog-
nise that, apart from politics, what we know as the ‘social sciences’ (economics,
economic history, sociology, developmental studies) were unavailable to them —
and partly because of this the study of history itself was far more narrowly based than
today’s. What they did contribute to, despite their lack of investigatory tools, was
the notion that large, long-term forces, ‘factors’, or ‘laws’ operate to cause the
collapse of great empires — and they opened the debate as to whether these were
invariable, (and thus that all future dominant empires would inevitably collapse),
or whether there could be an exception (naturally, their own Empire!). Given the
collapse of the Roman Empire itself, and the later fates of, for example, the Spanish,
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British, and Soviet Empires, this is not an inconsiderable theme for contemplation,
and it should come as no surprise that contemporary scholars muse over the fate of
‘the American Empire’! Doubtless many in the Western world, similarly inspired
by a combination of ‘superstition’ and common-sense analysis, harbour the supposi-
tion that ‘sooner or later’ the latter will ‘in its turn’ go into fatal decline, to be
succeeded by a new, different ‘world power’. Is this what Paul Kennedy, in his The
Rise and Fall of the Great Powers (1988), is hinting at when, discussing China’s
potential to upset the world balance of powers, he concluded, ‘It is only a matter
of time’??

‘Rome Eternal’

Such considerations, however, bring us to the third feature of interest in the Roman
employment of the ‘four world-monarchies’ schema — namely, the possibility of
an alleged ‘Aifth’ (or, metaphorically, ‘perfect’) Empire which would escape the
recurrent forces of decline and last ‘forever’. We have already noted, confusingly,
that some Romans thinking in these terms identified Rome as the fourth Empire,
and did not believe it would be superseded by a fifth — that it was already the ‘ffth’
in the sense that their Rome was, indeed, ‘Rome eternal’. Other optimists, more in
line with the letter of the myth, simply identified four great Empires prior to Rome,
and held Rome to be the prophesied eternal fifth. (Here we encounter the familiar
syndrome that where events are seen as fulfilling ‘signs’, Providence, or prophesy,
any can be so ‘interpreted’ or manipulated — in other words, history can be ‘recast’
so that what the ‘signs’ portend actually occurs). Here, then, we find the notion of
the possibility of an end to further large-scale historical development — in short (to
coin a contemporary phrase), ‘the end of history’. But we should note that those
who used the four world-monarchies myth to support their belief in ‘Rome eternal’
did not base their hopes on much substantive theorising about the driving forces
of historical change. Certain features already mentioned, such as the constitutional
nature of Imperial rule or the special wisdom of Roman statesmen, were appealed
to, but in this version of ‘the end of history’ superstition rather than reasoning
prevailed. Nonetheless the belief in an eventual settled, perpetual world-order was
not only subscribed to by others in Roman times (in particular, by Christians who
looked forward to ‘the millennium’, of which more below), but also echoed down
the ages, most famously in the (different) theories of history proposed by Hegel and
Marx. In these latter cases, however, this was presented not as belief but as the
product of complex reasoning about the forces governing historical change. And
in our own times, partly prompted by the collapse of the Soviet Empire, the idea
has resurfaced in Fukuyama’s book, The End of History and the Last Man.?

Escape from cycles?

But let us return to our Romans to make an important observation about those
‘pagans’ who, on the basis of the four world-monarchies myth, believed in ‘Rome
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eternal’. [t would be misleading to call them ‘millennialists’. They were pagans
(thus their belief lacked the special religious significance it had for Christians).
They did not place ‘the end of history’ in the future, (they thought they were living
within it). They did not prescribe a period of a thousand years (unlike Hitler’s
rthetorical hopes for the Third Reich). And perhaps above all, their belief in ‘Rome
eternal’ was not premised on a developmental account of world-history whereby the
‘fifth’ monarchy emerged from a long line of intelligible unilinear change, inevitably
progressing towards and presaging a final world-order. To take just one version,
Assyria did not pave the way for a markedly different empire, Media — and neither
did the latter for Persia, nor Persia for Macedonia, nor Macedonia for Rome itself.
Rather, each previous empire was simply subject to the same recurrent process of
decay. In short, we should not be misled into thinking that those believing in
‘Rome eternal’ because of the four-monarchies myth had thereby abandoned the
governing belief in history as endlessly repeating cycles. Rather, paradoxical as it
might be, they simply exempted Rome.

[t is true that logically this does mean abandoning the term ‘endlessly’, and to
this extent we might doubt their logic. But more to the point is that their underlying
conception of historical change remained cyclical — and we may perhaps accom-
modate this by suggesting that a ‘theory’ of history proposing the possibility of
escape from cyclical change is premised precisely on cyclical recurrence as the
model of historical change. It could be argued that the same paradox is met in
Marx. ‘All history is the history of class struggle’, the opening words of The
Communist Manifesto, preface an analysis of historical development which,
although sophisticated, offers a recurring cycle of class struggles as the driving force
of history. Yet Marx predicts a future in which the cycle is escaped from. It might
thus be difficult to present Marx’s history as one, unilinear, continually developing
story, culminating in a ‘millennium’ which history prepared for itself. But we must
look again at Marx later. For the moment the point should stand — the notion of
escape from repeating historical cycles does not necessarily imply abandoning
the supposition of history as recurring cycles — and it certainly does not imply the
necessary substitution of the latter by a ‘unilinear’ theory of historical change, just
as it did not for those Romans who, influenced by the four-monarchies myth,
believed in ‘Rome eternal’.

The ‘body-state’ analogy

If, in their concern to analyse the prospects of the order under which they lived,
some (pagan) ‘Romans’ (including Greeks, North Africans, Near and Middle
Easterners) were influenced by prophetic or mythical suppositions, others thought
about the Empire’s history, its present dispensation, and its future in terms of what
Trompf calls the ‘body-state’ analogy. As he observes,* this way of looking at history
was probably an adaptation of that earlier Greek biological principle of genesis,
growth, maturity, and decay previously discussed. In Roman hands this was
expressed in less sophisticated, more ‘practical’ terms specifically related to human
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development — namely, from birth, through adolescence, to maturity and old age,
and Romans applied the analogy to the rise and decline of states and empires, with
results corresponding to their different perceptions and hopes. For example, after
identifying Rome’s infancy with Romulus, and discussing her boyhood and
adolescence as she gained strength and territory, Seneca (in the first century AD)
identified the civil strife involved in the pre-Imperial expansion of Julius Caesar’s
times as Rome’s ‘first old age’,’ after which, Imperial times came unflatteringly as
asenile reversion to second childhood. Later, less pessimistically, Florus employed
the analogy to suggest that Rome under Augustus had reached her proper manhood,
and that although this was succeeded by old age, the invigorating Emperor Trajan
revitalised her back to her prime rather than allowing her to complete the normal
process of lapsing into a senility otherwise only relieved by eventual death.
Whether Florus advanced this charming apologetic solely to flatter his own Emperor,
Hadrian (Trajan’s successor), or whether he was seriously subscribing in his own
way to the notion of ‘Rome eternal’, may be difficult to judge. But he was clearly
not alone in exploiting the ‘body—state’ analogy not only to make sense of Roman
history through putting it into the perspective of the different stages of growth of
the typical (male!) individual — involving notions such as wilfulness, extravagance,
recklessness, and caution, judgement, and maturity — but also to suggest that Rome
would not die. Trompf tells of the pagan Ammianus, who (writing in the second
half of the fourth century ‘under an empire fast becoming Christian’) identified his
own time as that in which Rome, having spent her adulthood in Imperial
expansion, had now settled down to a more peaceful ‘old age’. Although marked
by ‘a certain declining and slackness’,® this was compensated for by a ‘stability and
venerableness’ ensuring its Empire was ‘destined to live so long as men shall exist’.”

How far such uses of the ‘body—state’ analogy were meant literally is perhaps
impossible to judge. Clearly it was less credible in those cases where, as in ‘Rome
eternal’, death was averted, but even here it was exploited as an ‘explanation’ by
ingenious notions such as a second childhood or late reinvigoration. But what is
equally clear is that many used the analogy as a convenient way of ‘making sense’
of Rome’s long, varied history. It made it possible to identify distinct phases in it;
to simplify it through the historian’s necessarily selective treatment of events; to
allow the making of moral judgements; to make change intelligible without reference
to any special ‘laws’ of social, economic, or historical ‘science’ (unavailable to
them); to permit both assessment of the present and predictions for the future; and
even to extract some kind of meaning in the overall flow of history in the sense
that, in relating to the familiar experience of the human life-cycle, people could
recognise its ‘naturalness’. In facilitating all this we might say that, in the abstract,
the ‘body-state’ analogy furnishes an ideal organising principle for any historian!
And if we add that it neither excluded a narrative approach, nor that venerable
Graeco-Roman belief in fate and ‘cycles’, and even its interweaving with
cosmological movements, we might answer our query whether Roman historians
took the analogy literally by appealing to Dr Johnson’s observation that, in the
affairs of men, it is remarkable how ‘interest smooths the path to faith’.
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If, then, it was not taken literally it was taken seriously, and there may be nothing
strange in that. How often, today, we encounter the politics and histories of states
discussed seriously in anthropomorphic terms! New states are ‘born’, others are
‘young’ (with corresponding energy yet inexperience), some are described as
‘mature’ (as in ‘a mature democracy’), whilst others are reckoned to be ‘on their
last legs’ (the ‘moribund’ USSR of the 1980s). Again, for example, we talk of China
as the ‘sleeping giant’, of certain countries being ‘quarrelsome’, ‘ambitious’,
‘bullying’, or ‘evil’, and of governments ‘feeling’ threatened, tired, or slighted,
‘approving’ this, ‘disliking’ that — and, of course, of electorates (or even ‘peoples’)
‘choosing’ this and being ‘fickle’ about that. On reflection we might recognise our
lapse into analogical language, but still insist it should be taken ‘seriously’ — (after
all, didn’t the electorate ‘desire’ a change of government?). Does this tell us that
we ourselves have suppositions underlying the way we make sense of history not
so different (albeit less formalised) from the Romans’ appeal to the ‘body-state’
analogy?

Other presuppositions

Other presuppositions also informed the way Romans ‘understood’ their own
Imperial history and wider ‘world history’. Trompf reminds us that the notion of
‘fortune’ retained its grip, inviting that comforting idea of ‘moral retribution’, and
also the idea of history as an eternally recurring sequence of similar events. These
notions were a continuing legacy from some of those outlined in the previous
chapter, just as was the effort to periodise history. Yet if ancient versions of
periodisation centred on poetic notions about the different ‘Ages of Man’, some
Romans adopted the notion more historically and conceived of history as being
divided into ‘Ages’ or recurrent ‘periods of time’, which some (for example,
Seneca®) reckoned in terms of five human generations (and from which our rather
meaningless but convenient unit of ‘a century’ was derived). Linked to the idea of
successive ‘ages’ was the notion that as an ‘age’ came to its end, signs such as disease,
famine, and other natural catastrophes signalled its demise and the dawning of a
new one — a notion still subscribed to both by religious and secular ‘doom
merchants’ in our own day who talk of ‘troubled times’. Additionally, especially in
the latter days of the Western Roman Empire, cosmological ‘theories’ regained
currency within such thinking, possibly as a reaffirmation of fundamental ‘Roman’
beliefs against the growing challenge posed by an alternative ideology — namely,
Christianity.

Graeco-Roman historical ideology summarised

Difficult as it might be to generalise and summarise ‘the Roman’ way of looking at
‘history’ (and related topics such as politics, morality, and philosophy), it seems
many of their presuppositions and more explicit ideas were inherited from that
earlier Hellenic/Hellenistic culture discussed in Chapter 3. Equally, we saw how
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in its turn that was partly a legacy, albeit dramatically recast, of even earlier
primitive ‘mythopoeic’ intuitions. Just so, as Romans developed their own culture,
rather than cast off Hellenistic ideas, they modified them to suit their practical
needs and intellectual preoccupations. We might almost put this as a general rule
underlying the history of all large-scale ‘cultural’ mind-sets — that they evolve from
earlier (not necessarily less sophisticated) cultures, rather than start from a clean
sheet. This, after all, is no more than an example of perhaps the one lesson all can
agree history teaches — namely, the paradox that although there would be no history
at all if nothing ‘new’ happened, history also tells us there is ‘nothing new under
the sun’.

Thus it is that many scholars still characterise Roman fundamental intuitions
as ‘Graeco-Roman’, although noting various amendments and additions the more
practically preoccupied Romans brought to their Greek heritage. Of special
relevance to us is the claim that the ‘Graeco-Roman’ mind saw the passing of time
as essentially cyclical or circular. Because of this fundamental idea (derived from
belief in the determining astronomical forces of the great wheel of the cosmos
and/or from the universality of the biological life-cycle of birth, growth, zenith, and
decay), it is argued that the Romans saw themselves as in the grip of the natural,
inevitable cycle of endless historical recurrence. Such a fundamental presup-
position, strongly implying an ultimately directionless history, engendered at base
aresigned fatalism, whatever the temporary excitements and achievements within
a particular time-span. If the history of any state or empire is ultimately part of, or
an example of, an overall world-history predestined to repeat itself in circular
patterns, history (or human endeavour) is essentially meaningless. Great city-states,
empires, and cultures might be founded, but ultimately to no avail since fate (whose
sister ‘fortune’ might endow certain events with moral meaning) unmovingly
decreed their decline and replacement by another state similarly doomed. We have
seen how it was only by special pleading, or possibly in bad faith, that some Romans
tried to exempt their own order from that fate. Hence it is that, if the aesthete and
philosopher typify the ‘Greek’ view of the world, perhaps above all the Stoic remains
the abiding image of ‘the Roman view of the world’ —a figure resigned to the dictates
of Nature and Fate, determined so far as it is in him to live a life ‘according to reason’
whereby trivial pursuits and the temptations of desire are relinquished in the
interests of a disciplined serenity gained through contemplation of his place in
the greater scheme of things —a scheme in which time, governed by a remorseless,
repetitive Fate, is endless.

The Judaeo-Christian alternative

Jewish apocalyptic ideas

The previous chapter already encountered the view, and its counter-arguments,
that this Graeco-Roman perspective precluded any idea of progress in history. Yet
this is only one aspect of a broader claim made about Roman presuppositions
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regarding time and history — namely, that they were fundamentally different from
an alternative set of ideas uniquely characteristic of the Judaeo-Christian tradition.
What, allegedly, was so different about the latter’s assumptions?

Perhaps unsurprisingly, at the heart of this is the religious difference between
Judaeo-Christian monotheism and paganism. From the earliest books of the Old
Testament it seems the nomadic Israelites rejected that ‘mythopoeic’ view of nature
which characterised dominant surrounding cultures. Instead they believed nature,
the world, and the cosmos were subject to one single and transcendent god, Yahweh.
Far from deifying nature by peopling it with gods, the only deity was the single
Lord of all, construed as a ‘Person’ governing everything with ineffable power. (It
was not until considerably later, according to Jaki around the time of Solomon in
the tenth century BC, that this God was also called ‘the Creator’, as having created
everything ex nihilo). For the Israelites, this Person demonstrated his purpose
through his mediation with Abraham, whereby he would lead them to enduring
multiplicity and blessings in the world he had made, so long as they held fast to their
recognition of, and willing obedience to, him. The tribulations of ‘the Chosen
People’ are told within the Old Testament, and as early as the eighth century BC
apocalyptic prophecies featured in Jewish culture, whereby ‘out of an immense
cosmic catastrophe’ involving a retributive period of ‘famine and pestilence, war
and captivity’ a Day of Judgement would occur, casting down renegade Jews and
heathen nations. Then the vengeful Yahweh would ‘become the Deliverer. The
righteous remnant . . .will be assembled once more in Palestine’ in which Yahweh
‘will reign from a rebuilt Jerusalem, a Zion which has become the spiritual capital
of . .. a harmonious and peaceful world’ in which material prosperity and justice
will ensure that all live ‘in joy and gladness’.’

Similar prophecies arose in the period of the Maccabaean revolt by the Jews
against persecution by the Syro-Greek Seleucids, when around 165 BC that same
Book of Daniel, in which a version of the ‘four world-monarchies’ was propounded,
prophesied Israel’s overthrowing of the last (in this case, Greek) ‘evil empire’ and
its replacement by the everlasting dominion of ‘the Son of Man’. As Cohn observes,
‘for the first time the glorious future kingdom is imagined as embracing not simply
Palestine but the whole world’.!® When Pompey annexed Palestine in 63 BC the
Jews fell under Roman rule and continued their struggle for independence until
finally suppressed in AD 131. Apocalyptic propaganda (e.g., Ezra) played its role in
their struggle and increasingly ‘the Son of Man’ (previously either a supernatural
individual or Israel itself) was identified as the Messiah, ‘incontestably a man, a
warrior-king endowed with unique, miraculous powers’ who ‘will rout and destroy
the armies of the enemy; he will take captive the leader of the Romans’ and ‘put
him to death; he will establish a kingdom which shall last until the end of the
world . . . an age of bliss . . . in which pain, disease, untimely death, violence and
strife, want and hunger will be unknown and in which the earth will yield its fruits
ten-thousandfold’.!!
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Early Christianity

In the meantime, Christianity had begun its spread into the Roman Empire, and
it is not surprising the early, persecuted Christians’ beliefs were influenced by Jewish
apocalyptic ideas. Sayings attributed to Jesus of Nazareth could be, and were,
interpreted according to the tradition from which he emerged. For many Christians
up to the fifth century, Christ ‘the Messiah’ would make a triumphant Second
Coming, in which, according to a popular interpretation of the Book of Revelation
(written around AD 90), the Roman state (‘the beast’) and its priesthood ‘were cast
alive into a lake of fire burning with brimstone’ . . . and ‘the souls of them that
were beheaded for the witness of Jesus . . . and who had not worshipped the beast
... lived and reigned with Christ a thousand years’. After this, the Millennium,
would come the Last Judgement when, apart from those cast out forever, the dead
would be resurrected and the New Jerusalem would descend from heaven to become
the new, eternal habitude of mankind in which ‘God shall wipe away all tears . . .
and there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying, neither shall there
be any more pain .. ..!? Later versions of this apocalyptic outlook came, for
example, from Montanus (who in AD 156 inspired a movement which spread
throughout the Empire), Irenaeus towards the end of the second century, Tertullian
in the third century, Lactantius in the fourth, and Commodianus in the fifth.!?

Such apocalyptic religious beliefs and movements, Judaeo-Christian or otherwise
inspired, have continued to resurface ever since, of course — but our present topic
is not eschatology, millennialism, or apocalyptics as such, but the specifically
Christian part of the Judaeo-Christian culture as it relates to presuppositions about
the course and meaning of history. And there is a sense in which the early Church
Fathers themselves can be understood as voicing the same distinction, for as the
Church became more established under the Empire from the third century onwards,
they were increasingly critical of the weight their uneducated followers put on
apocalyptic ideas in their Christian faith.

First, as Christians became more integrated into Roman civic life, that obvious
propaganda value of apocalyptic ideas for an oppressed people not only became
increasingly irrelevant, but politically damaging. Second, although early Christians
often saw themselves as an (oppressed) national people, Jesus’ message was that of
salvation for all mankind, irrespective of race, language, nationhood, or (current)
religion. (Nisbet claims it was not until around AD 200 that the idea of ‘humankind’
as one genuine unity, with an historical past and potential for future actualisation,
was actively propagated by Christian thinkers now eager to reach even beyond the
Roman Empire — he further claims that ‘this conception is peculiar to Western
civilisation’).! Third, many Christian leaders (including Origen, third century AD
and culminating in Augustine) worried that to historicise (however fantastically)
the notion of salvation by linking it to some forthcoming age in which new orders
of justice, peace, virtue, and material prosperity would emerge was dangerously to
miss the point of Christianity.
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Augustine (354—430)

These ideas, and many others, were assembled in Augustine’s ingeniously
ambiguous masterwork, The City of God. Rome was sacked in AD 410, and this was
taken as proof of the likelihood of the collapse of Rome and its empire. Pagan
Romans blamed the establishment of Christianity in the Empire for its parlous
state, and Augustine initially conceived his book as a defence against this
accusation, carrying this out in its earlier parts by trying to show the Empire’s ills
as the fault of pagan Romans’ misgovernment and factiousness. However, partly
prompted by dissatisfaction with fellow Christians who also tried to defend
Christianity’s role in the Empire, but did so by claiming it had bestowed blessings
on Rome, and even hinted at the order of Pax Romana turning into a (historically
real) new era of universal Christian order, Augustine then turned to tackle the
vexed question of the relationship between Christian doctrine and actual life as
lived out in history. People have argued about what he meant ever since (as we shall
see), but it is doubtless fair to say that the finished work ‘moulded more than any
other book by a Christian author the spirit of the Middle Ages. Its pages were as
many wellsprings of information and inspiration for the emerging new world of
Europe about the meaning of mankind’s journey through time’."” Despite the
diverse interpretations of Augustine’s book, certain key points seem clear. First,
with even more emphasis than previous Christian thinkers, he rejected the idea of
cosmic and historical cycles endlessly recurring. Rather, he denied an eternity
stretching either backwards or forwards in time. Instead he insisted on the
monumental importance of the ‘truth’ that God created the world in time, and
that the world was finite according to God’s plan for mankind — in other words, that
history is linear. Second, he stressed that the world God had knowingly created was
good — that it was created for the benefit of all mankind. Third, he insisted that
rationality and purpose therefore infused the whole of Creation, both in its physical
and its temporal ordering, quoting from the Book of Wisdom, ‘Thou hast ordered
all things in number, and measure and weight’.!® Fourth, (again in stark contrast
to any last vestiges of a ‘mythopoeic’ outlook) he re-emphasised the utterly
transcendent power of God, to whom all creation was subject. And fifth, premised
on belief in the One God who created the universe and lovingly created mankind
to unite in brotherhood and peace in willing fulfilment of His transcendent plan,
he urged that the Christian message was essentially a spiritual message about the
purity of the individual soul — that true happiness derived not so much from
temporal circumstances as from an abiding belief centred on utter confidence in
the beneficence of the Maker.

It is particularly this last point regarding the spiritual significance of Christianity
and what it does or does not imply regarding actual, temporal life, which has been
open to much interpretation ever since — a debate of signal relevance to our theme
of ‘making sense of history’.
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The Graeco-Roman/Judaeo-Christian ideological divide

But before surveying the issue let us pause to identify from the previous passages
the (alleged) seminal differences between the Graeco-Roman and Judaeo-
Christian attitudes towards time and history. Numerous scholars!? have argued
that one of the most fundamental of them centres precisely on their attitudes to
time. Whereas the Greeks and Romans had a cyclical approach to time and history,
the Christians inherited from the Jews a linear approach. For the Greeks and
Romans, time was infinite and circular, a closed system of eternal recurrences
governed, ultimately, by inexorable cosmological laws. For the Jews and Christians,
on the contrary, time has a beginning (with the Creation) and progresses in a
straight line (as does history within it), through God’s dealings with man, to an end.
For the Greeks and Romans, then, history is endlessly repeatable, whilst for the Jews
and Christians it is always unique. For the former, history is thus ultimately without
purpose, and to that extent is meaningless. For the latter, on the contrary, history
has a direction — it is the purposeful moving towards an end-fulfilment; in short,
history is meaningful. For the former, an underlying fatalism colours their attitude
towards history, since whatever temporary triumphs may distinguish a city or
culture, nothing of unique, lasting, forward-looking significance can be achieved
by men entrapped in the giant circle of cosmic existence — there can be nothing
truly ‘historical’. For the latter, on the contrary, an underlying hope pervades their
attitude towards time and history. Bolstered by belief in the loving guidance of a
transcendent, powerful, wise God to fulfil His purpose through His command of
time and history, the forward, irreversible movement of mankind gives man an
ultimate confidence in the future. Whatever disasters may occur, however arduous
or puzzling the path may be, the history of both man and the cosmos is not to be
dismissed as an infinitely wheeling cycle of unintelligible natural necessity, but to
be affirmed in all its contingencies as the created, once-and-for-all gift of the
supreme, rational Mind.

We appear to be confronted by a vast ideological divide between the two
‘traditions, not only in religion, but derivately, in their respective assumptions
about history — in short, by different ‘philosophies of history’. Such, allegedly, is the
magnitude of this latter divide alone that it is not surprising different scholars have
either questioned its truth or speculated on its significance. In the latter case some
extraordinary claims have been made not least about ‘philosophy of history’ itself.
It is therefore salutary to look first at those who cast doubt on just how large a
contrast in fact existed between the two traditions.

The dichotomy questioned

Perhaps the most exhaustive work on this theme, especially as it relates to ideas of
time and history, is G. W. Trompf’s The Idea of Historical Recurrence in Western
Thought. Referring to the dichotomy in the two traditions he repeatedly warns that
‘such a contrast should be eyed with caution’.!® He tells us that ‘the making of a
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sharp distinction between Christian linearity and classical cyclicism has undoubt-
edly hindered rather than facilitated careful investigation’ into the relation
between Graeco-Roman and Christian assumptions about history, especially from
the Church Fathers onwards into medieval times.!® Not that Trompf thinks the
famed dichotomy is entirely a fallacy:

Admittedly, we have long been asked to believe that Christianity effected
a decisive triumph for historical linearity over cyclical modes of thought,
and certainly the Judaeo-Christian understanding of history excluded any
doctrine of eternal recurrence, whether of worlds or inter-cataclysmic
periods . . . . But that only tells one part of a complicated story.?°

He then devotes much space to showing that ‘Christians made no mean use of
their Graeco-Roman heritage’,?! thereby reminding us the early Christians lived
within a Graeco-Roman world. Trompf gives numerous instances, from as early as
Luke’s Gospel, where Christians employed distinctly Graeco-Roman notions in
their presentation of history — particularly the ideas of historical recurrence and re-
enactment (thereby showing they were not averse to approaching a cyclical
interpretation of phases of human history so long as it was not taken to imply an
eternity of cosmological cycles) — and various periodisations of history into different
‘Ages of Man’ (although where Christians appealed to this notion, as did
Augustine, the ‘ages’ were presented as progressive, not circular). His researches
into writings from Classical times through to the Renaissance and into the
Reformation permit him to summarise that ‘we have sought to undermine the well-
known yet superannuated linear-cyclical dichotomy, and to explode the false
opinion that recurrence views of history have been endemic to paganism but
mortifying to monotheists’.?? He reminds us that ‘the persistence of Graeco-Roman
themes was to be the inevitable result of Christianity’s adaptation to a Gentile
world’; that some of these ‘are actually found in the Bible, the most sacred if misused
tome of Western culture’; and in a well-judged aside complains that ‘Interestingly,
modern Christian scholars are still running away from the falsi circuitus of the
classical philosophers without having any precise ideas as to the theories from
which they flee’.

Regarding his central theme of historical recurrence (which he is careful to
differentiate, where possible, from historical cycles per se) Trompf concludes that
‘Jew and Christian have little to fear from ideas of historical (as against
cosmological) recurrence, and that indeed they ought to acquaint themselves with
these ideas if they intend to go on giving meaning to life’,?* for,

in their capacity to interlock with such important (if apparently
contradictory) ideas as progress, degeneration, fortune, necessity, and
providence, they formed the tissue of a basic conception which lies close
to the heartbeat of Western culture, and which goes back in its origins,
with those ancient myths of eternal return, to the primal substructure of
civilisation itself.?*

57



SPECULATIVE PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY

Trompf cites other scholars who also challenge the linear-cyclical dichotomy?’
but, unsurprisingly, not Nisbet. For if Trompf’s challenge stems from his argument
that Christian thinkers did not so dramatically reject many Graeco-Roman ideas,
including cyclical-type ideas of historical recurrence, we have already seen Nisbet
arguing that Graeco-Roman thinkers were not dominated by such ideas in any
event — that on the contrary they were perfectly comfortable with such linear-type
ideas as growth, development, cultural transmission, and above all, progress. Thus
Nisbet also challenges the dichotomy, but from the other side.

The dichotomy denied?

Going further than Trompf’s reminder that Christians ‘adapted’ themselves to
Graeco-Roman culture, Nisbet claims that, in addition to Judaism, ‘the other source
of Christianity is Greek’. He continues,

The Jewish followers of and missionaries for Christ were obliged to learn
Greek if they were to be able to communicate the Good News. And in
learning the language they also learned ideas: such Greek ideas as natural
growth, of change conceived of as the unfolding of potentiality into
actuality, of fixed stages of the advancement of knowledge and mankind.?¢

Recalling his insistence that the notion that Greeks regarded everything as
determined by Fate and had no idea of progress ‘should be laid to rest forever’,?’ it
is no surprise that although Nisbet believes Christians built upon and added
to Greek ideas of progress, he does not identify the notion of linear as opposed to
cyclical ideas of history as an addition. Rather, he points to the spiritual dimension.?
Although he sees the Christian notion of the millennium as referring to the hope
of the eventual spiritual perfection of mankind (its ultimate meaning for Nisbet),
he recognises that early (pre-Augustinian) Christians fused the idea of a material
earthly paradise into their millennialist notions. Here, it seems for Nisbet, is the
fundamental Christian contribution to civilisation.

No other element of Christian thought has had as profound and far-
reaching effect upon the entire world, not merely the West, as has its
millennialist vision. We should be hard put to account for the social utopias
of ... especially the Marxists . . . were there not a long and powerful
tradition of Christian millennialist utopianism which could be, in some
degree, secularised, with its apocalyptic intensity left undiminished.?

Not, it seems, that Nisbet approves of such secularisation. Complaining (in 1980)
of a debilitating lack of self-confidence, hope, and sense of direction in Western
civilisation, he claims ‘the reason for this . . . is our lack of a true culture. And
fundamental to this lack is the disappearance of the sacred’.?® Thus it is, that in reply
to his own question regarding the future of the idea of progress in the West, he
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responds: ‘Any answer to that question requires answer to a prior question: what
is the future of Judaeo-Christianity in the West?3!

Nisbet’s overall view, then, is that belief in progress depends on a unilinear
‘philosophy of history’, and this in turn requires belief in ‘the sacred’. As he puts i,
‘there is no possibility whatever of dealing with “world history” in . . . unilinear
fashion . . . apart from the use of an omnipresent, omnipotent Providence conceived
as author and executor of a design within which all human cultures . .. fit
smoothly’,*? and ‘only . . . in the context of a true culture in which the core is a deep
and wide sense of the sacred are we likely to regain the vital conditions of progress

itself and of faith in progress — past, present, and future’.*?

Here, then, are two writers who almost simultaneously challenged the view that a
fundamental gulf separated the Graeco-Roman and Judaeo-Christian assumptions
regarding time and history — namely, that the former had a cyclical, the latter a
linear, view. Yet they approach the issue from opposite sides and draw corres-
pondingly different implications regarding ‘philosophy of history’. Nisbet approves
of the linear approach, stresses the ‘sacred’, and believes both are essential for
‘philosophy of history’. Trompf, on the other hand, believes the prerequisites
for ‘philosophy of history’ do not depend on a linear approach — and that the linear
approach was not, and need not be, so endemic to Christianity as modern scholars
claim. Indeed, in a head-on collision with Nisbet’s thesis, Trompf expresses some
sympathy with those modern (Graeco-Roman orientated) political theorists who,
equating Christian linear thinking with an apocalyptic belief in spiritual salvation
which renders actual history unimportant, claim that Christian doctrine cannot
truly accommodate real ‘philosophy of history’. It seems Trompf would agree with
them, were that equation accurate. Fortunately for Christians, however, Trompf
argues such scholars are wrong about Christian thinking on history. Not only has
it not always centred on apocalyptic theories, it has by no means even been
exclusively linear in its assumptions. Hence his encouragement to them, as to
anyone else, to stop fearing Graeco-Roman cyclical notions ‘if they intend to go

on giving meaning to life’.>*

The dichotomy daffirmed?

This has been quite a complex confrontation of views between two writers who
otherwise agree that the well-known dichotomy between Graeco-Roman and
Judaeo-Christian views on time and history is false. It has been worth outlining
because of the dramatic implications each draws regarding its overall relevance to
(speculative) philosophy of history. As for those scholars who do insist on the giant
dichotomy, they often draw no less dramatic implications. For example, Bultmann
proclaims:

the Jewish-Christian understanding of history . .. was dependent on
eschatology. The Greeks did not raise the question of meaning in history
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and the ancient philosophers had not developed a philosophy of history.
A philosophy of history grew up for the first time in Christian thinking,
for Christians believed they knew the end of the world and of history.»

Another example takes us back to Jaki’s Science and Creation. Although the focus
of his extensive scholarship is on the ‘philosophical’ presuppositions shaping
scientific thought, much of what he writes relates to philosophy of history. This is
because Jaki sees the history of progress as substantially dependent on the emergence
and (complex) development of scientific rationality. The suppositions underlying
the latter thus intertwine with those involved in historical thought. This is nowhere
more clear than in those numerous passages where Jaki insists upon a stark
dichotomy between the Graeco-Roman (and previous cultures’) cyclical view of
time and history and the Judaeo-Christian linear view. Arguing that scientific
thought was variously still-born, perverted, or delayed wherever the Christian
rejection of cyclical assumptions was absent or ignored, he concludes, ‘All great
cultures that witnessed a stillbirth in science within their ambience have one major
feature in common. They were all dominated by a pantheistic concept of the
universe going through eternal cycles. By contrast, the only viable birth of science
took place in a culture for which the world was a created, contingent entity’. And
like others on this theme, Jaki draws lessons for the present and future.

Doubtless mindful that the vistas opened up by contemporary science are as
astonishing as they are problematic — that they confront us with material, moral,
and spiritual issues of genuinely historical proportions — he fears we may make the
wrong choice ‘between two ultimate alternatives: faith in the Creator and in a
creation once-and-for-all, or surrender to the treadmill of eternal cycles’. Although
unstated, we can assume that the latter belief is for Jaki both a cause of, and
evidence for, a culture’s lapse into moral indifference, loss of purpose, and ultimate
hopelessness bred of fatalism and superstition. If, on the contrary, we are to stride
forward to make a meaningful history in this age so dominated by science, ‘The past
and present of scientific history tell the very same lesson. It is the indispensability
of a firm faith in the only lasting source of rationality and confidence, the Maker
of heaven and earth, of all things visible and invisible’.3¢ For those who may puzzle
as to where the monotheistic Islamic faith figures in this theme, Jaki offers his own
perspective, at least with respect to the times of Muhammad:

the Koran did not provide the necessary mental encouragement and
guidelines for a rational approach to the universe. The reason for this lies
in the overly voluntaristic and moralistic tone of the Koran, and more
particularly, in its emphasis on the will of the Creator . . . no conspicuous
effort is made to tie the sovereign decisions of God to His nature, that is,
to His rationality. In other words, the will of God [Allah] seems to be

above any norm . . .37
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Augustine, the philosopher of history?

Augustine’s two ‘cities’

Such, then, are some of the perspectives on what many urge as a fundamental
innovation in the way time and history was understood — the alleged dichotomy
between cyclical and linear ‘theories’ of history. Some have denied the dichotomy,
although it has not stopped them drawing dramatic conclusions regarding the
theme. As for those who insist on the dichotomy, some claim the Graeco-Romans
were not interested in history because of their belief in cycles: others claim the
Graeco-Romans were interested in history precisely because of their belief in cycles
(that is, they hoped to learn lessons by charting them): others claim only Christians
were interested in history, because of their belief in progress: whilst others, finally,
claim Christians were not interested in history because their eschatology concerned
an essentially spiritual state which rendered actual contingent historical circum-
stances ultimately irrelevant.

Thus the reader, whether monotheistic, Christian, or of no religion, may be
forgiven for thinking this a confusing scenario. That it is so can partly be attributed
to the legacy of St Augustine, about whose ideas in The City of God it has (somewhat
dubiously) been said, ‘With every reason, Western philosophy can be declared a
series of footnotes’.?® Because Augustine was ‘the thetorician, the epigrammatist, the
polemicist, but not the patient, logical, systematic philosopher’,* his ideas afford
considerable scope for diverse interpretations. Additionally, not only is The City of
God a long work serving a variety of purposes, it is only one of a large corpus of
St Augustine’s output. Again, within these writings it is more than likely he changed
some ideas (e.g., his views on whether, and how, the State should deal with heretics
— subsequently ‘the subject of extended, and sometimes sharp, controversy’).* But
perhaps most of all, one of the central themes he addressed involves inherently
ambiguous notions whose ‘real’ meaning may be impossible to reach scholarly
agreement on — namely, his famous distinction beween ‘the City of God’ and ‘the
earthly City’.

Augustine employed these terms to highlight the difference between a life
centred on involvement in our ‘actual’ circumstances as distinct from being centred
on the spirituality of the individual’s experience, whatever those circumstances.
The former life is lived entirely within ‘the earthly City’, where aspirations for ‘the
good life’ (wealth, pleasure, health) are defined by the managing of one’s affairs in
the busy surrounding world. The latter ‘life’, on the other hand, aspires to be lived
in ‘the City of God’, where the value of one’s being is measured not in terms of
‘actual’, earthly circumstances but in terms of the spiritual qualities of perfect love,
justice, mercy, and faith. The truly ‘good life’ is, then, not determined by how
the external world impinges on one and how one manages it to extract the desired
life-experience. Rather, the good life is the maintenance of that ‘spiritual’ or
psychological state of mind centred on an unqualified love of God and of one’s
neighbours, irrespective of the ‘external’ contingencies thrown up by actual
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circumstances — for example, poverty, ill-health, rivalries, hatreds, wars, betrayals,
and other such trials.

Augustine is, then, contriving a kind of parable. The ‘City of Earth’ is a ‘place’
which, despite many attractions and possibilities for not only pleasure but also
virtue of a kind, is inevitably a trap for those seeking the truly good life — God’s
kingdom, after all, is ‘not of this Earth’. The earthly City is tainted by sin — the
greed, brutality, and self-interestedness of fallen Man. The City of God, on
the other hand, is a ‘place’ of like-minded ‘saints’ in spiritual communion with
each other and God.

Obviously we are all born in, and thus ‘into’, the ‘earthly City’, but Augustine
claimed that if one were a Christian, hopeful of salvation through God’s grace, one
should regard ‘this’ life as merely a journey through ‘the earthly City’ — indeed, as
a pilgrimage — towards one’s goal, the City of God. Like anyone journeying to a
destination, the places in between are not important in themselves — one should
neither tarry over-long, nor get involved, in them. It is this aspect of the ‘parable’
which has inspired many to claim that Augustine’s perspective is ‘other-worldly’
— that he is suggesting Christians should not concern themselves with ‘earthly’
affairs, but respectfully and/or resignedly lower their heads and travel as trouble-
free as possible, trying not to get involved in the turmoil of the busy streets they
have to traverse. This interpretation was later exploited by the elites of medieval
societies (including the Church itself) to preach to ordinary folk a message of
obedience to authority. But more directly for our purposes, it has also been
interpreted as meaning that for Augustine (and to that extent, for Christian
thought), history is irrelevant both in the grand scheme of things and in its
significance in our own life-times. Why? Because whatever dreams and schemes
might hope to be fulfilled through manipulating and reorganising ‘external’ circum-
stances — for example, democratising government, defeating foreign rule,
revolutionising the economy, or reforming social structures — they are futile, stuck
as they are in the ultimately worthless dimension of ‘the earthly City’. Logically,
such a perspective does not necessarily deny that the course of history may be
‘intelligible’ — but inasmuch as history charts the ‘busy streets’, it lacks real
‘meaning’. And being thus ultimately irrelevant, it is difficult to see the rationale

for any kind of philosophy of history.

The irrelevance of history?

This interpretation of Augustine can, then, lead to the view, paradoxically, that
despite God’s once-and-for-all creation of the world and its finite, linear history (in
contrast to the cyclical eternal history of the pagan Graeco-Romans), that same
history is irrelevant and meaningless to man (apart from certain Divine happenings
such as the Resurrection). For example, Trompf reminds us that despite Augustine’s
various versions of human history (always composed with a polemical purpose), his
overall perspective on the history of ‘the Earthly City’ was that it demonstrated ‘the
mutability of the human estate’,*' that ‘wars, diseases, sorrows, and famine had
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been with men always’, and that one would ultimately search in vain for any
evidence that God’s justice was exemplified in His having instilled into the Earthly
City’s history any principle of moral retribution or inherent plan of spiritual
progression.** Inasmuch as his own times presaged a new order in which the City
of God may be established, not only was Augustine vague about how soon this
would happen, neither did he conceive of the eventuality as emerging from, and
because of, the previous course of secular human history. As another scholar,
Deane, puts it, ‘If we confine our attention only to the history of this world and do
not look beyond it to the future kingdom of God’s saints, we cannot call Augustine
a believer in historical progress’.** In short, the City of God is not the product of
human history — it is radically a-historical.

The same conclusions concerning Augustine’s logic are drawn by Fortin, who
argues that ‘the rationality of the divine plan is not in the materials used. No
analysis of [historical] events will ever lead to the discovery of an end which is at
once present and operative in the process from the beginning and destined to be
progressively actualised through it. It follows that the future course of human
history is totally unpredictable. History will come to an end at the appointed time
... because God will have chosen to bring it toa close . . . . Its completion is in no
way related to emergent political structures or the general state of human affairs at
any any given moment’.* He adds weight to his interpretation by arguing that
Augustine rejected contemporary hopes that a new Christian Rome would
necessarily bring temporal and material rewards with it.*> Rather, the affairs of men
are inevitably unregenerate, and inasmuch as the City of God is entangled in the
Earthly City, its role cannot be to reconstruct the latter along lines of perfection.
On the contrary, without the evil which must pervade ordinary society, the virtue
of the saintly is meaningless — ‘the function of virtue is not to do away with evil
but to conquer it’.* Thus Fortin interprets Augustine as rejecting any notion of a
realised Christian society functioning according to the morality of the Gospels. No
temporal community can achieve this. Some may be better than others; some
marvellous innovations may emerge. But there is no guarantee that a particular
society will not be replaced by a worse one, nor that innovations will always be used
for good rather than evil. In short, for Augustine there is no reason to believe that
any ‘actual’ or temporal society ‘is at all capable of fulfilling man’s longing for
wholeness’. The ‘historical’ goal of which Augustine writes in his City of God
‘remains transcendent and wholly independent of any observable improvement in
the political sphere’.#” Fortin thus concludes that ‘one is entitled to ask what, if
anything, the modern philosophy of history owes to him?, to which a radical reply
might be that, logically, it owes him nothing, since interpreted along these lines
Augustine’s thinking precludes the very idea behind ‘philosophy of history’.

History as relevant?

Others, however, have interpreted Augustine along opposite lines. For them,
Augustine sees human history (guided by God’s design) as moving inevitably
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towards the destruction of ‘the Earthly City’ and its replacement by ‘the City of
God’ — and the latter is here interpreted as, indeed, a totally reformed temporal
world (presaged in Augustine’s present times, his ‘sixth Age’, and eventually
actualised in a forthcoming ‘seventh Age’ bearing all the hallmarks of an earthly
millennium — after which, the world would be destroyed, ushering in the final,
eternal, eighth Age). For example, Jaki claims that ‘what the medievals learned [in
The City of God] . . .was, above all, the proposition that the physical universe and
human history both had their origin in the sovereign creative act of God, which
also established a most specific course and destiny for both’.#® He describes
Augustine’s book as the ‘vehicle for a confidence which centuries later made
possible the emergence for the first time of a culture with a built-in force of self-
sustaining progress’,*’ and praises Augustine for recognising that ‘the Christian
pursuit of happiness’ must be protected from any ‘relapse into the monotony of
cycles undermining man’s sense of purpose’, from any ‘anti-intellectualism
disdainful of the attainments of reason’, and from ‘considering as something evil
the material world’. Jaki’s interpretation suggests the view of a human history
unfolding in a linear fashion towards a reformed temporal world — and that despite
some possible eventual extinction, the history of humankind is, or can be, one of
continual progress towards the perfected Christian world-society. I say, ‘can be’,
since from the above it seems that, for Jaki, much depends on people ‘having
the right attitude’ (namely, the correct Christian beliefs). Yet whether they do or
will is another matter, since Jaki adds that for Augustine, ‘most importantly, the
pursuit of happiness rested on man’s grasp of his own and of the material world’s
fundamental contingency, as everything rested on a sovereign, creative act of God’.”°

Quite what this implies is difficult to discern. Is the course of human history,
then, one of unilinear progress, and hence meaningful? And if so, however, does
this depend on people’s ‘right thinking’, such that without it history would be
chaotic and meaningless? Or if mankind and its world is fundamentally
‘contingent’, is the course of history up to God? If so, the only reason to be hopeful
for continued progress in the reform of ‘the Earthly City’ is to rely on God’s goodwill
rather than on our own beliefs and powers, or on any inbuilt dynamic in the
workings of history. Perhaps Jaki realises this is where his logic leads, for he stresses
Augustine’s message that God’s ordering of material and human history can be
trusted to be both intelligible (unlike, according to Jaki, the Muslim concept of
God) and beneficent because His ‘fingerprints were evidenced by the disposition
of everything according to weight, measure, and number’.’! The reader may be
forgiven for thinking Jaki wants it both ways. On the one hand it would seem the
course of history is at the mercy of God’s will, which could (despite Jaki’s and
Augustine’s protests) be arbitrary (the perennial theological problem of evil and
suffering looms large here). On the other hand, it would seem that how human
beings handle their world is of central importance in determining whether their
history is one of progress and meaning. Yet whether human-beings are bound (by
God or anything else) to conduct their affairs progressively, or bound not to, or not
‘bound’ at all, is another matter — another perennial theological problem looms
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here, namely, that of free will. There are, then, ambiguities in this presentation of
Augustine’s views on both the course and the importance of human history,
although it is clear enough that, for Jaki, what happens in ‘the Earthly City’ does
matter — implicit in his hopes for historical human progress there is a connection
(albeit never spelt out) between the ‘Earthly’ and ‘Heavenly’ cities. However
‘spiritual’ the latter may be, it would appear to have distinct temporal implications
in Jaki’s interpretation.

Far less equivocal is Nisbet’s interpretation of this aspect of Augustine. After
arguing that the early Christians’ idea of reform and regeneration encompassed
not only spiritual but also ‘material, political, and social improvement’,’> and
choosing passages in which Augustine praises humankind’s capacity for material
progress, Nisbet refers to Augustine’s notion of ‘the education of the human race’
over time, in which Augustine ‘sees the progress of mankind, the material progress
we have already found to shine so brilliantly in his account, as akin to a long process
of cumulative education in a single human being’. This process of ‘a single, unified
mankind . . . advancing in accordance with an immanent design’ is an historical
process, despite ‘the actual multiplicity and particularity of recorded history’ which
tends to obscure the ‘reality’ of the progress of mankind ‘toward fulfilment of all that
was good in its being’.> Aware that many have interpreted Augustine as being
strongly opposed to all notions of an earthly millennium, Nisbet nonetheless argues
‘there are grounds for belief that Augustine foresaw a progressive, fulfilling, and
blissful period ahead, on earth, for humanity’.’* Further, Nisbet somewhat mis-
chievously notes that even Augustine’s version of the New Earth which is,
apocalyptically, to succeed the destruction of our temporal world, ‘has a decidedly
earthly, human flavour’ including, in Augustine’s own words, ‘life, health, nourish-
ment, and plenty, and glory, and honour and peace, and all good things’.>®

In short, Nisbet offers an Augustine who, almost irrespective of his metaphor of
the ‘Earthly City’ and the ‘City of God’, conceived of and bequeathed a ‘philosophy
of history’ premised on the view that the course of human history is necessarily one
of continuing progress, not only spiritually, but mundanely in terms of political,
social, economic, and cultural improvement. If, then, by ‘the Earthly City’ is meant
this temporal world, then what happens in it — namely, its history — is of the most
intimate significance. In his version of Augustine, not for Nisbet the bowed head
of the resigned pilgrim, ignoring as far possible his mundane surroundings as he
travels in hope to a ‘place’ of a different order altogether!

Interpreting Augustine

Examining these large claims made of, and about, a central ideological divide
between how the Graeco-Roman and Judaeo-Christian cultures viewed history
(partly derived from the clash between pagan and monotheistic religions), we have
devoted considerable space to Augustine — or rather, to differing interpretations
of him. This is because his writings (particularly The City of God) crystallised the

65



SPECULATIVE PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY

cultural clash between Christianity and Graeco-Roman ideas at a crucial time in
the history of the Roman Empire. As such, combined with the extensiveness and
stature of his writings, Augustine’s legacy stretched over the ensuing centuries we
call ‘the Middle Ages’. Not only did he influence people’s attitudes towards the
course and meaning of history — his legacy is no less important in the related field
of political thought. Yet, as we have seen, even now it remains a thoroughly
ambiguous inheritance whose implications are nonetheless huge whichever
interpretation of his ideas one adopts. (This has been a powerful contributory factor
to his enduring influence, since neither scholars nor enthusiasts are prone to let
ambiguities lie).

On the one hand, the implications of Augustine’s doctrines are that mundane
earthly history is a meaningless kaleidoscope of petty material struggles, triumphs,
and disasters — that on its own, it is going nowhere, and nothing of lasting worth
can be found in its past or be expected in its future. (Ironically one is reminded of
precisely that alleged pagan doctrine of an ultimately meaningless repetitive history
which Augustine is so concerned to refute). No amount of zealous reformism, social
engineering, or political restructuring can bring about a ‘City of Earth’ which
progressively fulfils ‘the human good’. Rather, the latter is radically dissociated
from temporal, earthly life, being instead a ‘spiritual’ state of mind and/or some
transcendental New Order (‘the City of God) subsequent to the apocalyptic
destruction of human life on earth as we know it. That human history will
eventuate in such a manner has been determined by God, irrespective of man’s free
will to fashion his own history. The best use of free will is to follow Christian
morality, loving one’s neighbour and God, rejecting the challenges and temptations
of ‘the Earthly City’, in hopes of achieving a kind of ‘virtual reality’ of ‘the Heavenly
City’ prior to its actual institution by God’s judgement. As we have seen,
interpreted so it is difficult to see any sense in which Augustine’s doctrines offer a
‘philosophy of history’ — that is, a set of ideas which help make sense of, and thereby
possibly give meaning to, human history by explaining what internal mechanisms
or dynamics determine its course. If for some Graeco-Roman minds history was
one of unmitigated gloom, at least they offered explanations for this. The only
‘explanation’ to be extracted for Augustine’s view (to the extent it was his view)
is a paradoxical intermixture of God’s will and the free will of Fallen Man, where
one is reminded of Spinoza’s observation that to refer the inexplicable to ‘the will

of God’ is ‘truly, a ridiculous way of expressing ignorance’.>®

On the other hand Augustine has been presented as the first great philosopher of
history, whose ideas originated the notion of the linear, meaningful, progressive
history of mankind towards fulfilling its potential towards unity, justice, and
happiness. It has been claimed that Charlemagne’s ambitions for a ‘Holy Roman
Empire’ at his doubly symbolic coronation by the Pope on Christmas Day 800 were
inspired by an Augustinian vision of a re-formed united Christian ‘Earthly City’,>
and there is a hint in one recent commentator’s mind that this ‘worldly’ version of
Augustine, whereby the One Church is to be God’s instrument for man’s earthly
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salvation by extending its influence throughout the globe, remains a Catholic ideal
disputed by Protestants who lean towards a more ‘other-worldly’ interpretation of
Augustine — in short, that Catholics think more in terms of history, Protestants
more in terms of souls.>®

Some heuristics of the history of thought

From the above, it is clear that much of the problem in interpreting Augustine’s
views on history centres on this issue of ‘worldliness’ and ‘other-worldliness’.
Just what the role of Christianity in the actual affairs of the world should be
— whether it should have any role ‘in’ history at all — remains ambiguous, just as
whether ‘earthly’ history itself should be relegated to a meaningless flux or, on the
contrary, be the focus for rational belief in the inevitable march of human progress
towards the perfect society. Because, as your ‘guide’, I have highlighted opposing
interpretations of Augustine, readers might think I should now try to settle
the matter. However, I do not think it is possible to do so — rather, in a work, The
City of God, so suffused with rhetoric (including polemic) because devoted to
achieving practical objectives, I would almost say it is impossible to expect either
philosophical consistency, intellectual honesty, or ‘good faith’. I have elsewhere®
attempted to explain what is involved in recovering a writer’s thinking — that is,
what is involved in doing ‘the history of thought’. Where, by constructing his book,
a writer is trying to achieve some practical objective, he is not concerned to explore
and argue the truth for the sake of the truth. Rather, what he writes is chosen,
through persuading his reader of the truth of what he says, to achieve some purpose
external to the matter ostensibly under discussion — for example, to follow this
religion, join that political movement, behave in this way, or believe in that way.
There is nothing ‘wrong’ with practically motivated writings — but they are different
from theoretically motivated ones. The latter occur where the writer has no
(practical) axe to grind, being concerned solely to explore, argue, and communicate
the truth on a matter, irrespective of any practical consequences. In this sense the
historian as well as, for example, the scientist, critic, and philosopher, can and
should be a ‘theoretician’. This does not mean that theoretically motivated writings
do not contain errors, or that practically inspired writings never say anything true.
Nor does it mean that parts of a practically inspired book cannot be theoretically
inspired, and vice-versa — (the point is to identify what is going on at any particular
point). What it does mean, however, is that where a piece of writing is practically
inspired, those criteria of logical consistency, objectivity, and open-ended pursuit
of the truth necessary to theoretical writings are replaced by the criterion of
efficiency in achieving the writer’s practical objectives. Accordingly, opponents’
views are often distorted, the writer’s points overstated, ‘inconvenient’ facts
ignored, and chains of reasoning directed to pre-chosen, ‘appropriate’ conclusions.
(Another, less satisfactory, term for such writings is ‘ideological’).

Thus it is that where we encounter such writings it is not so much futile as a
misunderstanding of their nature to assume the writer must be able to be made
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philosophical sense of, that inconsistencies and ambiguities must be capable of
being cleared up, if only we, the poor readers, had the intelligence to do so. Later
in this book we will encounter Vico imploring his contemporaries to stop believing
that ancient writings must, by their nature, contain hidden wisdom — that whilst
this attitude prevails, no true ‘science’ of the past is possible. Just so, albeit on a less
general level, we might urge people to stop assuming that ‘great thinkers’ must
have been aspiring to explore truth for the sake of truth, and that it is up either to
us or to commentators and historians of thought to make consistent philosophical
sense of what they ‘must’ have ‘really’ meant. Rather, the message is that history
of thought approached in such a manner is pre-scientific, and will continue to be
wherever we ignore its first rule — namely, to recognise books and other pieces of
writing as more or less complex artefacts deliberately constructed by thinkers, and
thus to ask, ‘what is it that they are trying to do, both by the book as a whole,
and in any particular part of it?. All else follows, and as stated, I have explored
the heuristic implications and techniques elsewhere. Our point here is that the
distinction between theoretical and practically inspired writings is a telling one,
and that because Augustine’s City of God exemplifies the latter, those who insist
on trying to interpret it as offering a consistent, unambiguous ‘doctrine’ are
mistaken. And as for those who accept that he did bequeath a confusing legacy,
but might suggest this is simply because, despite his genuine intentions, Augustine
was confused, or wrote badly, or was simply unable to articulate certain ‘inexpress-
ibles’, again [ suggest they are mistaken, and that the more likely explanation is that
he did not ‘seriously’ address the very issues they hope, by ‘interpreting’ him, to find
him solving — in short, that his notions of ‘the Earthly City’ and ‘the City of God’,
and their implications for the nature of human history and the role of the Christian
in the temporal world, were not the product of theoretical thinking (thereby
offering the expectation of some intellectually coherent philosophy), but were
practically inspired and practically argued, and hence (particularly given the
complex issues addressed) were unlikely to achieve a level of intellectual coherence
never intended in any event.

It is beyond our brief to demonstrate, from his writings, what I have suggested about
Augustine’s City of God (although some indications may have emerged in our
exposition of the controversy it has provoked). Rather, in line with what I have
said about ‘practically inspired’ writings, we might want to attend to the following
points: Augustine was educated as a pagan, and then during his twenties fell under
the influence of the teachings of the Persian prophet, Mani. But he later renounced
Manichaeism, employing his increasingly renowned rhetorical skills to refute the
‘heresy’. Around 387, having been attracted to Neo-Platonist ideas, and then under
the influence of (St) Ambrose, the Bishop of Milan, he converted to Christianity,
and by 395 was made Bishop of Hippo (in North Africa). ‘Never one . . . to hide
his light under a bushel’,%° his renown as a winner of arguments, hounder of
‘heresies’, and indefatigable preacher spread, such that when the Goths sacked the
city of Rome in 410, and Christianity was held to blame for the Empire’s sorry
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demise, it was Augustine whom a Christian representative of Roman officialdom
asked to refute the charge. Hence (although it took from 413 to 426 to complete)
his famous City of God. None of these points in themselves prove, of course, the
claims I have made about his ideas — but they do contain tell-tale signs of where
practically motivated writings, rather than earnestly considered attempts to arrive
at truth for its own sake, are more likely to be found.

Summary comments

The Christian challenge

Clearly, an important part of the Christian challenge to Graeco-Roman culture
focused on its rejection of the doctrine of eternally recurring cosmological and
historical cycles — and we have seen that for many scholars, let alone Christians,
this (alleged) gulf has momentous implications for man’s understanding of time,
the course of history, his own place within it, and his expectations from it. Some
have seen the originally Jewish insistence on the linearity of history, adopted by
the early Christians, as providing the very foundations for ‘philosophy of history’.
Hence the surely extravagant claims made for Christianity in particular, along the
lines that once it was committed to seeking a universal constituency it thereby
‘invented’ the concomitant notions of a meaningful history and belief in human
progress; we are consequently urged to ‘maintain (or regain) the faith’ if humankind
is to face the future with confidence rather than lose itself in doctrines and attitudes
which, blind to the message of history, portend a future for humanity as meaningless
(according, allegedly, to those doctrines and attitudes) as its past has been.

Cyclical and linear history

There are several problems with this point of view. First, in the abstract, neither
linear nor cyclical ‘theories’ of history in themselves point to either the presence
or absence of intelligibility in history. In microcosm, a linear sequence of events is
no more intelligible by its nature than is a (recurring) cycle of events. That events
do not repeat themselves does not mean the course they take is therefore
‘meaningful’. Rather, we might tend more to the opposite view — namely, that
where they do repeat themselves we are more likely to find some principle of
intelligibility, or extract some meaning, in such an historical process. But still, in
neither case is such meaning necessarily implied. What is true, however, is that to
describe history as either cyclical or linear is to say something meaningful about
history. But this is where confusion can arise, because to say something meaningful
about history is not necessarily the same as saying history is meaningful. (By analogy
I could describe someone’s behaviour as repetitious, or observe that every life has
abeginning and an end. Respectively, | am saying something meaningful about his
behaviour, or her life. But this is far from saying that his behaviour, or her life, are
meaningful). Now, when we refer to ‘philosophy of history’, which do we mean? If
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we mean ‘saying something meaningful about the course of history’, then the
cyclical no less than the linear approach contributes to ‘philosophy of history’,
(and Christianity loses its alleged uniqueness). If, however, we mean ‘showing that
history is meaningful’, then neither the cyclical nor the linear approach necessarily
imply this, (again, confuting those alleged logical grounds for claiming Christianity’s
pre-eminence in providing the only grounds for ‘philosophy of history’ through its
adherence to linear rather than cyclical history).

But of course there is more to this claim, on behalf of Christianity, than its
insistence on history’s linearity. It is only linear because it is the fulfilling, through
time, of God’s design, or purpose. It is this which ensures not only that ‘meaningful
things can be said about history’, but more powerfully, that ‘history is meaningful’.
The ‘secret’, then, in the momentous claims made for Christianity is that it is not
its linear as distinct from the (pagan) cyclical approach which makes it ‘unique’ in
the sphere of ‘philosophy of history’ but, mundanely enough, its concept of God.

The Christian deity and history

This invites a second observation. The Christian concept of God which furnishes
a linear approach to the course of history is (following the Jews) that of both a
transcendent deity and, to make history progressive, a caring deity. The latter point
seems more a matter of belief, even wishful thinking (although some theologians
and philosophers offer explanations) than the former, more metaphysical, idea.
The significance of a transcendent deity is that, being ‘above’ or ‘apart’ from the
universe (unlike the ‘mythopoeic’ notion of the universe as animated, or later
pantheistic versions of God’s, or gods’, immanence within the universe), such a
deity thereby has control over the universe. It is its creation and it determines
what happens in it. God’s transcendence is here seen as the condition of His
determination of the course of history, since absolute power requires absolute
disentanglement from that which is controlled. Logically, this seems sound.
However, this scenario is contradicted by Christianity’s insistence on human free
will (although theologians tell us it is merely complicated, rather than contradicted,
by free will — hence many a tortuous treatise trying to reconcile the necessity of a
God-determined world with free human agency). It is not our brief here to explore
the general philosophical problems which ensue, but it is relevant to comment
where they impinge directly on the validity of those particular claims regarding
Christianity’s ‘foundation’ of philosophy of history. We have encountered
the strident view that a progressive future history for humankind depends on the
continued (or renewed) Christian belief in a linear, meaningful past history — in
short, the huge claim that mankind’s future depends on people adopting the
‘correct’ philosophy of history which, amongst other things, rejects any cyclical
theories as otherwise consigning us to entrapment in a random, meaningless future.
Yet this means the future progress of mankind depends on man, not God. Further,
it means it depends on how people think, on their attitudes and beliefs. By
implication, does it also mean that the course of (past) history has been linear,
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meaningful, and progressive not because it has been determined by God, but because
of how free human beings have thought in the past?

Many conceptual problems surface here, threatening to render the claims made
for Christianity’s contribution to philosophy of history unintelligible. For example,
what of the aeons of history prior to Christianity? Was their history also determined
by how free human-beings thought? If so, their thinking could not have been along
Christian lines, the very condition, it would seem, of linear, progressive history!
In short, those who make such bold claims about the significance of Christian
beliefs both for the ‘foundation’ of philosophy of history and for history’s future
course are caught in both a dilemma and a paradox. The dilemma is that to the
extent their perspective demands we ‘keep the faith’, then the course of history is
up to us, not God. And the paradox is that, in their logic, history is only meaningful
because of this immanent process centred on human beliefs — beliefs, however,
which precisely centre on the contrary notion of a transcendent God who determines
the course of history! Such ingenious self-contradictions suggest that those
generous claims we found about the Christian challenge to Graeco-Roman
attitudes to history are less coherent than they might be, and contemporary
Christians may think twice before endorsing them.

The temporal and spiritual lives

A further comment on the Christian ‘alternative’ philosophy of history returns us
to Augustine’s ambivalent legacy of the difference, and the relation, between the
‘heavenly’ and ‘earthly’ cities. We may safely translate this great metaphor of
Christian thought as referring to the difference, and relation, between the temporal
and spiritual side of life. Here we might wish to rescue Augustine somewhat
from my ‘accusations’ of ambiguousness and lack of intellectual honesty, since the
theme is inherently ambiguous in any event. It is also important, particularly for
those religions and philosophies which recognise the spiritual or ‘other-worldly’
dimension to human experience. Unlike, for example, wealth or health, ‘happiness’
(‘the good life’, ‘salvation’) is clearly a state of mind. The question is, however,
whether this ‘state of mind’ is the product of one’s mind or the product of one’s
material circumstances (indeed, including wealth and health). Many religions and
philosophies appear to adopt the former position whereby one is urged not to seek
happiness in ‘the things of this world’ (that is, in temporal affairs) because any such
happiness is fleeting (being at the mercy of chance) and illusory (because ultimately
insatiable). Instead, ‘true’ happiness is said to be the product of a mind internally
disciplined towards correct ideas and values, irrespective of ‘the slings and arrows
of fortune’ and/or the vicissitudes of history. Images of the determined Stoic, serene
Buddhist, or contemplative mystic spring to mind here, as well as the devout
Christian. But wherever such a view has dominated, the question has arisen as to
what one’s relation with the actual (temporal) world should be. Should one ignore
it as far as possible, or indulge it at least to be sociable, or combatively engage with
it in pursuit of the ideals one’s religion or philosophy teaches? Part of the answer
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is that it depends what those teachings are — or, more often, how they are
interpreted. Therevada Buddhism, for example, recommended withdrawal from
society in favour of ‘the contemplative life’, whilst Mahayana Buddhism urged the
‘enlightened’ to live and engage in society in hopes of improving it. Plato’s famous
cave analogy suggests the philosopher who has escaped into daylight (‘truth’) will
not be welcome back amongst the slaves ‘underground’ unless he pretends to be like
them. Having envisaged the perfect society in Book Two of his Utopia, Thomas
More then wrote Book One, however, as an exploration of whether there is any
point trying to realise such ideals in the real world. Later the philosopher Hegel,
perhaps believing himself to be echoing Spinoza, claimed that for those of the
contemplative mind, philosophy ‘is the rose in the cross of the present’, granting
them the serenity afforded by insight into Reality, however unsatisfactory the actual
world — and consequently insisted it is not the task of philosophy to try to change
the world we live in,®! a notion famously rejected by Marx.

Many other examples abound of thinkers, before and after Augustine, grappling
with the overall problematic of the relation between the ‘spiritual’ and the
‘temporal’ life, or between the world of Ideal Truth and the actual, mundane world,
or (in some treatments) between ‘theory’ and ‘practice’. The problem even has
resonance within the field of psychiatry, for can an unhappy state of experience only
be corrected by changing the actual life-circumstances which (allegedly) cause it,
or are the latter irrelevant, the cure being to ‘rethink’ one’s way into a different state
of mind (through psychotherapy and/or drugs)? Returning to Augustine, then,
the question regarding his ‘philosophy of history’ is whether what happens in the
mundane, actual world has anything to do with ‘true’ human happiness. Should one
strive to change the real world, to refashion socio-economic and political structures
in order to get rid of poverty, disease, oppression, exploitation, and injustice? Or
is happiness a state of mind we have to think our way into by changing, not reality,
but our ideas — in short, by ‘re-thinking’ reality, in this case via ‘converting’ to
Christian faith? If the latter, then (as often observed of much subsequent medieval
historiography) the only relevant aspect of actual, mundane history is the history
of the Universal Church because of its role as mentor of the flock and guardian of
the faith (although military Crusades also have a place). If the former, on the other
hand, then the full panorama of what we call ‘history’ comes into play. As seen,
Augustine is open to either interpretation. Indeed, we can use his metaphor of the
two cities to posit extremes, either of which he was probably striving to avoid. We
can think of the ‘pilgrim’ self-absorbedly travelling through an alien land, selfishly
aloof to the sufferings and injustices around him. Or we can think of the ‘pilgrim’
as an enlightened outsider, outraged by what he sees around him, determined to
put things right in the alien land he is journeying through. As suggested,
Christianity is not alone in proferring the dichotomy between the ‘spiritual’ and
‘temporal’ life, and in differing circumstances various ‘kinds’ of Christian have
veered more to one side than the other. More usually, however, the religion has
presented an ‘orthodox’ eclectic middle position whereby it neither aspires to take
charge of temporal affairs in the hope of fulfilling an historical destiny for mankind,
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nor, however, stands mute and aloof on the sidelines of a temporal history reckoned
to be irrelevant to ‘salvation’. How far this is an inherent ambivalence which was
simply (and unwittingly) translated into the ambiguities of Augustine’s ‘philosophy
of history’, or whether the latter contributed to an ambivalence in Christianity not
in fact a necessary feature of it, is a difficult question — and whilst it remains so the
contribution of Christian thought to philosophy of history, and its relation with
it, remain problematic.

13



5

A CHANGING CONSCIOUSNESS
OF HISTORY

The Renaissance and Machiavelli

Introduction

The ‘Middle Ages’

Trends in recent scholarship have challenged the idea that the collapse of the
Western Roman Empire provoked a radical change from classical Roman culture
to a markedly different, now ‘otherworldly’ Christian culture. Rather, for example,
the latter’s ‘intrusion’ sparked an exciting ‘cultural dynamic’ in which ‘new value-
structures, new subjects worth writing about’, and ‘a whole new literary language’
emerged from an interaction continuing into the seventh century.! Likewise, the
‘standard’ notion of the subsequent ‘Middle Ages’ as a long period unchanging in
its basic intellectual assumptions has been robustly challenged in certain areas
(e.g., the notion of an outburst of humanist literature in the High Middle Ages, as
masterfully described by Southern).? But despite these revisions it remains true to
say that regarding time and history the Augustinian heritage (including its
ambiguities) dominated medieval presuppositions. Although those tensions
implicit in the distinction between ‘the City of God’ and ‘Earthly City’ — between
the spiritual and temporal dimensions to life — formed the backcloth to much
dispute in political thought, they were neither resolved nor superseded by any new
perspective on the significance and meaning of the course of history. Where
novelties occurred they originated in one-sided interpretations of Christianity
whereby an individual, sect, or ‘heresy’ emphasised a notion of ‘heaven on earth’
(that is, a temporal realisation of ‘salvation’) — or, alternatively, emphasised the
opposite, whereby the temporal, earthly life was so reviled as to encourage, in
the most extreme cases, group suicide pacts.

Historical monotony?

Thus it is, that, despite recent historiography showing ‘the Middle Ages’ replete
with change and diversity rather than a static period stretching from the fifth to
the fourteenth centuries, from our perspective of ‘speculative philosophy of history’
the platitude that ‘people’s eyes were turned towards Heaven’ — that their
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intellectual interests centred on eternal verities, and their speculative instincts on
attaining individual spiritual salvation — remains applicable. In this climate nothing
innovative arose in terms of a new outlook on the significance of human history.
Rather, it would seem, people in the Middle Ages were simply not interested in
speculating beyond the Biblical version of history and Augustine’s tutelage (via his
famous metaphor) on how to understand what it meant or implied. This has led
many, particularly in the light of the subsequent ‘Renaissance’, to characterise ‘the
medieval mind’ as lacking any properly historical consciousness of their own past
and of the diverse nature of other cultures. In short, the supposition is that they
saw themselves as living in a basically changeless society, finding no inspiration for
change through looking at their own or anyone else’s history, and no inspiration
for progress in particular because society neither did, nor needed to, change.
Salvation was the goal of the individual. Temporal history did not matter.

The irony is that, arguably, this lack of historical consciousness was precisely the
product of a heightened sense of philosophy of history (albeit of a ‘negative’ kind) —
i.e., that it was just because the medieval mind was encouraged (by orthodox
Christianity) to take a ‘speculative’ perspective on human history that it spurned
genuine interest in real temporal history, whereas those later times (beginning
with the Renaissance) which did demonstrate a lively historical consciousness of
their own and other societies have largely lost that speculative, ‘philosophical’
approach whereby an overall sense of history’s significance could endow their lives
with ‘spiritual’ meaning. In its absence, interest in actual history thrives along with
its paradoxical partner, anomie.

In raising this as a possible perception we encounter the intriguing possibility of
an inverse relationship (both historically and logically) between belief in
‘speculative’ philosophy of history and interest in ‘actual’ history — in short, that
they repel each other. If true, this should not be so surprising. After all, if in good
speculative mode one ‘knows’ what history ‘is all about’, one is less likely to be
curious about its ‘details’. Wars, revolutions, migrations, and other ‘large’ past
events are seen as confirming the substantive ‘meaning’ of the course of history,
whilst ‘lesser’ events are dismissable as insignificant contingencies. Alternatively,
if in good historian’s mode one is fascinated in the discovery and understanding of
past events, one is less likely to be attracted to some pre-determined pattern into
which they ‘must’ fit since, apart from anything else, it undermines historians’
motive of the instinct of curiosity.

Aquinas

But, however relevant to this ‘guide’ as a whole, let us return from such reflections
to ‘the Middle Ages’. It seems that throughout that period basic presuppositions
about history and its course remained unchanged — that in having their eyes trained
on ‘Heaven’, temporal affairs (however pressingly important in practice) were
relegated to relative insignificance in people’s perspective on the ‘larger’ questions
of life, and that consciousness of and interest in history were perhaps particularly
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subject to this. One of the effects, of course, was that their underlying assumptions
about the ‘meaning’ of history were far less likely to be challenged by the uncovering
of new historical facts. In short, in this intellectual climate historical ignorance was
self-reinforcing.

Significantly, part of this historical ignorance extended to intellectual and
cultural history. With the downfall of the Western Roman Empire, numerous
classical writings in mathematics, philosophy, poetry, drama, history, politics, and
the other liberal arts, were lost to that part of Europe ‘which became a cultural unit
thanks to the Germanic invasions of the Roman Empire’,? either literally through
the effects of war, plunder, and destruction, or figuratively through neglect and
indifference. It would seem that even when there was a major intellectual
innovation in medieval thought — namely, the ‘rediscovery’ of Aristotle’s
philosophy and its integration into Christian thought in the thirteenth century —
however else this affected people’s way of thinking about life, it did not shift the
Augustinian perspective on the place of ‘history’ in it. Vastly impressed by, and
under corresponding pressure from, Aristotle’s astonishingly comprehensive (albeit
‘pagan’) corpus of philosophical, scientific, and metaphysical writings, medieval
scholars and theologians set about the task of reconciling his system with Christian
thought, culminating in the mammoth synthesis achieved by Thomas Aquinas’
Summa Theologica (1273). The tone underlying Aquinas’ reconciliation of the
two systems of thought is often summarised in his famous dictum, ‘Nature is
not destroyed by Grace, but perfected by it’, meaning that earthly things (‘Nature’)
are not utterly unregenerate, base, and corrupt (as could be interpreted from
Augustine), but do have a value. There is beauty, truth, and virtue to be found
in this temporal life. The fact of God’s heavenly perfection (‘Grace’) does
not relegate earthly things to a totally opposite corruption. On the other hand,
the value which is to be found in earthly things is nevertheless incomplete — the
temporal, earthly life is insufficient on its own, and needs the spiritual dimension
to perfect its possibilities. ‘[T]The aim of a good life on this earth is blessedness
in heaven’.* (Christian) faith in the perfection of God’s heavenly world is
required to properly make the best of what the earthly life offers — it is, so to speak,
the necessary ‘icing on the cake’. Without it, earthly things would indeed
be abandoned to total meaninglessness and corruption. Reason needs to be
accompanied by faith.

‘Scholasticism’

Although this perspective put a more favourable light on temporal matters, opening
up new topics and lines of enquiry hitherto ignored or deliberately shunned, it
seems it was insufficient to effect any basic shift in presuppositions about the
meaning and significance of history. Indeed, it could be argued that so ‘intellectual’
was Aquinas’ synthesis that, unlike Augustine’s combative ideas, his philosophy
was not attuned to making much practical impact on any of people’s entrenched
ways of thinking and behaving. Where it did have a ‘practical’ impact was in the
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intellectual world. Monks and scholars, encouraged by Aquinas’ staving off of
the threat of an unanswerable, pagan, secular-orientated Aristotelianism (Aristotle
was regarded as offering the epitome of a rational explanation of existence) busily
set about the task of researching, publicising, and teaching the now ‘Christianised’
Aristotelian system. And it is here, in part, that we rejoin our theme of speculative
philosophy of history, for what emerged was a formalised set of studies we call
scholasticism (from the Aristotelian ‘schools’ of philosophy’), one replete with
obscure Aristotelian technical terms and rendered more so for being Latinised.
This is part of our story because the dominance of the ‘schools’ was no mean
contributor to that new movement or period which did at last offer an alternative
‘way of thinking’ about the course and meaning of history — namely, ‘the
Renaissance’. It did so by helping provoke the beginnings of a culture counter to
‘medievalism’, partly centred on those such as Petrarch (1304-1374) who, inspired
by contempt for ‘scholasticism’, encouraged a return to the study of the literature
and ideas of the classical, Graeco-Roman world — what they referred to as ‘the
liberal arts’, or studia humanitatis (‘study of the humanities’, from which we derive
our concept of ‘the humanities’). By the fifteenth century these (principally [talian)
like-minded ‘humanist’ scholars (since referred to as ‘the Renaissance humanists’)
began to impose their ideas on a rapidly changing society only too willing to listen.
In schools and universities the new humanist curriculum of studies competed
increasingly successfully with the late medieval scholastical curriculum. The scene
was set, the intellectual world was now equipped, to at last induce some new
presuppositions about the nature and meaning of ‘history’.

Renaissance humanism and the ‘Middle Ages’

Before we explore the broader implications of the Renaissance, and of Renaissance
humanism, for speculative ‘philosophy of history’, we should note that the
Renaissance humanists had a more direct impact on how people thought about
history — and one of singular relevance to this part of our ‘guide’. It was they, no
less, who invented the very notion of ‘the Middle Ages’, or ‘medievalism’. With a
boldness perhaps necessarily characteristic of any who attempt to re-periodise
existing historical conventions (e.g., many eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
philosophers of history), Petrarch and those following him turned upside down the
medieval (sic) notion of history’s division into two basic periods — that of darkness
before, and light after, the virtually simultaneous birth of Christ and foundation
of the Roman Empire. Instead, the Renaissance humanists were remarkably
successful in preaching a new, contrary understanding of the course of history,
whereby the classical period of Greece, Rome, and the Roman Empire — Antiquity
— was one of light, followed by a period of darkness (the ‘dark ages’ of barbarism,
ignorance, and cultural desolation) they called ‘the Middle Ages’, which extended
from the fifth century AD until the dawning of their own ‘new’ age in the fourteenth
century, an age of high culture ‘reborn’ from, and remodelled upon, Antiquity’s
dazzling achievements.
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Although it was not until 1855 that the French historian, Michelet, coined it,
there is no doubt they would have found the term ‘the Renaissance’ perfectly suited
to their thinking. And this is how, in a roundabout way, the innovative outlook
elaborated by Aquinas, although not itself producing any shift in medieval
assumptions regarding history’s course and meaning, nevertheless eventually played
its part — albeit negatively. The Renaissance period owes part of its origins and
characteristics to the humanist movement, and the latter’s identity owed much to
their disillusion with the failed hopes of the optimistic twelfth and thirteenth
centuries. In those times, hopes for a new universal order of peace and prosperity
eventually came to be underpinned by Christian-Aristotelian philosophy, science,
and political economy. The latter spawned an intellectual system — ‘scholasticism’
—of which, when the hopes proffered by the late Middle Ages came to nought, ‘the
details all appeared intensely repellent. No books have ever been written that gave
less invitation to study . . . their illegible script, crabbed abbreviations, and margins
filled with comments even less legible than the text, invite derision’.’ In scorning
their recent past and its ideological bulwark, ‘scholasticism’, Renaissance humanists
looked back admiringly to classical literature and the cultural ideals it expressed —
and in so doing, began to turn men’s eyes from Heaven back towards earth, to an
appreciation of human life in its temporal and secular setting.

Effects on historical consciousness

This very boldness in re-periodising history by inventing the notion of ‘the Middle
Ages’ already evidences a willingness to move away from medieval presuppositions
about history — a move which became increasingly explicit as the Renaissance
humanists extended their classical studies and developed their thoughts. However,
it would be wrong to suggest Renaissance humanism came up with an alternative
(speculative) ‘philosophy of history’ by offering some new, systematic, overall
coherence to the course and meaning of human history. Indeed, although there
were Renaissance humanist philosophers, such as Lorenzo Valla (1407-1457), many
scholars agree with Paul Kristeller’s assessment that, at least given a more narrow,
professional definition of ‘philosophy’, it is not possible ‘to define Renaissance
humanism by a set of specific philosophical ideas shared by all humanists, or to
regard humanism exclusively as a philosophical movement’.¢ In short, no particular
philosophical system characterised ‘the Renaissance’, nor its humanist scholars,
let alone a particular ‘philosophy of history’. Rather, without producing the latter,
the Renaissance humanists nevertheless opened up the path for changes in the way
people ‘speculated’ upon history and its meaning. They effected this in two ways.

First, and more directly, their promotion of the new curriculum, the studia
humanitatis, meant replacing the scholastic curriculum which revolved around the
disciplines of logic, law, pure mathematics, science, astronomy, and metaphysical
(Aristotelian) philosophy. These disciplines were mostly directed towards the
eternally fixed verities of nature, existence, and the universe — that is, ‘towards
Heaven’. Instead, the humanist curriculum studied the changing things of this
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human world: grammar (the correct rules, understanding, and use of language);
rthetoric (the ability to articulate persuasive arguments based on a perceptive
practical sense); ‘poetry’ (meaning the study of classical poetry to appreciate and
replicate the ‘liberal-humanist’ culture and sensibilities of ‘Antiquity’); moral
philosophy (the study of justice in conduct and virtue in character, inspired by
such ‘greats’ as Plato and Cicero, rather than the ‘drier’ technical and metaphysical
components of Aristotle’s philosophy); and, indeed, history. Primarily the latter
meant reading the classical historians and, through imitation, and for good
vocational reasons, learning how to write histories of their own cities and biogra-
phies of their dignitaries.

But more broadly, amongst the best scholars it fostered what we may call a
properly historical consciousness whereby the ‘otherness’ of societies in the past was
recognised. As Rice and Grafton explain, ‘Since the medieval historian had
believed that his own historical epoch went back to the reign of Augustus (27 BC—
AD 14), he had been unconscious of the intellectual and imaginative gulf that had
to be crossed if the ancient world was to be understood . . . He regarded the Romans
as his contemporaries’.” Now, Renaissance humanists recognised that the Roman
Empire, and periods preceding it, were long past, different societies, the meaning
of whose cultures, mores, and languages had to be recaptured by paying attention
to the contexts in which they flourished. Much work of the humanist scholars
involved the re-translation of ancient texts to render their true historical meaning,
as well as the avid discovery and historical interpretation of hitherto unknown or
neglected writings. Forgeries (e.g., the famous ‘Donation of Constantine’) were
uncovered, misunderstandings pointed out, stupidities exposed — perhaps above
all, that air of unmovable authority which characterised the views and pronounce-
ments of the leaders of the medieval world was ruthlessly and gleefully undermined.

Although it would be wrong to exaggerate the historical accuracy and expertise
of humanist scholars, as well as to concur wholeheartedly with their contempt for
(and, maybe, concept of) ‘the Middle Ages’, their contribution to the foundations
of the modern, objective, source-respecting discipline of history cannot be over-
estimated. But from our particular perspective of ‘speculative philosophy of history’,
in challenging the medieval framework within which people had been taught to
think about history, the emergence of this ‘historical consciousness’ (or sense of the
‘historicity’ of the past) opened up people’s imaginations, a crucial step towards
shifting basic presuppositions about the significance and meaning of ‘history’. In
short, it is difficult to see how later increasingly reflective, deliberate attempts to
‘make sense of history’ (i.e., the project of ‘speculative philosophy of history’) could
themselves make any sense without the prior emergence of ‘a sense of history’.

The humanists and ‘secularism’

The second way in which the Renaissance humanists effected the opening up of
changes in the way people thought about the significance of history, introduces us
to some of those more general features of the Renaissance. The most important of
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these is that they helped, so to speak, turn people’s eyes back towards this earthly
life. Here we may elaborate upon the humanist curriculum. Inherent in the
disciplines mentioned is a (‘reborn’) emphasis upon and interest in actual nature
and human life ‘on this earth’, of which ‘historical consciousness’ is but one
component. The study of the structure and meaning of language (increasingly
including Greek) directs attention to human life, thoughts, and intercourse; the
study of prose and poetic literature directs attention to the beauty and intricacies
of nature, and the range and subtlety of human emotions; the study of ‘rhetoric’ to
the capacity of man to perceive, reason, argue, make judgements, and influence
others through persuasion rather than through unthinking, bluntly ‘authoritative’
pronouncements; and the study of moral philosophy directs attention to the
(human) problem of free will in action, to choice between good and evil, to an
understanding of what is virtuous conduct between friends, parents and children,
rulers and subjects — and yes, between the individual and God.

The latter is important to mention because although the orientation of these
disciplines is so clearly ‘humanist’ — directed away from the eternities of ‘Heaven’
towards the varying, contingent, complex human world — it does not mean
Renaissance humanists were, in the main, anti-God (or atheistic) or even anti-
religion. It is probably true that some (e.g., Machiavelli) were atheistic, and
certainly true that some were sufficiently emboldened to become critical, if not
contemptuous, of the (Catholic or ‘Universal’) Church, culminating in the savage
critiques of such later figures as the famous Christian humanist, Erasmus, and his
equally famous contemporary and initiator of the Protestant Reformation, the
humanistically trained Luther. But the very mention of these two names reveals
that humanist criticism of the Church was more likely, and more effective, when
motivated by concern for religion rather than from those who, although not
rejecting God, disdained religion per se.

This latter type of humanist was represented by those who, without rejecting
God, nevertheless scorned a life dominated by religious belief and enthusiasm, (the
life of the numerous clerical orders, and of the poor, especially in the countryside),
and instead devoted themselves to the busy demands of an active urban life,
pursuing careers in business, commerce, banking, town planning, architecture,
administration, the arts, and government. Proud of their cities, wealthy enough to
have disposable income and time, and excited at the prospects of achieving public
recognition, they energetically pursued the good things of life — that is, a secular
life. They are sometimes described as ‘civic humanists’, were often republican in
their political ideals,® and became ‘fashionable’. Whether their new, secular values
were inherently atheistic is a matter of philosophy, not history.® More to the point
is how they themselves viewed God and religion, and here we must recognise that
in the fourteenth, fifteenth and sixteenth centuries one would never publicly
disclose blatant atheistic views, so we cannot judge. But what seems likely is that
many ‘civic’ humanists were simply not interested in religion nor, possibly, in God
— not an uncommon position today. It is this equation which, for some, still links
Renaissance ‘humanism’ with what the term means in today’s world.
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Broader Renaissance securalism

In the preceding paragraphs we have outlined how the work of the Renaissance
humanists prompted changes in the way people thought about the past. But
the impact of the Renaissance on such intuitions was not restricted to that of the
humanist movement. It was a much ‘larger’, more amorphous movement, (perhaps
better denoted as a ‘period’ or ‘era’). That is, not all ‘Renaissance’ figures were
‘humanists’, especially if we restrict the latter primarily to scholars. Rather, the
latter brought to consciousness, but also reflected, important aspects of those
broader features which characterised Renaissance culture as a whole — and it is to
where those broader features relate especially to a shift in historical presuppositions
that we now turn.

Of such features, that shift to a secular outlook (so clear in humanist writing) is
basic, and is evidenced in numerous other areas. As people’s eyes ‘turned back’
towards man and nature, nowhere could this be seen more literally than in the
realm of the fine arts and architecture. Foreign visitors (including invading armies)
to Italian cities were astonished at the new style of church and civic building (and
elegantly designed town squares and gardens), so much more ornate, ‘this-worldly’,
and ‘human’ in the scale of their proportions and the interest of their decorations
than the Gothic style dominant elsewhere in Europe. Also, Renaissance sculpture
expressed the naturalness, beauty, and emotional nuances of the human form with
astonishing skill and sympathy, whilst painters revolutionised their art by learning
how to portray perspective and manipulate colour in order to make paintings of
people, animals, and nature lifelike to a degree never thought of, let alone attempted,
in symbolic medieval iconography, because it was not relevant from their other-
worldy viewpoint.

Economic activity and secularism

This new, intense interest in the nature and possibilities of secular, temporal life
was also manifested in a new outlook on economic activity. With a simultaneous
rapid increase in population and prosperity from around 1500 in many parts of
Europe, economic activities such as manufacture, commerce, international trading,
and banking expanded. Entrepreneurship, business know-how, public financing,
and the expansion of economic enterprises, became routine features of the fast-
developing ‘civil societies’ which increasing numbers of towns and cities became
during the Renaissance, spreading northwards from Italy into the rest of Europe.
The merchant and businessman, eyes turned very much ‘towards earth’, became
respected figures. Their perspective on life differed markedly from those of the two
leading medieval classes of the religious clergy and the lofty aristocracy. Hard work,
thrift, the rational pursuit of self-interest, concern for efficient and fair civil
administration, the production of wealth, and the respectability of an ordered
family and home, became a set of values (often, since, called ‘bourgeois’) which
made sense to increasing numbers of people. In short, a crucial component of the
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new secularisation of society which differentiated Renaissance culture was the
development of (pre-industrial) capitalistic practices and attitudes. We have only
to recall Marx’s brief sketch of the development of capitalism — it opened up the
world to an extent unheard of before!® — to recognise the importance of such
innovative economic activity in both evidencing and promoting a fundamental
shift in people’s consciousness regarding the value, significance, and potential of
this life on earth.

‘Individualism’

Another feature of Renaissance culture in general which helped clear the ground
for new perspectives on the ‘meaning’ of history was the growth of ‘individualism’,
a term used by Burkhardt to capture not only the emergence of certain people
remarkable for the variety of their talents and interests — the famed ‘Renaissance
man’ such as Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519) — but also a more widespread
individualistic spirit amongst people in general. Increasingly those in the devel-
oping commercial cities of Europe, loosened from a previously church-dominated
rural way of life, began to think for themselves. This is already evident in the work
of the humanists. But the latters’ challenge to the intellectual dominance of
medievalism was only part of a more general attitude which challenged the
authority of tradition. The old ways of doing things, the old social attitudes,
the old set of religious and moral beliefs, were increasingly abandoned by urban
populations conscious of living in ‘new times’. In modern parlance, a ‘buzz’
circulated, invigorating people to explore new ideas, try out new inventions, open
themselves to new art, pursue the latest fashions in dress and modes of speech and
social conduct, and purchase the new commodities increasingly available through
the voyages of discovery, growth of international trade, and technological
innovation. The individual, if he was prepared to be an ‘individual’, alert to new ideas
and opportunities, prepared to think for himself rather than submit to tradition,
lucky enough to have an up-to-date (‘humanist’) education, and self-seeking
enough to find patronage where necessary, could make his own way in the
variegated, bustling city context, leaving behind the close-knit, tradition-bound,
communal-based mode of rural, agricultural life.

Such, it seems, is the typical ‘sociology’ of urban culture, at least since ‘the
Renaissance’ — namely, the emergence of individualistic values. Having mentioned
‘capitalism’ above, we should add that its typical ‘sociology’ is also frequently cited
as ‘individualism’ — but we should note this is somewhat misleading since the idea
that capitalism breeds ‘individualism’ was initiated in the nineteenth century as a
hostile (socialist inspired) judgement where it meant an ethic centred on self-
ishness, competitiveness and anti-socialness characteristic of a greed and
fear-driven exploitative socio-economic system spawning ‘alienated’ ‘individuals’
struggling to survive in a ‘society of strangers’. This is not to say the ‘individualism’
of Renaissance culture was nothing to do with the emergent capitalism of the period
— neither that the two ‘individualisms’ are not thereby connected. But it is to say
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that the ‘individualism’ attributed to Renaissance culture is different from today’s
often ideologically charged meaning. Applied to the Renaissance, its ‘individ-
ualism’ is usually presented as one of the most positive, progressive, civilised, and
humanising aspects of its culture. Here we may return to Marx, for while (as above)
we find him implicitly praising capitalism in its formative stages, we know what,
according to him, capitalism grew to become. Perhaps the same applies to
‘individualism’.

‘Cultural relativism’

The final general feature of the Renaissance era which prepared the ground for a
shift in people’s perspective on time and history was the emergence of a new
awareness of different societies and cultures — ‘cultural relativism’. Again, although
the humanist movement made an important contribution by reawakening an
historical sense and producing both classical and contemporary histories, other
factors also played their part. Not least was the revolution in geographical knowledge
effected initially by the early fifteenth century ‘rediscovery’ of Ptolemy’s second
century AD maps and texts (brought from the Byzantine Empire), and subsequently
by the Portuguese and Spanish voyages of discovery. Although Ptolemy’s geograph-
ical knowledge was limited to Europe, North Africa, and Asia, unlike medieval
‘world-maps’ stylised around Biblical fantasies, Ptolemy’s information was
sufficiently objective and accurate for people to build upon during the fifteenth
century so as to produce increasingly realistic representations of the oceans and
continents, until the point was reached where geographers such as Mercator
(1512-1594) simply left Ptolemy behind. In Mercator’s case, he had by then the
benefit of the knowledge gained by the spectacular achievements of explorers.
Beginning early in the fifteenth century, Portuguese discoverers in search of sea
access to African gold and slaves went further down the west coast of Africa (as
well as inland). Successful, by the 1480s their ambitions shifted to finding and
rounding the southern tip of Africa, to travel east across the seas to India to create
a sea-route to compete with the ancient (partly) overland spice trade from the Far
East. In 1487 Dias duly rounded the Cape (appropriately named ‘Good Hope’),
and eleven years later Vasco da Gama reached the southwest coast of India via the
Indian Ocean, paving the way for the rapid development of the Portuguese Empire
in the East. Not to be outdone, however, by the 1490s the Spanish authorities were
sufficiently convinced by Columbus (1451-1506) to finance the search for a direct
route west across the Atlantic to the riches of the East, leading to his famous
discovery of the Caribbean islands, after which, by the 1530s ‘the New World’ of
the Americas had been settled by Cortes’ intrusion into Mexico and Pizarro’s into
Peru. Prior to this, despite Columbus’ undying belief that he had in fact discovered
‘the East Indies’, it was clear the New World was undoubtedly a whole continent
standing between Europe and eastern Asia, and by 1521 Magellan had discovered
the straits near the southern tip of South America leading into the ‘calm’ sea he
called ‘the Pacific’, hoping the shores of the Far East would be but a short sail further
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west. In the event, his voyage, ending in the Philippines where he died, (the overall
circumnavigation being completed some eighteen months later), showed how
vast the Pacific Ocean is, and further revised understanding of the geography of
the globe.

In less than 150 years, starting from the early 1400s, the Renaissance impulse for
discovery, adventure, entrepreneurship, and worldly wealth had opened up not
only ‘the New World’, but a new world. Rather than the cramped, Biblically slanted
medieval notion of three continents (Europe, Asia, Africa) divided from each
other by three great ‘rivers’ and surrounded by a circular ocean, the world was now
seen as a collection of great continents connected via traversable oceans. This
new world not only changed people’s ideas about geography — it introduced them
to different societies with ‘novel’ cultures and their own distinct past. Atlases and
travel books became standard reading as people’s imaginations were excited
and their curiosity stirred. Gone forever was the narrow vision of European societies
as the culmination and centre of the human world and its history. Rather, already
stimulated by humanist writings, ‘cultural relativism, one of the distinctive
characteristics that differentiate modern from traditional culture, was powerfully

reinforced by the European discovery of non-Western societies’.!!

Printing

The other factor facilitating the growing awareness that peoples ‘are the products
of an ever-changing flow of events and that . . . all human values, ideas, and customs
are contingent products of time and place’,!? is one that underlies everything else
we have selected from ‘the Renaissance’, and without which it is doubtful it could
have reached out to fashion the dominant features of the new era. This was the
invention of printing in the West (the Chinese had invented their own techniques
before AD 200). Although it is disputed whether Western printing was invented
in Holland, France, or Germany, Johann Gutenberg (c. 1395-1468) of the
Rhineland city of Mainz is traditionally regarded as producing the first printed
books from 1450 (his famous Bible in 1455). Initially limited to religious writings
and to imitating the aesthetic qualities of previous manuscript books, the printed
book rapidly spread to a growing European urban market of consumers eager to
learn and be entertained — for instance, by 1500, Venice alone had over 400 printers
(and by 1539 it reached the New World, in Mexico City).

Typically, as it spread, emphasis upon religious books was superseded by the
more secular interests of the Italian Renaissance. Not only religious subjects (and
not only in Latin but also in the vernacular tongues), but books of history, law,
mathematics, and secular stories — books on science, popular Latin classics, atlases
— architectural drawings and engravings of paintings — poured off the presses to
feed the educational, practical, and entertainment needs, as well as intellectual
curiosity, of the growing middle classes of European towns and cities. In the first
fifty years of printing (up to 1500) more than 6,000 separate works were published,
involving the production of ‘about six million books in approximately forty
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thousand editions, more books, probably, than had been produced in Western
Europe since the fall of Rome’."> This phenomenal growth of the printed word in
the fifteenth century — nothing short of a communications revolution — gave an
enormous boost to the popularising of humanist writings and secular subjects, and
it is little short of providential that in 1453, almost simultaneously with the
invention of European printing, Constantinople, the seat of the Byzantine (East
Roman) Empire fell to the Ottoman Turks, prompting a mass emigration of scholars
to the West bringing numerous classical works unknown to medieval Europe to
further boost the humanist project.

Opverall, given that ‘cultural relativism’ is intimately dependent on the
availability of knowledge and its reliable dissemination through a widely accessible
system, it is difficult to over-estimate the impact of printing in broadening people’s
minds and loosening their preconceptions during the Renaissance period. The
possibilities of a ‘new age’ in which human intelligence and knowledge could be
expanded and communicated to open up the potential for a fulfilling, worthwhile
temporal life characterised by the creative, tolerant interchange of different cultural
and social ideas was clearly felt by optimistic Renaissance spirits.

Limitations of the Renaissance ‘Cultural Revolution’

We have outlined the impact printing had in disseminating the secularism,
individualism, and cultural relativism of the Renaissance, and the role the
humanists and explorers played in forming this ethos, including a greatly
heightened historical awareness — and taken all together, we might thus describe
the Renaissance as a ‘cultural revolution’. However, as with what many might see
as an analogous ‘postmodern’ cultural revolution in today’s world, fuelled by an
analogous ‘communications’ and ‘globalisation’ revolution (IT), we should be
cautious not to exaggerate the extent or beneficence of its impact.

First, as for the printed book, it did not reach down to ordinary labouring people,
not only in the country but in the towns and cities, who had neither the ‘know-
how’ to use them (i.e., they were illiterate), the education to appreciate them, nor
the means to purchase them. And relatedly, the skills generated by familiarity with
book-learning and its associated social and cultural graces were irrelevant to the
working life and practices of the lower orders. Also darkening an otherwise rosy
picture is the twin legacy of propaganda and censorship in fifteenth century Europe.
As far as both the religious and temporal authorities were concerned, the new
medium of printing could be used for subversive propaganda purposes. If unchecked,
religious, moral, and political ‘heresies’ could be spread. The demon of ‘the demos’
could be unleashed. Arguably, this is precisely what happened as the new medium
first made widespread the criticism of the Universal Church from cultured,
respected figures such as Erasmus early in the sixteenth century, and then enabled
a veritable explosion of highly charged pamphleteering which fuelled the
Protestant Reformation from the 1520s onwards. But even prior to this explosion,
‘the systematic censorship of books, little practised in the Middle Ages, appeared
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very soon after the invention of printing, and spread with it’.!* By the 1530s both
church and state (Protestant and Catholic) had drawn up lists (‘indexes’) of
prohibited writings, continually revised and updated, such that ‘by 1560 censorship
of books in all its forms was universal in western Europe’.!> ‘The sword’ was applied
to ‘the pen’, but with as little eventual success as some hope, others fear, regarding
censorship of the Internet.

Similar reservations apply to the other features which contributed to a growing
fundamental shift in people’s assumptions about the meaning and significance of
history —namely, secularism and individualism and (to the extent it can be separated
from these) Renaissance humanism. If printing encouraged a ‘cultural relativism’
which figures such as Erasmus hoped would make for a tolerant, civilised, peaceful
and purposeful European community of peoples, by the 1530s it had also spawned
ugly, divisive, religious propaganda and censorship, and an ensuing period of
ignorance, superstition, and intolerance which threatened to plunge European
populations into an intellectual barbarism more real than that which the
Renaissance humanists thought had been left behind in ‘the Middle Ages’. Many
scholars agree that without printing the Reformation could not have happened.

Similarly, if geographical discoveries also contributed to ‘cultural relativism’, by
those same 1530s they also spawned the growth of African slavery and the ruthless
slaughter, enslavement, and ‘conversion’ of the Mexican Aztec and Peruvian Inca
peoples of ‘the New World’.

As for ‘individualism’, we have already commented upon a possible theory of how
it was to grow from refreshing, benign, creative origins in Renaissance times to
become an alleged Frankenstein’s monster accompanying an increasingly rampant,
inhumane capitalism some two hundred years later.

Similar mixed effects have been attributed to the rise of ‘secularism’, most
obviously the notion that beneficial, progressive, and humanising as was ‘the
turning of men’s eyes back to the things of this world’ after centuries of static
‘otherworldliness’, it nevertheless sowed the seeds for later periods in which
‘spirituality’ or the sense of the ‘sacred’ gave way to a morally bankrupt materialism
and soul-less atheism incapable of giving meaning to life. Some argue this began
to occur as an effect of the ‘Scientific Revolution’ of the succeeding seventeenth
century, whilst others point to the French Enlightenment of the eighteenth century
as the crucial point at which ‘secularism’ turned sour. (Indeed, although from an
opposite value-assessment, Michelet claimed that such Renaissance features as
‘secularism’ only reached their fulfilment in the French Enlightenment).

Finally, as for Renaissance humanism, although the effects we have discussed
were real enough for brighter and more independent minds, for many it meant
little more than learning the classics by rote and an uncomprehending acceptance
of their relevance and significance — in short, a slavish and superficial following of
fashion. And even at the properly intellectual level, the alleged superiority of the
humanists’ cultural and philosophical norms inherited from ‘Antiquity’ were to be
challenged in the seventeenth century by the new proponents of the ‘Scientific
Revolution’ and the associated new philosophy of ‘scepticism’ and ‘empiricism’,
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which rejected the learning of Antiquity as overblown and erroneous, corres-
pondingly regarding humanist culture as presumptuous, narrow, and outmoded.

Continuing relevance of ‘the Renaissance’

Such, then, are the caveats surrounding our presentation of ‘humanism’, secularism,
individualism, and cultural relativism as those features of the Renaissance which,
combined, we claim as principally responsible for initiating a fundamental shift in
the way people thought about the meaning of human history. Some, if not all, of
these caveats may be true. Certainly, consideration of them in other contexts casts
salutary shadows upon an otherwise sunny perspective from which the above
formative features are seen as such positive characteristics of Renaissance culture.

However, regarding the ‘meaning’ of time and history, because people’s
intuitions or presuppositions have not (empirically) been subject to either large
or frequent variation — and because neither should we expect them to since they
plumb the very depths of what and who human beings think they collectively are
(i.e., the ‘philosophical’ question, ‘what are we here for?, or ‘what is life about?’)
— then we are dealing with alterations in people’s mind-sets which can take
centuries to ‘filter’ in. Today we are prone to overestimate the pace of some change
in earlier history as well as perhaps exaggerate it in our own times. This is because
certain changes, particularly technological ones, can have rapid practical effects. But
changes in the way people think and behave regarding the larger questions of life
take longer to become established, and even longer to work out their full effects.

For example, it is little over a generation ago in the West that ‘the sexual
revolution’ began, partly prompted by the contraceptive pill. It is seen as provoking
a rapid change in moral attitudes, as well as in sexual equality. The associated
‘liberation’ of women has significantly impacted upon their role in the workforce,
with already felt effects on the institution of marriage and ‘traditional’ family norms.
In short, it seems a rapid ‘change’ in society. Yet I venture that historical experience
tells us ‘we haven’t seen anything yet’, and that only after another hundred or so
years will this fledgling ‘change’ have come to full fruition in a sexual-value
and family culture unimaginable to us now. During this long period of gestation and
unfolding of consequences numerous other changes in technology, attitudes,
and behaviour will occur, such that it may be increasingly difficult to continue
maintaining that ‘the sexual revolution’ began in the 1960s. Indeed, the whole
concept of ‘the sexual revolution’ may be subsumed under some different ‘change’,
or even be dropped altogether by future historians.

It is for these reasons that in treating of people’s presuppositions about how they
‘make sense’ of history itself, | have chosen those ‘conventional’ features of
humanism, securalism, individualism, and cultural relativity which play a part in
the ‘standard’ account of ‘the Renaissance’, even though the caveats pointed out
might (rightly) muddy the water when used to analyse other aspects of Renaissance
times. Indeed, not only have such caveats (and others) served to revise people’s
notions of the Renaissance’s connections with earlier periods and its significance
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for subsequent ones, some even doubt whether we should continue to use the
notion of ‘the Renaissance’ at all in periodising European history. And a logical
consequence of this, of course, is that the Renaissance humanist invention of ‘the
Middle Ages’ is also brought into doubt, as demonstrated by the following current
historiographical trends:

Conventional chronological markers which since at least the time of
Jacob Burckhardt delimited the end of the Middle Ages have . .. been
dissolved in recent years. Both Renaissance and Reformation are liable to
be appropriated by medievalists; alternatively the idea of an ‘Old Europe’
persisting until the convulsions of the French Revolution and Napoleonic
wars can enfold both medieval and early modern Europe into a single
pre-modern, or pre-industrial period.'®

Again, there are doubtless many caveats which have rightly prompted such
probings, in this case into the very architecture of our historical periodisations —
yet, for those reasons given above, particularly centred on the nature of shifts in
people’s presuppositions about ‘what history is’, I do not think an account of their
nature and chronology is misdirected by employing the concepts of ‘the Middle
Ages’ and ‘the Renaissance’. On the contrary, it is perhaps just in the context of
changes in speculative assumptions about ‘the meaning of history’ that these
periodising concepts are substantively useful, (going beyond Julia Smith’s sensible
conclusion, which she might also apply to ‘the Renaissance’, that if ‘in neither
geographical nor chronological terms is the notion of “the Middle Ages” neutral,
value-free and unproblematic’, nevertheless ‘for all its faults, it remains in common
usage, and will assuredly continue to do so. Part of its usefulness is simply its
fuzziness, hallowed by five centuries of historical tradition’).!” To conclude this
section on historiographical ‘caveats’ which might otherwise threaten the integrity
of this part of our ‘guide’, we can add two observations not only of direct relevance
to the above considerations but also to our overall theme of the way people
‘understand’ the course of history.

‘Movements’

First, in managing the kaleidoscopic flux of past events one of the more ‘advanced’
things we do, as distinct from constructing narratives of individual conduct vis-
a-vis a political episode, military campaign, or writing a book, is to identify
‘movements’ in history such as ‘the Industrial Revolution’, ‘the Enlightenment’,
and, indeed, ‘the Renaissance’. A ‘movement’ is, then, a ‘large’ phenomenon, and
does not share the sharp resolution of other large-ish historical phenomena such
as wars and specific controversies such as ‘the Reformation’. (Elsewhere, in analysing
their nature [ have suggested ‘movements’ are the largest historically recon-
structable, ‘real’ discrete phenomena).!® Given their multifaceted nature, they are
threateningly amorphous because made up of a collection of features and events
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otherwise with lives of their own, but which originate from, inter-transmit, and
exemplify a movement’s defining characteristics. As such, quite when and why
‘movements’ begin, where their parameters extend as they develop, and why and
when they end, are difficult questions. Correspondingly, their validity as real
phenomena is particularly vulnerable to destructive ‘de-construction’. ‘The
Renaissance’ offers a good example of all these points.!® But it is just because of
these inherent characteristics of ‘movements’ that their defining features are almost
necessarily overstated, oversimplified, and over-generalised. Since they cannot be
described or narrated with the accuracy of less complex historical phenomena,
they are denoted by (more or less abstract) key concepts such as ‘the rise of
individualism’ and ‘the turn towards securalism’ in the case of the Renaissance,
or ‘the critical application of reason to tradition and convention’ in the case of the
Enlightenment. Further, where a ‘movement’ spans maybe a hundred or more years,
its name can be used to periodise history, denoting, for example, ‘the Age’ of the
Industrial Revolution, or ‘the Age’ of the Renaissance. Potentially, this further
obscures the real nature of any movement, for much of what occurred, for example,
in fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Europe had little to do with ‘the Renaissance’,
and this only serves to exacerbate the vulnerability of ‘movements’ to revisionist
critiques.

However, none of this should persuade us there are not such things as historical
‘movements’, or that they can be easily revised by picking on some alleged
determining feature. Rather, the point is to appreciate why, because of their nature,
their features are ‘overstated’, ‘oversimplified’, and ‘over-generalised’. It does not
mean these movements were not ‘real’, or that their features were something
radically different from how they are denoted. The critical historian should of
course look closely at how a movement is explained, but if (because untutored
regarding their nature) he is not appreciative of why all ‘movements’ are necessarily
overstated, he runs the risk of throwing the baby out with bathwater as he
undermines, amends, rejects, or otherwise ‘revises’ a movement out of recognition
or out of history altogether. Equally, however, in the effort to recognise or extract
discrete, identifiable phenomena from the kaleidoscopic flux of the past, neither
should the historian ‘invent’ historical movements willy-nilly or idiosyncratically
(as did a number of nineteenth-century thinkers?®) — and this brings us to the
second observation.

Even where a case can be made for fundamentally revising the commonly accepted
notion of a particular movement, or for abandoning it altogether, people do not
happily concede. This is even more the case where, as mentioned above, a
particular movement is also used to periodise history by depicting an entire ‘age’ or
‘epoch’. Having argued why ‘the concept of the Italian Renaissance . . . has in my
opinion done a great deal of harm in the past and may continue to do harm in the

future’, Lynn Thorndike adds:

But what is the use of questioning the Renaissance? No one has ever
proved its existence; no one has really tried to. So often as one phase of
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it or conception of it is disproved, or is shown to be equally characteristic
of the preceding period, its defenders take up a new position and are just
as happy, just as enthusiastic, just as complacent as ever.?!

In short, people do not readily relinquish the ‘standard’ periodisations of history,
however fuzzy or misleading they may be. However, perhaps neither should they,
since the standard periodisations may be replaced by a bewildering array of
alternative schemes, each with something to be said for them, but leading to no
consensus — and in its absence people would feel lost in an historical vacuum. In
other words, whether people should be readily prepared to revise their ideas
of history’s major ‘movements’ and periodisations is debatable. More to the point
for our purposes is that their very unwillingness is evidence of what [ have claimed
— people simply do not quickly or willingly concede their ‘impressions’ or
‘perceptions’ of the course of history because underlying them is an ‘understanding’
or ‘intuition’ of the meaning or significance of history which, in its turn, is a crucial
component in forming their sense (whatever it may be) of ‘the meaning of
life’. (The same reluctance applies to individuals’ own personal history). Rightly
or wrongly, then, but certainly understandably, shifts in people’s presuppositions
about ‘the meaning of history’ or ‘the message of the past’ have been few and
slow, and there is no reason to expect this to change short of some extraordinary
(extraterrestial?) discovery of unmatchable provenance and unanswerable
relevance.

Thus it is, then, that despite those many areas in which doubt can be cast on how
far the Renaissance represented a sea-change in history —and, indeed, on whether
we should still believe in a movement, let alone denote an entire period of history,
called ‘the Renaissance’, — nevertheless in the case of tracing shifts in ‘speculative
philosophy of history’, the notion of ‘the Renaissance’ maintains its relevance to
the changes involved. Variously prompted or contributed to by technological
change (printing), military events (the fall of Constantinople), voyages of
discovery, literary research and retrieval, and economic development, those longer-
term, necessarily abstract-sounding (because ‘cultural’ and ‘philosophical’) factors
of secularism, individualism, and consciousness of cultural relativity began to mark
a shift in the way people conceived the significance of history. As already noted,
it did not demonstrate itself in any explicit works of ‘philosophy of history’ during
the Renaissance. These appear later. But it is apparent in many writings which
evidence the influence of the factors we have discussed, and it is to a sample of the
most famous (albeit often for other reasons) of these that we now turn.

Thomas More’s Utopia

Although More did not discuss history itself, nor present any speculations upon its
meaning, in his popular little book, Utopia, (written in 1513 when he was gaining
the reputation as a lawyer and man of letters which was to lead to his appointment
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as Chancellor by Henry VIII in 1521, and his subsequent martyred execution in
1535), it nevertheless typifies much that we have discussed in Renaissance culture
as relevant to our theme. His humanist background (obvious from other writings
displaying his Greek scholarship and brilliance as a Latin stylist) is evident in his
admiration for classical culture, for although the society he describes in Book Two
is not only imaginary but ‘pagan’, the educated, civilised, and rewarding richness
of the Utopians’ secular culture has an obvious classical reference. Part of More’s
purpose was to use his imaginary society as a stick with which to beat his
contemporary Europe and to open up people’s imaginations to the possibilities of
social and economic change in the context of the new autonomy of emerging
independent sovereign states. The book is replete with radical examples, some
humorously intended, others seriously, of ‘foreign’ social customs and moral values,
designed to foster that sense of ‘cultural relativity’ discussed above. But unlike
strictly secularly-orientated ‘civic’ humanists, More (like his friend Erasmus) was
a devout Christian humanist, and this explains why some aspects of Utopian society
are inspired by monastic ideals of disciplined communal living which, arguably, run
counter to the Renaissance spirit of ‘individualism’. However, More can be
interpreted as showing his sensitivity to this when, alert to the complaint that
Utopians have little individual freedom (for example, to work as they wish) he
retorts that because Utopian social and economic organisation, with its six-hour
working day, gives each citizen economic security and full access to the benefits of
education and culture, the Utopian is far freer than his average sixteenth-century
European counterpart, whose life can be described as slavery.?? (Later, in the early
twentieth century, the socialist/anarchist thinker, Kropotkin, was to draw a
distinction between ‘individualism’, by then associated with the debilitating effects
of capitalism on working people, and what he called ‘individualisation’, the ethical
goal of a communistically organised society only through which all would at last be
empowered to fulfil themselves as individuals).?

Another aspect of Utopia relevant to our theme is More’s (neo-) Platonism,
which not only further evidences his humanist background but also draws together
those components set out above. Although Aristotle continued to be studied in
Renaissance times, the humanists ‘rediscovered’ the philosophy of Plato. Compared
to the dry and technical scholastical selection and presentation of Aristotle, his
mentor’s philosophy was humane, idealistic, and inspirational, and presented
via lively, user-friendly dialogues. Rather than metaphysics and logic, Plato dealt
with more intimate moral issues such as love, justice, friendship, duty, the human
good, and the ideal state. Not only does More’s Utopia reflect these human-scale
interests of Platonism — in ‘imagining’ the ideal society it directly reflects Plato’s
philosophical approach and teaching. Put simply, if, for Plato, we call this action
‘just’ and that (different) action just, and another action less ‘just’ than yet another,
and so on, then all these different actions partake, to some degree, in the same
thing, ‘justice’. But no actual, single action exemplifies ‘justice’, nor ever could,
because ‘true’ or ‘real’ justice is a perfect idea, form, or ‘paradigm’. Similarly, most
people’s ideas of ‘justice’ only approximate towards it, as if seeing the truth only
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through a mist. It is the philosopher’s task to penetrate that mist to the reality of
the matter, to discover, for example, true, or ‘real’ justice, friendship, love, or
beauty. The actual, material world is then but a shadow of reality. ‘Reality’ is ‘ideal’.
As said, most people recognise ‘reality’ only partially, although they have an
instinctive awareness of it. Without the latter they would not even try to be just,
or have any idea what love is about, (let alone ‘true love’). We need our ‘ideals’,
then, and will be the more capable of approximating to realising them the more
philosophers can enlighten us about the ultimate truths of ‘reality’.

This Platonic approach to understanding the nature of reality is but one example
of that enduring and variegated philosophical tradition called ‘idealism’, which
essentially denotes the view that material ‘reality’ is insufficient in itself and
thus cannot be understood in its own terms, but is only explicable as in some
sense derivative of a more ultimate reality constituted by ideas, or mind. Equally
enduring and multifaceted, the philosophical tradition which rejects this is called
‘materialism’. As should be apparent, the popular meanings of both these
philosophical terms do relate to their technical meanings, particularly the former.
What we popularly call ‘an idealist’ is someone who strives towards, if not a perfect
world, then at least one that approximates more closely to the ‘ideal’ reality he
believes ‘exists’.

Thomas More designed his Utopia (meaning ‘nowhere’ or ‘no place’) as just such
an application of Platonic philosophy, in this case dealing with the ideal society.
Its details do not concern us here; rather, its importance for our theme is that, in
addition to being a highly individualistic work displaying a radically imaginative
awareness of ‘cultural relativity’, it seriously asked people to think of a better world,
of refashioning (if not revolutionising) their economy, social structure, and value-
systems. He even raises the question of whether human nature itself can be changed
through ‘social engineering’, almost implying that it is not fixed, but simply a
product of environment. To ask people to think in this way is to invite them to see
their future history as a residue of possibilities for their own conscious manipulation
of it — and by implication, I suggest, it invites them to shift their preconceptions
of the meaning of past history from one which sees it either in quasi-mythical (often
millennialist) terms derived from Biblical prophesies or as a monotony of ultimately
insignificant happenings from which nothing can be learnt. In short, how one
sees the future depends, so often, on how one sees the past. However More’s
enigmatically written Utopia was received (including his own reservations about
the relation between theory and practice, and the practical limitations of radical
change?), in its wide appeal it represented as much a contribution to a shift in presup-
positions about the meaning and significance of history as evidence that this was
already under way.
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Niccold Machiavelli (1469-1527)

Machiavelli’s reputation

Given Machiavelli’s notorious reputation from The Prince, and the complication
of revisionist treatments which present his ideas in a favourable light, it is proper
to preface a treatment of his contribution to speculative philosophy of history by
attempting to lay ghosts which might otherwise haunt our understanding. Not
only in The Prince (1513—¢.1515) but also in his much longer political work, The
Discourses on the First Ten Books of Livy’s History of Rome (1513-1517), examples
abound of violent and deceitful statecraft which Machiavelli praises. Repeatedly
he advises ‘princes’ (i.e., anyone in political control) to disregard conventional
(Christian) morality if necessary to secure the political well-being of the state.
Torture, cruelty calculatedly inflicted, assassination, lying, the breaking of promises,
utter ruthlessness, and moral hypocrisy are all legitimate instruments of statecraft
for Machiavelli. As for foreign affairs, the manual to a popular computer war-game
selects a typically chilling (albeit un-referenced) quote: ‘There is no avoiding war;
it can only be postponed to the advantage of others’.?” The traditional view is that
Machiavelli was therefore ‘a teacher of evil’.?6

Against this, the ‘liberal’ view argues Machiavelli was a virtuous individual
dedicated above all to the security and welfare of people in society, (e.g., the great
moraliser, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, referred to Machiavelli as ‘a proper man and a
good citizen’).?” This view is derived variously from his Discourses, where he makes
clear his preference for republican rather than monarchical government; from his
realism as a ‘man of his times’; from an historical recognition of his appreciation
of classical politics and secular modes of thought; and most recently from a beguiling
presentation of the complexities and contradictions of Machiavelli’s personality
so well described and compiled by de Grazia.?®

The truth lies somewhere in the middle if we accept the universal intuition
(explicated by Hegel?®) that ‘evil’ is qualitatively different from ‘wrong’. The former
issues from a disregard of humanity as a whole (the conscience-less psychopath),
whilst the latter occurs where the wrongdoer, in pursuit of his objective, knowingly
violates someone’s rights. Yet sometimes the sheer awfulness of situations can make,
or seem to make, wrong actions necessary and thus ‘right’.

Machiavelli took himself to be studying the fates of states and nations, and it ill
behoves us, after such Second World War events as Hiroshima, Nagasaki, and the
firebombing of German cities, to underestimate the literally awful moral territory
he was addressing. Disarmingly (and, many would add, courageously) he does so
with open eyes. He is dealing with real historical facts (e.g., Hannibal’s harsh regime
over his army, probably modelled on Polybius’ account)?® which, like Hiroshima,
will not go away despite wishful thinking. He is not an irresponsible, unreflective
moral degenerate — rather, he is a serious thinker tackling actual scenarios without
the moral hypocrisy with which his own writings have so often been approached.
This does not exonerate him from running the risk of skewed priorities and
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recommending ‘morally wrong’ actions, but it does show he was not a teacher
of ‘evil’.

On the contrary, De Grazia indicates that Machiavelli had a clear sense of ‘evil’
—and that he detested it.

Cruelty to large numbers of men . . . wrings from him the superlative,
‘cruellest’. . . . The instance of Philip of Macedon in the Discourses is
... instructive. History discloses that he shifted men bodily from region
to region as herdsmen shift their herds. [Machiavelli] considers this a
horror. ‘These methods are the cruellest and the enemies of every way of
life, not only the Christian but the human’. Niccold here acknowledges
a moral law ... a norm common to humans everywhere. So great a
destruction occurs also when entire peoples and their families move from
one place, forced by either hunger or by war, and go in search of a new
location, not to rule it but to settle in it and drive out or kill its inhabitants.
... A war involving a migrating or invading population ‘is the cruellest
and most terrifying’.’!

Here we are surely reminded of the many examples of ‘ethnic cleansing’ around the
world today, and it is clear Machiavelli would have utterly condemned such
‘statecraft’ as evil. In summary, then, Machiavelli is not a teacher of ‘evil’ — he is
no demon. On the other hand, the ‘liberal’ counter-view is also incorrect. He is no
saint. Like most people most of the time, as uncomprehending of true evil as they
are incapable of it, he can however commit ‘wrong’, if only, in his case, by
recommending it. It is simply that, given the domain he was confronting, and being
a writer, his ideas were (despite censorship) spectacularly public.

Machiavelli on history

Machiavelli’s fascination for both classical and his more local, and contemporary,
history is amply proven in his political writings and in his Florentine Histories. His
abilities as an historian, however, are not our concern here. Rather, it is his
assumptions and more explicit thoughts on the nature and significance of history
which attract our attention. Although Machiavelli was not a ‘philosopher’ in the
sense of setting out an overall reasoned argument by defining his terms and making
one proposition follow logically from another, neither was he unreflective (or
uncommunicative) about how he viewed the meaning of history in general. This
is because, although interested in history for its own sake, his primary passion was
for the maintenance of an orderly governed society — and crucially, he thought
that in its pursuit people can, and leaders should, learn from history. This thought
is already indicative of a ‘philosophy of history’ underlying Machiavelli’s general
ideas, and as we will see, it informed his thinking on politics, morality, ‘the meaning
of life’, as well as on history itself. But why did he think people can learn from
history? And what does it teach? And, ultimately, what do Machiavelli’s answers

94



A CHANGING CONSCIOUSNESS OF HISTORY

to these questions tell us about the shift in presuppositions about the meaning and
nature of ‘history’ which, even more directly than More’s Utopia, his writings both
evidence and promoted?

Learning from history

Machiavelli dedicated his Discourses to two friends who encouraged him to ‘write
up’ the many thoughts on politics and history with which he entertained them,
stimulated by his reading of Livy’s History of Rome. He writes: ‘I have endeavoured
to embody in it all that long experience and assiduous research have taught me of
the affairs of the world’,?? and then begins the First Book with the bold declaration
that, ‘animated by that desire which impels me to do what may prove for the
common benefit of all’ — (‘evil’ Machiavelli?) — he has ‘resolved to open a new
route, which has not yet been followed by any one’. This ‘new route’ will involve
‘the discovery and introduction of . . . new principles and systems’, based on ‘my
little experience of the present and insufficient study of the past’.?* In short, he is
claiming, amongst other things, to ‘use’ or ‘view” history in a new way. He remarks
on ‘the wonderful examples which the history of ancient kingdoms and republics
[‘Antiquity’] presents to us, the prodigies of virtue and of wisdom displayed by the
kings, captains, citizens, and legislators who have sacrificed themselves for their
country’. But ‘not the least trace of this ancient virtue remains’. Given that civil
law and medicine were still based on the learnings of Antiquity, it is surprising
that ‘to found a republic, maintain states, to govern a kingdom, organize an army,
conduct a war, dispense justice, and extend empires, you will find neither prince,
nor republic, nor captain, nor citizen, who has recourse to the examples of
antiquity’.

The chief reason for this sad state of affairs, Machiavelli suggests, is that in
addition to ‘the evils caused by the proud indolence which prevails in most of the
Christian states’, there is ‘the lack of real knowledge of history, the true sense of
which is not known, or the spirit of which they do not comprehend’.?* In short, he
is accusing his contemporaries of a political complacency and inefficacy born of
historical ignorance. Yet the ignorance he means is not so much of historical fact
—most of those who read it ‘take pleasure . . . in the variety of events which history
relates’ — but ignorance of ‘the true sense’ or ‘the spirit’ of the history they read.
Although he does not elaborate on this crucial notion, he seems to mean people
do not use their imagination to understand historic figures as real individuals
produced by their times — they fail to empathise with the culture in which the
history they read took place. The result is they never think ‘of imitating the noble
actions, deeming that not only difficult, but impossible; as though heaven, the sun,
the elements, and men had changed the order of their motions and power, and
were different from what they were in ancient times’.>

Interestingly, Machiavelli here presents us with the other side of the ‘cultural
relativity’ coin, for if one side is that a lack of a sense of cultural relativity leads
people to disregard ‘alien’ cultures — they are not cultures at all but simply bizarre

95



SPECULATIVE PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY

‘wonders’ of no relevance to their own lives — the inverse is where people do
‘recognise’ a cultural difference between past and present, but out of a mistaken
understanding of what fashions different cultures, still see no connection between
them and their own lives, (for example, that aspects of them might be worth
adopting). In other words, if straightforward xenophobia is one effect of a lack of
asense of ‘cultural relativism’, the more complex case is where that sense is present
but is distorted by superficiality, leading to the misunderstanding that differences
in cultures are so radical as to be unsurpassable. Machiavelli thinks people are
wrongly overawed by the historico-cultural gap between their own times and
antiquity, such that, out of their failure to understand ‘the true sense’ or ‘spirit’ of
history, it appears to them impossible to learn from it. “Wishing, therefore . . . to
draw mankind from this error’, Machiavelli declares his intention to write about
the history he finds in Livy in a manner which treats of ‘all those matters which,
after a comparison between the ancient and modern events, may seem to me
necessary to facilitate their proper understanding’. He intends, no less, a comparative
history — but not for its own sake. Its purpose is to extract lessons about statecraft,
if not indeed construct a ‘science’ of it. This would seem to be what he means when
he boldly adds that this ‘should be the aim of all study of history’.%?

Machiavelli, then, shares that defining Renaissance sense of ‘cultural relativity’
so important in altering presuppositions about the meaning of history. But he is
adding something. If previous Renaissance humanist scholars had helped generate
a consciousness of ‘cultural relativity’ by their historically sympathetic translations
and new editions of classical writings, it would seem Machiavelli remained
dissatisfied with the historical consciousness involved. In pointing to the historical
and cultural gap between ‘Antiquity’ and the Middle Ages, and between both and
the present, it was correct and beneficial. But left at that, it was not only
incomplete; it was damaging — because if history is viewed solely as a succession of
different ‘times’, it can lead to the idea that they are so different that history is no
more than an entertaining read; i.e., history is history, full-stop. There is nothing
to be learnt from it. Further, there is no ‘point’ in history itself — that is, the course
of history — for if societies are so radically dissociated by time that there are no
connecting threads between them, then the course of history is devoid of any useful
meaning for humankind.

Machiavelli does not believe this to be the case, and thus wants to inject into
historical consciousness the salutary notion of the connectedness of history overall.
This, as we will see, does not mean for Machiavelli that history is one single,
meaningful ‘story’ unfolding through, for example, ‘Providence’ or divine planning.
But it does mean that within the course of history men can find lessons, guidelines,
and principles (he does not call them ‘laws’) which can be applied for the benefit
of mankind. He views history as a (yet unopened) treasure-store of practically
applicable experience, and intends to make a start at unlocking it. But people’s
presuppositions about the nature of history — their ‘historical consciousness’ —need
shifting before it is worth their attending the opening.
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Principles underlying history — unchanging nature and human nature

As mentioned, Machiavelli does not gather together the various ‘principles’ he
sees as underlying history as a philosopher would. Rather, they emerge (and are
repeated) in various parts of both the Discourses and The Prince. The passages
quoted above have already revealed two. The ‘order of nature’ does not change; in
men’s perennial confrontation with the natural environment to secure safety and
material well-being, the forces of nature remain the same. Geographical differences
pertain, but within a given region, modern peoples face the same natural structures
and forces their ancient predecessors had to deal with. Second, human nature does
not change either. The way people handle their affairs and the ideas they have
may differ from place to place and from earlier to later times, but this is not because
the fundamental characteristics of human beings actually change. The remoteness
of past times is not due to there having been a different natural order and different
human nature. The same driving forces, the same fears and hopes, and the same
range of emotions have always characterised human beings, and Machiavelli is
famous for the cynical, or realistic, manner in which he views human nature in
general. More accurately, however, because of his overriding interest in statecraft
and government, the numerous and unflattering remarks he makes relate as often
to how human nature should be viewed for the purpose of government rather than
representing some overall view.

[W]hoever desires to found a state and give it laws, must start with
assuming all men are bad and ever ready to display their vicious nature,
whenever they may find occasion for it. . . . Men act rightly only upon
compulsion: but from the moment that they have the option and liberty
to commit wrong with impunity, then they never fail to carry confusion
and disorder everywhere.*8

[N]ature has created men so that they desire everything, but are unable
to attain it; desire being thus always greater than the faculty of acquiring,
discontent with what they have and dissatisfaction with themselves result
from it.*

Also, men have ‘the love of novelty, which manifests itself equally in those who
are well off . . . For. . . men get tired of prosperity’. This ‘love of change’ makes men
fickle and easily influenced, and if they are to be managed, the fundamental
principle that ‘men are prompted in their actions by two main motives, namely,
love and fear’, must be exploited, fear being the most reliable lever.* Finally, ‘the
great majority of mankind are satisfied with appearances, as though they were
realities, and are often even more influenced by the things that seem than by those
that are’.#!

Machiavelli gives this latter thought particular prominence in The Prince, where,
as an extension of his views on human nature (again, for political purposes), we see
him dividing humanity into three groups. First there is the vast majority of ordinary
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people, ‘the vulgar’, who simply have to be manipulated in one way or another, as
above. Hypocrisy (or ‘public relations’, ‘spin-doctoring’) is both necessary and
effective, ‘for men in general judge more by the eyes than by the hands, for every
one can see, but very few have to feel. Everybody sees what you appear to be, few
feel what you are . . . the vulgar is always taken by appearances . . .”.** The second,
much smaller group, are ‘the few’ who, not deceived by appearances, know what
actually goes on, including appreciating the art of manipulation. (A nice anecdote
tells of a cynically smiling Machiavelli — one of the ‘few’ — standing at the back of
a crowd, studying the charismatic preacher-politician Savanorola holding ‘the
many’ in the palm of his hand). The third, even smaller group, are those actually
in power, particularly the individuals involved. All three groups are brought together
in Machiavelli’s chillingly economical statement, ‘. . . the world consists only of
the vulgar, and the few who are not vulgar are isolated when the many have a
rallying point in the prince’.#®

Nature does not change her ways — neither does humankind change its ways.
‘Reflecting now upon the course of human affairs, [ think that, as a whole, the
world remains very much in the same condition, and the good in it always balances
the evil’.* What, then, makes for change? (for without it, there would be no history
at all). Machiavelli’s answer is to add, ‘but the good and evil change from one
country to another’. After the fall of the Roman Empire, he tells us, the
extraordinary concentration of good that characterised it was ‘scattered among
many nations’, some of which do themselves an injustice in praising their past
more than their present. Not so, however, for Italy and Greece, in whose past ‘there
are many things worthy of the highest admiration, whilst the present has nothing
that compensates for all the extreme misery, infamy, and degradation of a period
where there is neither observance of religion, law, or military discipline, and which
is stained by every species of the lowest brutality’.* So things do change, and,
according to Machiavelli, in finding what causes change we will find the other
‘principles’ or ‘factors’ which underlie history.

‘Education’: law, role-models, and religion

The most frequent explanation he gives for a country’s changing circumstances and
character is ‘education’. He does not mean ‘education’ in the formal sense of
schooling, but in the broader sense of the (moral, political, and religious) culture
instilled in the people. Instilled in several ways, the most important for Machiavelli
are the public effect of the laws and of their upholding; the propaganda value of
great actions by ‘virtuous’ men; and the character of religion. The ‘vulgar’ need
inspiration and fear to maintain that public-spiritedness which is the backbone of
a healthy state — and any state naturally begins to lose its early vigour. Thus,
regarding law and its observation in the Roman Republic:

Even if we had not an infinity of other evidences of the greatness of this
republic, it would be made manifest by the extent of her executions, and
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the character of the punishment she inflicted upon the guilty. Rome did
not hesitate to have a whole legion put to death according to a judicial
decision, or to destroy an entire city, or to send eight or ten thousand men
into exile. . . .

As for the exemplary actions of great men, not only is it crucial for their sake that
they receive appropriate public honours, the official celebrating and story-telling
of their great deeds is also an excellent instrument of cultural education by
providing the ‘vulgar’ with inspiring role-models.

Finally, as for religion, because it is ‘the most necessary and assured support of
any civil society’,*’ . . . ‘everything that tends to favour religion (even though it
were believed to be false) should be received and availed of to strengthen it’, and
thus it is an essential duty of rulers ‘to uphold the foundations of the religion of their
countries, for then it is easy to keep their people religious, and consequently well
conducted and united’.*® Also, to claim divine authority and miraculous
intervention in favour of a constitution (or founding system of law) adds
immeasurably to its credibility with the people. Where a country’s religion begins
to weaken and stray from the vigour of its original principles, this will cause
important changes in people’s attitudes, morality, and political culture, thereby
constituting a major factor, for Machiavelli, in provoking historical change. He
makes no secret of his contempt for the state of the Christian religion in his own
day; ‘Nor can there be a greater proof of its decadence than to witness the fact that
the nearer people are to the Church of Rome, which is the head of our religion,
the less religious they are’. It has strayed so far from its founding principles that ‘her
ruin or chastisement is near at hand’,* and much of the parlous state of Italy must
be laid at its door. In addition to the general effects of the religion’s decadence, in
practice any religion’s educative role is most immediately and effectively
transmitted in its daily rites and frequent festivals. These ‘set the tone’ of a people’s
value-system and are thus a powerful historical instrument. In his own day
Machiavelli complains that the Christian religion,

glorifies more the humble and contemplative men than the men of action.
Our religion, moreover, places the supreme happiness in humility,
lowliness, and a contempt for worldly objects, whilst the other [the
ancient Roman religion], on the other hand, places the supreme good in
grandeur of soul, strength of body, and all such other qualities as render

men formidable . .. These principles seem to me to have made men
feeble.>°

Although Machiavelli does not propose ditching Christianity for the secular
advantages of Roman paganism (not that he would have any theological objection
in my view), there are many examples of his wish that Christian rites, ceremonies,

and spectacles were more enthralling and awe-inspiring — even ferocious and
bloody.>!
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The role of individiuals

If ‘education’ is one factor explaining why things change (i.e., ‘what drives history’),
another returns us to the actions of great (or infamous) individuals — but now
directly for their role in historical change rather than for their educative effect. No
reading of Machiavelli can fail to reveal that he considers individual human agency,
particularly of those in power, as a major determinant of (historical) change.
Wrongly underplayed in much recent historiography and historical thinking
because of a misguided disdain for narrative (and a consequent preference for using
abstract ‘factors’ in historical analysis), the role of individuals in ‘making things
happen’ is so obvious to Machiavelli that he does not feel any need to defend or
explain it. After all, the world consists only of the vulgar, the few who are not
vulgar, and ‘princes’. Constantly, in all the lessons he extracts from his ‘new route’
of comparative history, he focuses upon the actions of those in power. Whether
they succeed or fail, or are ‘virtuous’ or evil, how they perform has potent effects
either for good or ill.

Although his thinking is restricted principally to the political and military
aspects of history because of his fascination in statecraft, this does not mean he is
not interested in the broader topic of cultural changes (e.g., religious change).
Rather, it would seem they can be subject to the determining skill of ‘princes’. In
short, apart from his fascination in power per se (its acquisition, exercise,
maintenance, expansion, and loss), implicit in Machiavelli’s approach to history
is an instinct akin to Aristotle’s notion of politics as the master-science — namely,
that in addition to those special techniques intimate to the practice of ‘politics’ in
the narrow sense, ‘politics’ is not simply one area of expertise or ‘techné’ amongst
others (medicine, warfare, agriculture) but is the overarching umbrella which
embraces all aspects of society. This is because, from its unique overall perspective
of governing society, it determines the relative importance of society’s components.
Rightly or wrongly, then, there is a larger logic to Machiavelli’s belief in the
importance of individual agency in history than simply his fascination in power.
The exercise of statecraft, necessarily by those individuals in political power, is for
him one of the principal causes of change.

‘Fortune’

This said, however, there is a further force which contributes to change for
Machiavelli, and it as often conflicts with the energies of great individuals as assists
them — namely, fortune. Potent as the actions of strong political leaders may be,
fortune can overturn their hopes and achievements. Alternatively, fortune can
provide the circumstances, otherwise incapable of being fashioned by men, in
which great leaders can fulfil their potential despite the odds. We have earlier
encountered the classical notion of ‘fortune’, and it is no surprise that Machiavelli
means the same, particularly where it refers not to mere chance but to a definite
force. Quite what he thought this ‘force’ was is difficult to say, but from his frequent
references to it (and his explicit treatment of it in Chapter 25 of The Prince) it is
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clear it is something tangible for Machiavelli, rather than a metaphorical way
of pointing to the uncertainties which dog human affairs. As a distinct ‘agent’ in
history, he presents ‘fortune’ as immensely powerful and unpredictable. Occasion-
ally it may act as the deliverer of moral retribution, but that is not Machiavelli’s
dominant theme — usually (though not always) fortune is vindictive and destruc-
tive. Often he seems to equate it with ‘the character of the times’, or, alternatively,
suggest the latter are caused by it. Either way, irrespective of anything people can
do about it, there are good times and bad times, propitious times and threatening
times, fast-moving times and slow-moving times. ‘Fortune’ determines the times
we live in, and can rapidly change them so that those who, by chance or intelli-
gence have prospered by adapting to ‘the times’, can be ruined if then unable to
change their ways to meet the new. Repeatedly, Machiavelli stresses that, given
fortune’s power over ‘the times’, adaptability is the key to success. Famously, the
only way to manage the caprice of fortune is, poetically, to treat her as a woman,
boldly and fiercely rather than ‘coldly’ and rationally, for although she cannot be
defeated, she may let herself be subdued by the young and impetuous.’?

Finally, there is one further way in which fortune’s governance of history can be
challenged. It seems to Machiavelli that ‘fortune is the ruler of half our actions, but
that she allows the other half or thereabouts to be governed by us’. In a non-too
consistent passage, Machiavelli compares fortune to ‘an impetuous river that, when
turbulent’, causes chaos. But the river can also be quiet (fortune chooses to withdraw
from governing the affairs of men?), and when this occurs, men can build dykes to
restrain the river next time it tries to flood. Just so with fortune; when quiet
(approximately half the time?), people can prudently take measures to minimise
its return.”®

Given this account, what exactly is this ‘force’ Machiavelli believed in as a
potent determinant of history? Leaving aside the metaphors of the flooding river
and the wilful woman inviting passionate seduction, we should recognise a rational
core in what Machiavelli intuits about ‘history’ from this somewhat uncertain set
of ideas. Clearly humankind has never been in control of its own circumstances
and, thus, history. There are ‘forces’ man cannot control. Increasingly, through
scientific research in its broadest sense, we have at least come to recognise what
some of these forces are, and may even learn how to control, or at least restrain,them
— stock-market crashes, economic movements, population expansions, class-
structures, diseases, the causes of political alienation and terrorism. But there are
others we know of but can do little about, such as climatic changes. Knowing the
nature of such ‘forces’, we may fear them but do not refer to them as ‘fortune’ (or
‘fate’). Where, however, ‘things happen’ of a totally unforeseen nature — epidemics,
natural catastrophes, startling political and social developments due to ‘changing
times’ — we have to admit there are ‘forces’ unknown which, with apparent
capriciousness, help determine history. This is what Machiavelli means, except he
gathers ‘them’ into one (‘poetical’, classical) ‘force’, namely, ‘fortune’.

In his day, however, the state of scientific, economic, sociological, meteo-
rological, and medical knowledge was miniscule compared to today. To Machiavelli
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and his contemporaries, then, so many of the forces we know, or think, help
determine history (and thus make it intelligible) were unrecognised. In modern
parlance, they must have felt alienated from history, relatively powerless before its
march. [t is in this light we should appreciate not only what Machiavelli means by
‘fortune’ (and why he refers to it so frequently), but also what he says about it.
Here, rather than see him as a fatalist, obsessed by fortune’s power over history, he
appears in a more positive light, for he is attempting to lift a corner of the veil of
ignorance concerning history’s determinants. In the ‘political science” he constructs
from his ‘comparative historical’ studies, he is uncovering how ‘politics’ and
‘statecraft’ work, to show how men of the right calibre can take matters into their
own hands. It is true that ‘fortune’ can still intervene, but if men understand the art
of government (including warfare) they can at least manage affairs better when
fortune strikes, and at best craft a viable state whilst it is dormant. In short,
Machiavelli starts the ‘scientific’ task of revealing the ‘forces’ underlying the course
of history. Limited as it is in scope (i.e., ‘politics’), and inadequate as its conclusions
might be, his analysis is tangible evidence of an approach not only reflecting but
extending the shift in presuppositions about ‘history’ achieved in the Renaissance
— one built upon by subsequent thinkers on history.

Cycles

We may conclude this exploration of the ‘principles’ which Machiavelli thought
underlie history by briefly assessing two further (alleged) ‘factors’ in his thinking —
the notion of historical/political cycles, and the role of God. Regarding the first,
there are those who interpret certain passages from the Discourses and the Florentine
Histories as showing Machiavelli straightforwardly subscribing not only to Polybius’
notion of recurrent political cycles but also to the larger notion of history as an
eternally recurring circle along cosmological lines. For example, Jaki includes
Machiavelli in noting that the Renaissance saw (in some) a renewed interest in and
acceptance of the basic cyclical theory of history, because Machiavelli offers ‘a
classic description of history as an ever recurring treadmill’.>* Predictably this
permits Jaki to include Machiavelli as one of those who failed to make any
contribution to the idea of human progress. We may also revisit Nisbet, who adopts
the same line on a Machiavelli who ‘sees in history nothing but ups and downs,
cyclical returns’,”® and therefore contributes to and confirms Nisbet’s predictably
revisionist, but here extraordinary, view that there are no ‘ideas of progress to be
met with throughout the whole Renaissance’.®

Trompf, however, by virtue of a detailed examination, adopts a less straight-
forward interpretation. Although doubts linger over Machiavelli’s access to the
actual texts, ‘during the sixteenth century the Polybian cycle of governments makes
a dramatic reappearance in the pages of Machiavelli’.’” However, not only does
Machiavelli take an eclectic approach to its details, he removes that element of
‘naturality’ (which alluded to some kind of unknowable ‘divine’ or ‘supernatural’

force) driving the cycle, seeing it driven instead by the human-scale interplay
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between men’s actions and the necessities of situations. Historical circumstances
can repeat themselves, with similar outcomes, but the factors which produce this
‘are neither supernatural nor extrahuman. . . . History remains the domain of
human action’.’® In Trompf’s hands, then, although we would expect Machiavelli
to be interested in this famous classical theory of inexorable political cycles, he uses
some parts of it and abandons others, and most particularly, removes any
‘superstitious’ notion of ‘the wheel of fortune’.

If we were to add that the recognition of historical repetition can be viewed as
neither novel nor ‘philosophical’, but as a common-sense idea which occurs to
anyone, (pace Trompf’s special interest in the topic), then we move even further
away from the view that a belief in ‘supernatural’ inevitable cyclical returns was an
important factor in Machiavelli’s approach to understanding the forces determining
history. And (in a later analysis) this, indeed, is precisely where de Grazia takes us.
Regarding the Polybian cyclical theory he tells us that Machiavelli, ‘[h]aving
presented the theory (note that he calls it an opinion). . . . Niccold takes it apart,
gently, quickly, wittily’.>® De Grazia observes that ‘if cycles exist as Polybius would
have them, the lessons of history would be restricted’, and ‘most of Niccold’s study
and experience would be good for little except contemplation’.®® In short,
Machiavelli does not subscribe to a theory of inexorably recurring political cycles.
Running counter to the grain of his activist, interventionist approach to (political)
history, ‘[t]he theory of political cycles appears early in the Discourses and, in effect,
is then discarded’.%!

We may comment that this, of course, is not to say that history does not have
its ups and downs, or even less that history is, for Machiavelli, purposefully linear.
‘Fortune’, as we have seen, is a powerful ‘force’, but even where he refers to it
popularly as a ‘wheel’, this neither means Machiavelli believes in the classical
theory of political cycles nor even that, as a ‘wheel’, fortune ensures eternal
historical repetition. More typically he uses the metaphor to capture the notion of
fortune confounding, or overturning, the plans and just deserts of men. It would
seem, then, that de Grazia is the more correct and that those who interpret
Machiavelli as believing in history ‘as an ever recurring treadmill’ have been misled
by some general passages where he (unremarkably) reminds us of the ups and downs
of history, and by confusing his notion of the role of ‘fortune’ (particularly as a
‘wheel’) with the classical idea of cyclical repetition. Rather, history is neither
cyclical nor linear — it is, simply, threateningly chaotic.

God

Finally, in this examination of what drives history for Machiavelli, what about the
role of God? The answer seems to be that God has no role. There is no overarching
‘divine providence’ planning the course of history. We cannot even be sure what
Machiavelli’s real thoughts were on ‘God’, although we know what they were on
religion’s role in society, and on the state of the Christian religion in particular. He
probably did have some sort of ‘belief in God’, but in keeping his references to Him
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uncontroversial, general, and brief, he can be read in different ways — either as
merely paying lip-service to a God in whom he believes but regards as unknowable
and whose operations in history are not evident, (‘that our free will may not be
altogether extinguished’)®? — or as paying lip-service to a (Christian) God in whom
he does not believe — or even, between the lines, as advocating atheism. As ever,
we must recognise the power of censorship in the sixteenth century, both to
endanger writers and deprive them of a hearing; and also that, irrespective of the
times, many individuals sensibly wish to keep their deepest thoughts to themselves.
Whatever the case with Machiavelli, it is clear he omits ‘God’ as one of the factors
behind history. He does not ask us to bring ‘Him’ into our presuppositions regarding
the meaning of history, even where he appears to. He opens the famous Chapter
25 of The Prince by saying, ‘It is not unknown to me how many have been and are
of opinion that worldly events are so governed by fortune and by God, that men
cannot by their prudence change them . ..". He then embarks on a discussion,
reviewed above, of ‘how much fortune can do in human affairs and how it may be
opposed’.%3 Not accidentally, ‘God’ is not mentioned throughout the remainder of
the chapter.

Summary comments

As noted, the complex, controversial period of ‘Renaissance’ did not produce its
own distinctive ‘philosophy of history’. But it would be absurd to ignore the
Renaissance contribution to ‘philosophy of history’ on such grounds. As we move
forward to later explicit and elaborate ‘philosophies of history’, one rationale of this
‘guide’ is to show they did not simply appear from nowhere. On the contrary, the
very grounds on which they stood — an appreciation of the ‘historicity’ of the past;
the linking of culture, religion, politics, and, latterly, class and economics, into a
holistic appreciation of historical societies; the preparedness to question authority
and generate new notions of ‘what history is about’; and the urge to identify and
understand the causes and/or ‘forces’ of historical change — were uncovered during
and because of those features of Renaissance culture we have surveyed. And
although this ‘guide’ does not purport to be a history of ‘philosophy of history’, the
preceding chapters make clear that neither, in their turn, did these Renaissance
shifts in assumptions about the nature and meaning of history simply appear from
nowhere.

So many of the features making for these Renaissance shifts were reflected and
(sometimes unpalatably) extended by Machiavelli that it is fitting this survey of
relevant Renaissance trends should culminate in his ideas — (indeed, de Grazia
goes so far as to refer to Machiavelli as ‘our philosopher of history’).®* His writings
exemplify, deliberately, the consciousness of a new approach (his ‘new route’);
individualism; alertness to ‘cultural relativity’; and perhaps above all, his marked
secularism. This latter feature (also famous in debates over his morality) invites
comment, particularly in the light of that theme which has already emerged as
integral (for some) to speculative ‘philosophy of history’ — namely, the question of
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human progress. Machiavelli can be viewed as a frighteningly secular thinker. As a
precursor of the moral vacuum many felt the later Scientific Revolution’s ‘cold
philosophy’ spawned, (e.g., in Hobbes), there is no ‘superhuman’, or ‘ideal’,
underpinning to morality for Machiavelli. Symptomatically, from what he writes
(or omits to write), ‘God’ plays no role in humankind and its history. Belief in
deities, however, plays a crucial role for Machiavelli insofar as the organised
religions it generates may be more or less manipulable for the political projects of
originating stable societies via ‘authoritative’ legislative frameworks and
maintaining a politico-moral culture favourable to the security of the state. In
short, religion is simply ideology — and the better the function and dynamics of
ideology are understood, at least, by ‘princes’ and those of ‘the few’ who advise
them, the more effectively can ‘the vulgar’ (‘the masses’) be managed. Yet, sinister
(or realistic) as this may sound, the purpose of this aspect of statecraft — managing
‘the vulgar’ — is not to oppress them, nor exploit them for economic gain. Rather,
as for any aspect of statecraft, it is to secure those minimal conditions essential for
all in a society to extract what value they can from their particular lives. The latter
is up to them, but without effective law, without an administrative system to tackle
plague, drought and starvation, and without security from invasion, genocide, rape,
plunder, and forced migration, the value this life may offer is aborted. And it would
seem that, for all ‘practical’ purposes, there is only this life, here on earth, for
Machiavelli.

As the ‘cold’ observer par excellence, he writes more than once that he is no
‘idealist’, no wishful thinker. Not only is he open-eyed about the selfish-
interestedness, fickleness, gullibility, and moral hypocrisy of mankind — (he accepts
it, and advises on how to make the best of it, for everyone) — he is equally open-
eyed about ‘history’. There is no divine plan for, or underneath, it. Neither is there
any inbuilt dynamic making history progressive for humankind. Not a ‘believer’ in
human, or historical, progress in general, he believes that in the ups and downs
of history, ‘virtuous’ leaders can carve out the above minimal conditions for a
human life and, with luck and foresight, sustain them long enough for the the fruits
of a civilised society to ripen — hopefully to the extent of achieving glory in the
annals of history for both that society and its leaders.®® There is no higher reward
—not salvation, nor human perfection, nor the perfect society, nor assured human
progress into the future. There are simply human-beings, fixed in their nature, on
an earth fixed in its nature. To that extent we are lost, save for the energy,
intelligence, and courage we can muster to make our own history. ‘History’ itself is
not going to help us — not being directed, it has no direction. But it does provide
a storehouse of experience we can learn from, rather than approach it with
irrational, erroneous suppositions about its ‘meaning’.

Although not a nihilist, there are respects in which Machiavelli prefigures the
twentieth-century existentialists. Although lacking their psychological sense of
detachment, the notion that ‘existence precedes essence’ — that there are no
blueprints men ‘must’ follow — pervades his historical thinking. (Even to the extent
his beloved Roman Republic does provide a ‘blueprint’, it is one they forged for
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themselves). And as for the consequent — that we are thus ‘condemned to be free’ —
there is indeed an unsettling starkness about Machiavelli’s view of the relation
between history and humankind. Relatedly, this is also apparent in his moral
thinking, for if by pointing to his clear attachment to the secular ideals of classical
moral thought one rightly dismisses those who call him ‘immoral’, one nevertheless
feels he chose them as the most ‘appropriate’ or ‘effective’ rather than their imposing
themselves on his conscience. From this ‘proto-existentialist’ perspective it is
difficult to separate his moral from his historical assumptions, or to see which
determined which.

But our final comment must be that, in opening the door to modernity,
Machiavelli went further than his contemporaries. We would overestimate, ‘over-
modernise’, the contribution of the Renaissance period to the development of
‘philosophy of history’ were we to take Machiavelli as representative of Renaissance
changes in historical assumptions. Rather, in epitomising its possibilities his ideas
were in some respects untypical. If the predominant tone of Renaissance culture was
one of self-praise and hopes for a more civilised future, Machiavelli’s contempt for
his own country’s times, in terms of its ‘political culture’ — (for him, that which
determines all else) — knew no bounds. And if the most important contribution of
the Renaissance to altering ideas on the nature and meaning of history was its
secular emphasis, most people (including intellectuals) remained not only religious
but ‘superstitious’, for instance believing in magic and witchcraft, and holding ‘pre-
scientific’ notions on cosmology, alchemy, and medicine. No doubt Machiavelli
subscribed to some of this himself, but in respect of the cool, neutral rationality he
brings to his consideration of statecraft and the nature of history he shows himself
unencumbered by much of the baggage cluttering his contemporaries’ clarity of
vision. In short, if a major feature of Renaissance culture was to turn men’s eyes back
to earth, Machiavelli went further — he also opened their eyes, too wide for most,
to what they saw. As it happened, they did not have to look. The corner of the veil,
which Machiavelli’s probings had lifted on the nature of history, fell back into
place as even before his death in 1527 Europe plunged into a period of politico-
religious turmoil and reactionary intellectual sterility. The secular impulse of the
Renaissance, promising so much in the humanistic understanding of history, and
bearing fruit in Machiavelli, was stopped by the Reformation. The project of a
rational attempt to ‘make sense of’ history was not to be resumed for many decades,
and not to be attempted comprehensively and systematically (but then for the first
time) until the early eighteenth century by the then obscure, but now increasingly
famous, Giambattista Vico.
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From Machiavelli to Vico

Introduction

Despite the claims made for St Augustine as the ‘first philosopher of history’,! with
good reason most scholars agree that Giambattista Vico (1668—1744), from Naples,
better deserves the title. This is because he was the first thinker to produce an
overall ‘theory’ of the course and meaning of history derived from objective study
and the conscious application of abstract principles. Unlike Augustine, Vico’s
motivation was not primarily ideological. He was principally concerned to
investigate ‘the truth’ about human history for its own sake, (although, as we will
see, this did not preclude him from reaching prescriptive conclusions). In these
respects we may compare Vico’s to Machiavelli’s ‘scientific’ thinking about history.
But whereas Machiavelli was no philosopher, in the sense that he did not construe
his ideas on history from abstract principles brought to light and defended, Vico’s
project was explicitly ‘philosophical’. As he tells us in his Autobiography, he
laboured for many years in comparative solitude to find the key to unlocking
numerous problems in understanding the logic of the course of history — and it is
clear he was open-minded enough to change his mind over certain issues on
occasions.

Vico’s originality

In these senses, then, Vico is recognised as a ‘philosopher’ in today’s parlance — and,
moreover, as the first philosopher of history. In itself this would establish his claim
to originality. But in addition, numerous scholars have remarked that Vico’s
thought is also intrinsically astonishingly novel. There is much to be said for this,
but it would be wrong to conclude our first real philosopher of history’s ideas sprang
from nowhere. Although the directions Vico’s thinking takes were very much his
own, the issues he addressed were neither invented nor discovered by him. Rather,
he was responding to intellectual developments, both current and recent in his
times (which spanned the latter part of the seventeeth, as well as nearly half the
eighteenth, century). We finished the last chapter with Machiavelli, the High
Renaissance, and the beginning of the Reformation, and now seem to be bridging
some 150 years to reach Vico. Did nothing important to our theme occur between?
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The answer is that, far from a period bereft of significant and relevant intellectual
development, the intervening years were replete with innovation in the domains
of philosophy, science, religion, political theory, law, literature, and history — such
that the very foundations of the modern European mind were laid. Vico was far
enough away from, yet still close enough to, this giant formative process to benefit
from a perspective which generated an astonishingly wide scope and synthesising
impulse in his thought. Thus it is that exploring those intellectual currents which
Vico was responding to involves outlining many of the principal features of post-
Reformation and seventeenth-century European thought — features the reader
might fear were being neglected by our shift from Machiavelli to Vico. That this
is no mere ploy of exposition on your guide’s part is partly confirmed by Vico
himself, for it is clear he conceived his major work, The New Science, as not only
what we now call a philosophy of history, but as nothing less than a comprehensive
‘new science’ which would disentangle, correct, and make new sense out of
numerous of the intellectual currents flowing from the Renaissance — in short, a
synthesis of philosophy, historico-cultural studies, and politico-legal theory which
was not only grand but so innovative that Vico regarded his work more as a
superseding of previous knowledge than a synthesis. Having explained what is wrong
with previous ideas, breathtakingly he tells us that ‘for purposes of this inquiry,
[into no less a topic than the understanding of world history, culture, and politics!]
we must reckon as if there were no books in the world’.? Thus Vico’s sense of his
own originality; and it must therefore be with some irony that we have to insist that
for the purposes of our enquiry (into what Vico’s ideas were) we must precisely
‘reckon with’ the ‘books in the world’ which preceded his, since if we do not know
what he was responding to we will not understand his thinking even if we ‘under-
stand’ what he writes.

Vico’s intellectual inheritance

The Scientific Revolution

We have claimed that Vico’s philosophy of history, explicit in his New Science
(final edition, 1744), is the product of his reflections on major intellectual
movements developed since the Renaissance. Of these, arguably the most
significant was what (since the eighteenth century)® we call ‘the Scientific
Revolution’. Indeed, it has been claimed that this movement ‘outshines everything
since the rise of Christianity and reduces the Renaissance and Reformation to
the rank of mere episodes’.* From previous history, the revered authorities of
Aristotle and Ptolemy had said the Earth does not move, and is at the centre of the
universe. The Bible said the same, adding the huge moral gloss that the Earth is
so placed as fitting for God’s supreme creation, Man. Born in 1473, the Polish
mathematician and astronomer, Nicolaus Copernicus, had by 1530 worked out a
radically new theory which instead placed the sun at the centre of the universe,
and claimed the Earth revolved around the sun (as did the other planets) annually,
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and that it rotated daily (swaying slightly as it did so). Although a largely
mathematical, even hypothetical, construct which retained other (false) features
of the old ‘geocentric’ theory of the universe, Copernicus’ revolutionary new ‘helio-
centric’ theory stimulated other astronomers and ‘natural philosophers’ in the
second half of the sixteenth century. By the 1590s the German astronomer,
Johannes Kepler (1571-1630), began publishing his own theories derived from
the Copernican system, culminating in his discovery of the laws of planetary
motion (Kepler’s Laws) and his explicit defence of Copernicus in his textbook
Epitome of Copernican Astronomy (1621). From the 1630s many more astronomers
and ‘natural philosophers’ were thereby converted not only to the Copernican
system but to the broader scientific and philosophical implications of this challenge
to traditional learning. But such ‘conversions’ were not without their dangers, as
the career of another epoch-breaking early ‘scientist’, Galileo (1564-1642), was
famously to demonstrate.

By the 1590s this remarkable Italian champion of science and intellectual
freedom, already a convert to Copernicism, began to design his own scientific
instruments such as the pendulum, and scorning mere speculative hypothesis,
combined mathematics and empirical experimentation to uncover and formulate
the fundamental laws of motion and mechanics so essential to physics. His work
convinced him that ‘matter is unalterable, i.e., always the same, and . . . because
of its eternal and necessary character it is possible to produce demonstrations of it
no less straight and neat than those of mathematics’.> He was aware, of course, that
such a statement concerned not merely physics but also held enormous
philosophical and theological implications because it subverted both the authority
of Aristotle and the Catholic Church. But by 1613, some three years before the
authorities declared a ban on Copernican ideas, Galileo had used the telescope he
had designed to empirically demonstrate the falsity of traditional ideas. Increasingly
under threat for heresy by both the Church and academics, Galileo tried to avoid
controversy but kept on with his scientific work, eventually entering the public fray
again with a work in 1625 which the Church censors at Rome allowed to be
published in 1632 as the Dialogue on the Two Principal World Systems. In this work
(on the respective merits of Copernican and traditional Ptolemaic astronomy)
Galileo himself summed up the reasons for resistance to the emerging new ‘science’
by having one of his characters say, ‘this way of thinking leads to the subversion of
all natural philosophy [‘science’] and stirs up confusion and disruption in heaven,
on earth, and in the whole universe’.® Despite such manoeuvrings (and official
permission to publish), he was sentenced a year later by the Inquisition to life
imprisonment for heresy. Living out his years, in fact, under house arrest he
continued working, thereby contributing further stimulus to what we now call
the properly scientific approach to natural phenomena. In less than fifty years after
his death, the English mathematician and physicist, Isaac Newton (1642-1727),
brought the synthesis of mathematics, physics, and astronomy to a famous
summation in his Principia (1687), which demonstrated the law of universal
gravitation.
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If the Scientific Revolution originated in astronomy and physics, it was not
limited to them. As early as 1605 the English philosopher-statesman Francis Bacon
(1561-1626) published The Advancement of Learning in which he critically
considered the present state and achievements of knowledge — a theme he revisited
in his 1620 Novum Organum in which he poured scorn on purely ‘theoretical’
approaches to the natural world, and even more so on traditional ideas about it.
Instead he insisted on the value of observation and experiment in order to reach
reliable, objective knowledge (what came to be known as ‘the experimental
philosophy’ or ‘empiricism’), and would have been delighted when some twenty
years after his death a group of like-minded individuals formed a scientific society
along the lines he had proposed, not only to promote learning but to make for a
better world, which became the Royal Society in 1660. This famous institution,
amongst whose members were Boyle, Hooke, and Newton himself (who became
its President in 1703) was matched by the founding of the Royal Academy of
Sciences in France in 1666, whilst elsewhere in Europe other such societies emerged
during a seventeenth century in which increasing numbers of intellectuals were
fascinated by, contributing to, and convinced of the validity of ‘the new learning’.
The societies published numerous papers on new inventions in, for example,
mechanics, clockwork, agriculture, and navigation, as well as research into
medicine, optics, statistics, astronomy, geography, and mathematics.

Thus by the later seventeenth century, when Vico was a young man, the Scientific
Revolution was well under way and the claims for the ‘new learning’ were well-
known. Amongst these was the notion that, far from being heretical, the increasing
revelation of the laws of the natural world was bringing people closer to God
by discovering the true workings of His marvellous creation. However, others
in addition to the Catholic Church were disturbed by what they saw as the
replacement of their traditional beliefs about the cosmos and the natural world by
a cold, mechanistic philosophy which offered neither spiritual solace nor moral
certainty in a universe now no longer conceived of as finite and meaningful but as
an infinite complex of, simply, ‘matter in motion’. In short, the Scientific
Revolution was far more than a ‘revolution’ in ‘science’ — it offered a new way of
looking at the universe, a new set of presuppositions regarding the natural world
and man’s place in it, which sat antagonistically not only with the received wisdom
of the ancient classics and of the Catholic Church but increasingly with the
classics-orientated humanist heritage of the Renaissance. Although the contri-
butors to the Scientific Revolution were of course interested in the natural world
and cosmos rather than theories about history, we have already seen in preceding
chapters how closely earlier ideas about the course and meaning of human history
intertwined with both religion and ideas about Nature. Sooner or later the
connection, already intuited by many enquiring minds, would be made again —
but now by a thinker, Vico, consciously set on working out an explicit theory of
history which would coherently reintegrate these diverse components. But before
we see how Vico responded to the emergence of ‘science’, we must look at another
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major intellectual movement of the post-Reformation sixteenth and the ensuing
seventeenth century which he was also responding to — namely, developments in

philosophy.

Seventeenth-century philosophy

Nowadays, apart from its loose popular meaning, we regard ‘philosophy’ as a distinct
academic discipline generating a specialised vocabulary and limited to considering
only certain issues. But until modern times the term had a much broader
connotation derived simply from its Greek origins as ‘lover of knowledge’, whereby
the distinctions between, for example, the study of law, theology, medicine,
political constitutions, astronomy and astrology, and even history, were subsumed
under the generic term, ‘philosophy’. In particular, the modern distinction between
science and philosophy did not apply, the former being referred to, even in the
eighteenth century, as ‘natural philosophy’. Thus it is that many of the above-
mentioned ‘scientists’ who contributed to the Scientific Revolution were called
‘philosophers’. And so they were, in the primary sense that they studied ‘the nature
of things’. However, for a complex of reasons including the Renaissance humanists’
rejection of scholasticism, the expansion of the known world through voyages of
exploration, technological innovation, and a freer intellectual atmosphere in some
now Protestant countries, the seventeenth century witnessed the beginnings of a
disentangling of what we now call ‘science’ (‘the natural sciences’) from the general
amalgam of ‘philosophy’.

Vice-versa, however, the same began to happen to ‘philosophy’ itself, as it began
to disentangle itself from that same amalgam. Thus it is that if Galileo was the
father of modern science, in this same seventeenth century modern philosophy (i.e.,
‘philosophy’ in its narrower sense) was fathered by René Descartes (1596-1650).
Both are still described as ‘philosophers and scientists’, and rightly so. This is
because of the seeming paradox that ‘science’ and ‘philosophy’ only became distinct
from each other by initially sharing the same characteristic of wishing to begin
anew the study of ‘the nature of things’. Thus Galileo the scientist needed a new
method of approaching knowledge (i.e., needed ‘philosophy’) to support his ideas,
while Descartes the philosopher needed an open book on ‘the nature of things’
(i.e., needed ‘science’) to complement his ideas. These two stimuli came together
in the seventeenth-century intellectual achievement of 1) detaching the physical
world as a field of study which 2) required its own form of knowledge. In short, that
the origins of both modern science and modern philosophy occurred together in
time is no coincidence.

‘Empiricism’

We have already noted how as the sixteenth turned into the seventeenth century
some inquisitive minds had become thoroughly impatient — indeed, contemptuous
— of traditionally received knowledge regarding particularly the physical world. A
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century earlier, of course, the Renaissance humanists had already rejected the
medieval scholastic approach to learning. But apart from showing interest in
the classical materialist/atomic theories of Democritus, Epicurus, and Lucretius
(but even here, because of their moral ideas), the Renaissance humanists did not
focus their attention on the study of the natural world. Rather, their invaluable
researches were directed on the ‘liberal arts’. By contrast, the exponents of the
‘new learning’ of the seventeenth century focused their thinking on the natural
world. They thus found themselves not only at odds with medieval (and religiously
inspired) scholastical thinking and methods (as had the Renaissance humanists)
but also with classical (Aristotelian and Ptolemaic) theories of ‘natural philosophy’,
which derived less from observation and experiment than from speculatively
rationalising the remnants of earlier ‘mythopoeic’ concepts of nature. After all, if
one could now show that ‘things in motion’ do not have an ‘appetite to rest’, but
that the laws of physics determine in exact degrees that a thing in motion has to
be prevented from continuing in motion because of measurable forces —or that the
sun and moon are not perfect spheres but spotted and cratered purely material
phenomena — then the facts could speak for themselves.

Thus a school of philosophical thought emerged, prepared to re-open the book
of Nature because it was discovering a new set of presuppositions based on the
methodology of actual observation combined with repeatable experimentation — in
other words, empiricism, the taking of one’s starting point for knowledge from the
observed, tested facts. Such a method, ‘way of knowing’, or epistemology (‘logic of
knowledge’) would correct errors and discover new truths. This empiricism did not
necessarily lead to any new overall synthetic or comprehensive theories of nature
—in fact, it was antipathetic towards such ‘theoretical’ constructs. But it did imply
a new ‘theory’ or ‘explanation’ of knowledge itself (involving philosophical
propositions about the nature of the human mind and the ‘objectivity’ of external
phenomena) which was brought explicitly to reflection, argument, and defence in
various works of philosophy. Notable amongst these was Essay Concerning Human
Understanding (1689) by the Englishman, John Locke (1632-1704). This work
tells us that to form ‘true’ ideas about the world we should recognise no other
authority than what the senses actually perceive of it, combined with purely logical
reasoning ‘after the event’ to make sense of this empirical source of knowledge.
Indeed, much of the Royal Society’s work (including prior to Locke’s Essay and his
own membership) was premised on this philosophy of ‘empiricism’, its long-serving
Secretary, Henry Oldenberg, being much vexed by more ‘speculative’ frameworks
which ‘the experimental philosophy’ generated in others. A salutary ‘empiricism’
has since remained a strong feature of particularly the Anglo-American philo-
sophical outlook (including the approach to the study of history).

Seventeenth-century ‘rationalism’

The other seventeenth-century principal innovation in philosophy is now called
‘rationalism’, whose original exponent was the Frenchman, René Descartes
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(1596-1650). After moving to the Netherlands in 1628, Descartes wrote a number
of scientific and philosophical works amongst which (in his Philosophical Essays,
1637) was his deeply influential and controversial Discourse on Method. Here again
we encounter a philosopher/scientist deeply sceptical of traditional and ‘received’
knowledge, not prepared to consider any idea as true unless he was satisfied that
the method of acquiring knowledge was indisputably correct. In other words,
like the empiricists, he started his philosophy by enquiring into the nature of
knowledge itself. But unlike them, Descartes did not start from the (alleged) truth
of sense-experience. Instead he was convinced the only statements or ideas which
are indisputably ‘true’, are those which partake of the certainty demonstrable in
propositions arrived at through the process of deduction which is innate to the
mind. As such, geometry and mathematics were the archetypal examples of clear
reasoning untainted by the intrusion of mere opinion, sense-impressions, or ‘received
wisdom’. Hence Descartes’ method was to doubt everything and start from some
indisputable beginning (such as ‘I think’) —and then deduce step by step only what
logically followed (in this case, according to him, firstly ‘therefore I exist’).

It was in this manner that the ancient Greek mathematician Euclid had
uncovered the laws of the triangle, amongst which was his 47th Proposition demon-
strating that for any right-angled triangle, the sum of the squares of the sides must
equal the square of the hypotenuse. A famous anecdote tells of the English
philosopher Thomas Hobbes’ (1588-1679) astonished disbelief at reading this
proposition. Hobbes therefore read back through the propositions from which the
forty-seventh followed and was not only thereby convinced of its truth, but more
importantly, of the indisputable certainty of that method as the only way of reaching
true conclusions about anything. (‘This made him in love with geometry’).” Later,
in the 1630s, Hobbes travelled in France and met with Descartes and other ‘ration-
alists’, and despite disagreeing with some of Descartes’ ideas (particularly his
exemption of mind from the world of matter) never wavered from his belief in the
‘rationalist’, inductive method of acquiring truth. Indeed, because Hobbes devel-
oped the view that all aspects of existence are solely material, he went on to construct
one of the most sustained ‘rationalist’ explanations known in literature, not of
objects in nature, but of no less a topic than the nature of man and the state — his
Leviathan (1651). In order to ground the work on a method which would provide
‘true’ statements, Hobbes insists that ‘true and false are attributes of speech, not of
things’, and because ‘truth consisteth in the right ordering’ of what we say, then:

By this it appears how necessary it is for any man that aspires to true
knowledge, to examine the definitions of former authors; and either to

correct them, where they are negligently set down, or to make them
himself.8

Reasoning is the process of drawing out the logical implications of definitions.
Hobbes calls the kind of knowledge gained ‘science’, and says ‘this is the knowledge
required in a philosopher; that is to say, of him that pretends to reasoning’.’
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Our final example of ‘rationalism’ in seventeenth-century philosophy was
written by the Dutchman and excommunicate Jew, Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677).
Strongly influenced by the rationalist epistemology of Descartes and Hobbes,
(although disagreeing with other elements of their respective philosophies), and
motivated by a spirituality as sublime as it was unorthodox, Spinoza finally
organised his philosophical thinking about ‘God’, the universe, man, and his
ultimate good, into what some judge as among the most profound books ever
written, his Ethics (c. 1674). Significantly, the full title of this masterpiece of
deductive reasoning is Ethics Demonstrated with Geometrical Order, and accordingly
it is rigorously organised in terms of Definitions, Axioms, and Propositions — and
each of the latter are followed by Proofs, referring to earlier Propositions
and Axioms, and ending ‘QED’ (‘that which was to be demonstrated’). Echoing,
but extending, Galileo’s beliefs about the nature of the physical universe, and even
more closely Hobbes’ methodology, Spinoza tells us:

nature’s laws and ordinances, whereby all things come to pass . . . are
everywhere and always the same; so that there should be one and the same
method of understanding the nature of all things whatsoever, through
nature’s universal laws and rules. . . . I shall, therefore, treat of . . . [human]
emotions according to the same method, as I employed heretofore in my
investigations concerning God and the mind. I shall consider human
actions and desires in exactly the same manner, as though I were
concerned with lines, planes, and solids.°

And it is in another work, On the Improvement of the Understanding, that having
insisted that ‘before all things, a means must be devised for improving the
understanding and purifying it, as far as may be at the outset, so that it may
apprehend things without error, and in the best possible way’,!! Spinoza gives an
extended (‘rationalistically’ argued) treatment of the inherent power of the human
mind to deductively apprehend truth and avoid error, based on the notion that in
doing so man ‘tunes in’ to God’s ‘thinking’ (at least in relation to the logical and
material aspects of Existence).

As intimated, these examples of seventeenth-century ‘rationalist’ philosophers
differed significantly in the owverall philosophies they produced. Yet they shared
views on the question of method — (it should eschew ‘empiricism’ and rely on truth
being discoverable by the innate operations of the mind) — as well as on the
importance of method as the foremost key to true knowledge; (‘philosophy’ must
begin with epistemology). This latter view they shared, of course, with the
empiricists, with whom in other respects they had no sympathy — and this returns
us to the fundamental point that the novel and diverse developments in philosophy
in the seventeenth century grew from a common and radical source — namely,
an increasingly outspoken rejection of traditional and Revealed knowledge,
particularly regarding the nature of the cosmos and the workings of the natural
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world. In doing this, however, they developed distinctive theories of knowledge
which were later extended to matters other than the physical world. When Vico
entered the intellectual world (the later seventeenth century) the two pillars of
modern philosophy, empiricism and rationalism, were recent innovations which
could neither be taken for granted nor ignored. Their close association with the
Scientific Revolution (and consequent focus on the physical world and cosmos)
has been indicated, and although modern philosophy was beginning to broaden its
focus by the end of the seventeenth century, neither from that direction nor from
‘science’ had any implications for the meaning of history been drawn. Rationalists
might agree with Hobbes that ‘history’ is simply ‘the register of knowledge of fact’
(divided into ‘natural’ and ‘civil’ history — the former embracing empirical
information of ‘metals, plants, animals, regions, and the like’, the latter of ‘the
voluntary actions of men in commonwealths’), whereas ‘science’ or ‘philosophy’
are reasoning disciplines which produce ‘demonstrations of consequences of one
affirmation, to another’.!> Empiricists, on the other hand, might have no
methodological aversion to studying history, but would be as opposed to deducing
any ‘speculative’ or ‘theoretical’ framework regarding its course as they were
regarding anything else. Part of Vico’s originality, however, is that he did take
careful account of the modern developments in philosophy in order to substantiate
his own ‘theory’ of history —and that in doing so, he proposed his own independent
response to methodological theory (or epistemology) which accorded with neither
empiricism nor rationalism. But before exploring what this was, we can indicate
another leading aspect of seventeeth-century thought Vico responded to in his
work — namely, developments in political theory.

Seventeenth-century political thought

The previous chapter concluded in the early sixteenth century with the famous
political thinker, Machiavelli, whose noted cynicism, realism, apparent amorality
and irreligiosity contrasted sharply with contemporary political ideology. Although
the Renaissance humanists had opened up new ways of thinking, and the feudal
political order of ‘Christendom’ was giving way to the early-modern (dynastically
driven) form of independent, sovereign European states — a vast, lengthy process
assisted by the religio-political turmoil of the Reformation — in Machiavelli’s times
most political thinking was dominated by medieval ideas. The civil and Church
authorities still propounded the notion that through God’s will (discovered via
reason and Revelation) temporal order was sustained by an hierarchical order
whose authority was, ultimately, God-ordained. ‘Rights’, privileges, or prerogatives
of both ruled and rulers in the diversely ordered, parochial feudal system were
understood to reflect an ordering of society according to ‘natural law’.

The Reformation (hardly begun by the time of Machiavelli’s death in 1527)
did generate lower-order, quasi-‘democratic’, sometimes millennialist move-
ments which disturbed this consensus on the nature of political society and civil
authority. But as the sixteenth century progressed, the climate of Reformation and
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Counter-reformation hardly conspired to produce any fundamental shift from the
religious basis to political thought. Political theory remained moribund, bound up
with the immediacy of events. It was not until the 1570s that a new departure was
forged by the Frenchman, Jean Bodin (1529-1596), who, although deeply
immersed in Court politics, achieved the necessary detachment in his Six Books of
the Commonwealth (1576) to reflect anew on the principles underlying political
society. Mindful that France had suffered some thirty years of intermittent religious
civil war between factions of Protestants and Catholics, amongst which occurred
the horrors of the St Bartholomew massacre in 1572, Bodin resolved to set down
principles to demonstrate the need for any society to be governed by a single source
of authority (the sovereign power) to which all, irrespective of social rank or religious
persuasion, owe the absolute obligation of obedience. This sovereign power (Bodin
argued it was best vested in a single individual —i.e., a monarch) cannot logically
be accountable to any higher power (other, that is, than facing God’s judgement)
nor, through any constitutional form, to any constraint from its subjects — for in
either case (Bodin argued with perhaps tautologous logic) it would no longer
be ‘sovereign’, since sovereignty means the absolute right to rule. And where a
sovereign power is absent, Bodin crucially argued, a ‘state’ (‘commonwealth’, or
‘republic’) cannot exist, for any state must have a sovereign power at its head,
otherwise it would lose its unity and relapse into the threatening anarchy
of unchecked families at war with each other. In short, law is the foundation of
political society; the power to make law (the sovereign power) must therefore be
absolute; the sovereign power is therefore indivisible (i.e., it cannot be shared
amongst different bodies), inalienable (i.e., it cannot be given away to some other
body or authority), and unaccountable (i.e., cannot be obliged to make laws which
either other powers or its own subjects might wish). Although Bodin’s mode of
arguing mixed up appeals to ‘traditional wisdom’, the Divine Will, the natural
order, and deductive reasoning, it seemed sufficiently religiously based to avoid
giving offence, (although some religious enthusiasts thought it elevated the needs
of political order above the claims of ‘true religion’, and thus contemptuously
named Bodin’s circle ‘les politiques’). On the contrary, his book underwent
numerous editions and retained a currency for at least fifty years. But this was not
only because its arguments seemed steeped in traditional modes of argument — it
was also because it was saying something new which reflected and made sense of
the new political order emerging throughout Europe — namely, the actual
emergence of sovereign, independent states. Indeed, for those today who still think
that ‘sovereignty’ is the hallmark of statehood, Bodin remains relevant — for he
‘invented’ the notion.

As we move into seventeenth-century political thought, Bodin’s new statehood/
sovereignty message not only retained its currency — for many its relevance was
heightened as political structures in Europe grappled with large problems associated
with class tensions endemic to early capitalism, religious dissent, ambitious
monarchs, and embryonic ‘democratic’ impulses. To use the ‘body—state’ analogy
outlined in an earlier chapter, the gestation and birth of ‘the modern state’ were
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rarely easy processes throughout early-modern Europe (to be followed in the nine-
teenth century by a further, ‘adolescent’, phase of development as states turned
into ‘nation-states’). One of the chief responses to these testing political times in
the seventeenth century (sometimes now called ‘the age of crisis’) was advanced
by Hobbes in the midst of civil war in England in the aforementioned Leviathan
(and earlier writings). Not only did he retain Bodin’s concept of ‘sovereignty’, he
sharpened it by honing away even those few restraints on its absolutist message that
Bodin had tried to retain principally through the religious overtones he employed
(whereby a sovereign power ‘ought’ to govern benignly and honourably). Hobbes
did this by omitting religious and moral arguments altogether, instead employing
his purely rationalist (and materialist) approach to argue the same message. Famously,
he claimed men’s emotions and moral sensibilities are reducible to a species of
pain and pleasure, presenting a world of human experience governed, whatever
our illusions, by the purely utilitarian consideration of whether a thing pleases or
harms us. Moral considerations disappear, to be replaced by the notion of the
pursuit of interest, for Hobbes insists that ‘whatsoever is the object of any man’s
appetite or desire, that is it which he . . . calleth good: and the object of his hate
and aversion, evil’.!3

Here, Hobbes is evidence of what some scholars'* argue is a new cynicism
underpinning much sevententh-century political thought, whereby traditional,
historically established notions of civic and feudal loyalties, and the reciprocal
obligation of rulers to behave morally, give way to a belief in the kind of amoral
power-politics propounded a century earlier by Machiavelli. But whereas the latter
did not argue his views rationalistically (nor in any other specifically philosophical
guise), Hobbes sought a new understanding of the nature of civic duty and the
powers of the state based entirely on the rational calculation of interest. The result
was his famous political theory whereby, from the premise of a pre-political ‘state
of nature’ peopled by necessarily self-seeking competitive individuals in which life
is ‘solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short’,’> he deduced the logic of the ‘social
contract’. This erected a (Bodin-type) absolutist sovereign power to escape the
‘state of nature’ by enforcing its subjects’ rational will to ‘do as you would be done
by’. In short, that which should determine the relation between rulers and ruled,
the obligation to obey the law, the limits and prerogatives of the sovereign power,
and all other aspects necessary to the secure existence of political societies, is
derived from the logic of a rational ‘social contract’. It is not tradition, morality,
religion, nor history (nor any combination of them) which explains and validates
political order — its rationale is located solely in logic.

Later in the century, John Locke, objecting to illiberal, absolutist political
theories (whether from Hobbes or from more traditional sources), proposed an
alternative understanding of political society in which individuals’ ‘natural rights’
to life, liberty, and property are protected from arbitrary invasion by the authorities.
In his Two Treatises on Civil Government (1690) he propounded a theory of the state
in which its very rationale is to secure these individual rights — and this is achieved
by a state in which the final (legislative) power is held by society itself, through its
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majority, rather than by an independent, unaccountable sovereign power above
society. Although much of his argumentation is evasive, inconsistent, and eclectic,
as an ‘empiricist’ Locke eschewed the rigours of Hobbes’ rationalist approach to
political theory and instead based his ideas on ‘common-sense’. Yet, to reach
conclusions opposed to Hobbes he nevertheless employed the same framework of
a ‘state of nature’, and proceeded to derive the logic of a ‘social contract’ as the basis
of political society.

Other seventeenth-century writers (including Spinoza in his unfinished Tractatus
Politicus) also adopted the ‘state of naturefsocial contract’ framework for
understanding the nature of political society, such that in Vico’s lifetime it was a
well-known theory. As indicated, it could be supported by different philosophical
approaches and be used to reach different conclusions. Yet it demonstrated two
common features — an imagined and/or ‘rationally’ derived concept of ‘the state of
nature’, and a logically derived ‘social contract’ providing the rationale of political
society. And these combine to force the observation that this approach was
radically non-historical. The ‘state of nature’ was either unhistorical, because not
based on historical knowledge but simply imagination, or a-historical, because
logically deduced from some axiomatic notion of ‘human nature’ in the raw. And
by the same criteria ‘the social contract’ was both unhistorical and a-historical
because based on what we might call an early version of ‘game theory’ — the theory
which constructs strategies and outcomes in interpersonal situations entirely
according to logic (given certain axioms about individuals ideally calculating their
interests), irrespective of their personalities, times, culture, or social circumstances.

In short, one of the major features of seventeenth-century political theory,
associated with scepticism and cynicism about earlier religion-based political ideas
and structures, was the attempt to understand political society in the abstract and
fictive terms of social contract theory. The actual history of societies was not merely
neglected — it was deliberately ignored in ‘explaining’ or validating the nature of
political society. Since Bodin himself (who, although not employing a ‘state
of nature/social contract’ framework, neither grounded his theory of ‘sovereignty’
in any real historical development) political society, now construed in the form of
‘the state’, was not approached as the product of any actual, historical process.
Indeed, it could be argued that at no time before or since the seventeenth century
was political theory more detached from all connection with any sense of a larger
meaning and/or process in the course of human history (i.e., ‘philosophy of
history’). As we shall see, it was just this feature of political theory which Vico was
interested in, and his independent, critical response to it was to form an integral
part of his ‘philosophy of history’. But there are yet two further features of later
sixteenth- and seventeenth-century thought we need to appreciate before turning
to Vico, because his response to them formed another crucial part of his thinking
— namely, the interaction between new developments in historical methodology
and religion, which combined in a new preparedness to engage in Biblical criticism.
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The discipline of history

In the previous chapter, amongst the Renaissance humanists’ achievements, we
discussed their new sense of the historicity of a past they recognised as different and
long-gone, the spirit of which could often only be recaptured through the process
of retranslating ancient texts to recover their meaning. To a certain degree this
same scholarly approach was taken to Biblical texts by figures such as Erasmus and
Luther. Innovative as this was, it would, however, be wrong to suppose this resulted
in new, critical histories of classical times, or in histories of more recent times
which demonstrated anything approaching the meticulous apparatus of today’s
historians, with their critical awareness of sources, references, evidence, inter-
pretation, and the issue of objectivity. The same can be said for Biblical scholarship.
In both cases Renaissance humanists engaged more in a (valuable and necessary)
process of correction of previous errors than in finding a better methodology for
establishing historical truth in general.

Later in the sixteenth century, however, a number of (principally French)
thinkers, including Bodin, built upon the approach of the earlier humanists to
formulate basic rules for internal criticism of historical method in order better
to reach the truth of events.!® This effort was partly prompted by the urge to
understand Roman law better, for they were sceptical of the meaning, authority,
and universality it was alleged to have for their own times. As a result the
foundations of modern historical practice were laid, whereby rules were set down
to judge the reliability of historical sources and how to respect evidence. Thus
historians were now urged not to interject their own religious, social, or patriotic
prejudices into their accounts — to avoid anachronism when studying the distant
past, and to maintain a detachment when studying recent events — to stick to the
facts rather than invent them — to be aware of political or religious influences
constraining previous historians’ and others’ accounts of events, or of their converse
in attempts to flatter particular figures and/or the authorities — and to write in a
sober manner appropriate to a dispassionate account of the past rather than seek
to gratify readers’ tastes for literary entertainment.

In addition to the further development of such internal rules of modern
historiography there was ‘from the fifteenth to the eighteenth centuries of our era
. . . certainly no lack of developments, external to the craft and discipline of history
itself which conspired to improve the quality, scope, and expertise of historical
writings.!” Amongst these were the diverse influences of the many ‘national’
struggles over religion and dynasty ensuant upon the Reformation; the continuing
discovery and colonisation of the non-European world; the growth of urban
commercial societies with more educated citizens expanding the market for the
printed word; the new outlook on the natural world generated by the Scientific
Revolution; and (despite censorship) a growing preparedness to challenge
traditional knowledge and superstition. As a result, many aspects of the national
histories of e.g., Italy, France, Spain, England, and the Netherlands were explored,
as well as attempts at compendia and comparative histories, and the devising of
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more accurate basic chronologies. The best of these demonstrated a sharpening of
the critical historical faculties, a heightening of historical alertness, and an enquir-
ing sensitivity into the causes of historical events. Thus it is that by the beginning
of the eighteenth century the (modern) discipline of history was becoming
established as a specific form of literature rich in variety and, even at its most
blandly ‘empirical’, replete with both overt and implicit explanations of historical
change —food for thought for anyone interested in the more speculative enterprise
of making sense of history. Vico was just such a figure and many passages in his New
Science show that his reading of (and frequent disagreement with) recent historians
contributed to his thinking.

Religion and Biblicdl criticism

The final aspect of later sixteenth- and seventeenth-century thought Vico was
responding to in the grand synthesis of his philosophy of history is the large theme
of religious belief in general, and the narrower theme of Biblical criticism in
particular, including the belief in Divine intervention and miracles. As for the
former, since the beginnings of the Reformation both the theological and the more
popular arguments about the nature of ‘true’ religion thundered throughout the
century, their reverberations continuing well into the seventeenth, such that
despite the secular impulse behind much Renaissance thought, consciousness of
religion (even if not religious consciousness) was again as inescapable a factor in
intellectual thought as it had been in medieval times. Initially a controversy
between traditional Catholicism and the new ‘protestants’, by the middle of the
sixteenth century the former attempted to regroup itself through reform, and
the latter, having opened the floodgates for a degree of freedom of religious thought,
began to schism as attempts were made to close them again. Of the numerous issues
involved in this prolonged and heady atmosphere of religious enthusiasm,
controversy, and persecution, we shall mention only those which contribute to
understanding Vico’s philosophy.

First, on the larger theme of religious belief in general we have already indicated
how the Scientific Revolution raised severe doubts about traditional Christian
ideas in many minds. As one author puts it, towards the end of the seventeenth
century, Isaac Newton’s gravitational theory had shown that:

the universe turned out to be a Great Machine, made up of material parts
which all moved through space and time according to the strictest rules
of mechanical causation . . . no room was left for supernatural agencies,
whether divine or diabiolical.!®

This did not necessarily mean a denial of the existence of God (something virtually
impossible), but it raised huge questions about the nature of God and His role in
the world. Was He, as some have interpreted Hobbes and others as implying, simply
the great watchmaker who made the world, wound up the spring, set it going,
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but then played no further role in history, nature, and human affairs? In itself
this is not an irreligious view, and can also accommodate some notion of God’s
Providence insofar as, by analogy, He has designed how the watch ticks away over
time. But such a view could not but prompt more thinking minds to query not only
the veracity of miracles but also that which was at the heart of Christianity, the role
and significance of Jesus Christ. Was Jesus a miraculous intervention in history? If
so, why was this necessary, and how is it consistent with the ‘watchmaker’ view of
God’s relation to the world?

Second, the rationalist school of philosophy also could not but raise fundamental
questions about religion, and Christianity in particular. Descartes, we recall, vowed
to doubt everything, including the existence of God, until it could be ‘proved’
through the demonstrative certainty of deductive reasoning. For those who
subscribed to this rationalist notion of ‘truth’ it implied that much that was said
in the Bible about God, and natural events, was radically problematic. A common
way out of this difficulty was prefigured by Galileo’s insistence that where the
indisputable truths uncovered by science conflicted with the word of God in
the Scriptures, then the former should prevail, since words (even those inspired by
God) are subject to the limited power of human understanding, as well as often
being ambiguous in meaning. Just so for subsequent rationalist thinkers where the
indisputable truths uncovered by logic conflicted with Biblical statements. Their
escape from accusations of blasphemy, if not atheism, lay in the defence that the
Bible used human language to express ideas, and therefore need not always be taken
literally. Indeed, this position was expanded by Hobbes into a more full-blown
defence which implies that since language is anthropocentric, anything said about
God is anthropomorphic. Thus, in 1642 we find Hobbes railing against, not the
Bible, but those philosophers and theologians who use statements about the nature
of God to reach conclusions on any number of topics ranging from whether the
universe is infinite in time and space to whether God is the cause of evil.

Personally, while I hold that the nature of God is unfathomable, and that
propositions are a kind of language by which we express our concepts of
the natures of things, [ incline to the view that no proposition about the
nature of God can be true save this one: God exists, and that no title
correctly describes the nature of God other than the word ‘being’ [ens].
Everythingelse . . . pertains not to the explanation of philosophical truth,
but to proclaiming the states of mind that govern our wish to praise . . .
God. Hence those words ‘God sees, understands, wishes, acts, brings to
pass’ . . . display, not the Divine Nature, but our own piety . . . who desire
to ascribe to Him the names most worthy of honour among us . . . Neither
propositions nor notions about His nature are to be argued over, but are
part of our worship . . . .

Thus for Hobbes, because true ‘philosophical / scientific’ ideas are solely the product
of logical propositional reasoning, we cannot use what the Bible says about God
(or much else?) as the basis for discovering truth, ‘for, as I said, the words under
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discussion are not the propositions of people philosophising but the actions of those
who pay homage’.!?

Another, different, example of the critical application of rationalist principles
to religion is Spinoza’s aforementioned Ethics. Appearing to contradict Hobbes’
insistence on God as ‘unfathomable’, Spinoza employs a strictly deductive method
to actually determine the nature of God, such that after the eight definitions, seven
axioms, and thirty-six propositions of Part 1 he tells us, ‘In the foregoing I have
explained the nature and properties of God’.?° During his exposition Spinoza
tackles the problem of God’s ‘freedom’ to do anything, and typically employs as an
example of incontrovertible truth, that ‘from the nature of a triangle it follows from
eternity and for eternity, that its three interior angles are equal to two right angles’.
His critics read this as meaning that Spinoza was thereby denying the freedom,
and thus omnipotence, of God, since it implies that not even God can change the
angles of a triangle. Spinoza anticipated such criticism by arguing it stems from
the error of attributing to God what are merely human qualities — in this case,
intellect and will, neither of which ‘appertain to God’s nature’.?! In this important
respect, then, Spinoza agrees with Hobbes, frequently complaining that most of
what is said of God, and the plethora of religious rules taken to follow from His
‘utterances’, derive from speaking more humano — that is, in the manner of human
beings, or anthropomorphically. From today’s viewpoint, that Spinoza and Hobbes
had to argue this at all demonstrates the depths of religious superstition, closed-
mindedness, and fear of the authorities still abounding amongst intellectuals in
the times Vico was born.

Third, and despite this, such views contributed to a developing seventeenth-
century trend to rethink the status of revealed (i.e., Biblical) and theologically
derived religious truth — in particular, to make more of the fact than did the
Renaissance Christian humanists that the Bible is a series of written documents.
This led to a new kind of Biblical criticism based not only on accurate translation
but also on recognising the anthrocentricity of the language used. From this it is but
a short (and logical) step to treat the Bible ‘merely’ as an historically conditioned
set of writings, even if in some sense ‘divinely’ inspired. And this is precisely what
Spinoza did in his Tractatus Theologico-Politicus (1675), thereby scandalising fainter
hearts (and slower intellects) who shrank from what they took to be the clear
atheistical message behind this approach. Spinoza frequently points to where
Biblical passages need to be re-understood in terms of the historical and human
context behind the meanings of the words used. Also, what real history the Biblical
books recount has to be recovered by such techniques — and here we can see the
clear link between the study of history and linguistic analysis presaged in earlier
Biblical criticism and implicit in Spinoza’s thinking. Yet up to this point there is
no evidence that Spinoza was interested in the methodology of secular history, or
history in general. Tragically, he died two years later aged only forty-five, thereby
depriving the world of the possibility of one of its finest intellects perhaps applying
its genius to the study of history — and, given its bent, possibly to theorising about
its course and meaning.
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As for Hobbes, although interested in history (he made a translation of
Thucydides in his early life, and attempted a history of the English Civil War,
Behemoth, in later life), we have already noted the scant attention he paid to the
topic of historical methodology, relegating history to the empirical study of ‘fact’
undeserving of the epistemological underpinnings he insisted on for ‘science’ or
‘philosophy’. As for ‘philosophy of history’ itself, Hobbes would have regarded the
very idea as a contradiction in terms — history (as well as theology) is absent in his
schemata of the ‘philosophical’ or ‘scientific’ disciplines.??

Yet this only highlights that much which was innovatory in the intellectual
context of the later sixteenth and the seventeenth century — the Scientific
Revolution, empiricism, and rationalism — appeared to have nothing to do with the
study of history, let alone invite new insights into its overall course and meaning.
Particularly in the wake of the Reformation, however, a potential link did appear
over the manner in which these developments impinged on religious ideas. These
factors, combined with the nurture of methodological discipline in history,
generated both the willingness and ability to engage in a new kind of Biblical
criticism. At the minimum this involved closer enquiry into the meaning, both
literally and philosophically, of much Biblical language. And at its heights, as in
Spinoza, it pointed to nothing less than a reconstructing of how to understand the
Bible by accepting its historicity. Thus the Bible itself should be approached historically
as a mixture of voices communicating the mind-set of ancient peoples in their own
language. Also, if the Bible is in that sense ‘historical’, it is also (in part) directly a
work of history. But the history it teaches must therefore also be seen as ‘historical’
— that is, as needing to be reconstructed via the same historico-linguistic techniques.
Thus it is that in Spinoza’s Tractatus Theologico-Politicus (in which, significantly,
he also made a famous plea for freedom of speech) a clear methodological
connection was made between language and historical interpretation of the Bible,
including Biblical history itself. And to the extent the latter involves not only
Christianity but also Judaism, this connection expanded the grounds for exploring
the nature of religious ideas in general. Now, by the later 1600s, not only could
traditional religious ideas be subjected to philosophical criticism from rationalist
philosophers and natural scientists — they were also subject to the different, more
empirically orientated, criticism based on historico-linguistic evidence.

In this manner, then, varied strains of later sixteenth- and seventeenth-century
thought, many of which seemed to have no relevance to history, let alone
philosophy of history, began to be drawn closer together — namely, over the
question of religious truth. History, at least with respect to the Bible (regarding its
meaning, its history, and the history in it) appeared as a potentially powerful,
reformed discipline no longer restricted to accounts of events but bearing the
possibility of interpreting the past —and thereby bearing ‘philosophical’ implications
inasmuch as it could occupy as respectable and fruitful (albeit different) a role in
debating religious truths as ‘philosophy’ or ‘science’. To this extent, then, it might
be said that the discipline of history becomes a tool of philosophy. But why limit
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the ‘philosophical’ significance of history to the question of Biblical truth? We
have noted the apparent irrelevance history had for those post-Renaissance/
Reformation rationalists, empiricists, and scientists who were rethinking so many
traditional ideas not only regarding the natural world (and religion) but also in the
areas of politics, law, morality, and human nature. If history could be a legitimate
tool for furthering ‘philosophical’ enquiry into Biblical/religious issues, why not
for these other areas also?

Conclusion

We can usefully preface our exposition of Vico’s philosophy of history by claiming
his response to the above questions would have been, ‘Exactly! And that is the
whole point of my New Science!’. We have already noted his extraordinary boldness
in claiming that ‘for purposes of [his] enquiry, we must reckon as if there were no
books in the world’.2? The subject of his book is indicated in its full title, Principles
of New Science of Giambattista Vico Concerning the Common Nature of the Nations.
In other words, the subject of his study is ‘the civil world’,** a term embracing all
aspects of human life as organised into societies — family, property, language, customs,
law, political forms, religions, morality, the arts, cultural norms, and ‘mind-sets’ or
‘mentalities’. An alternative title was New Science Concerning the Principles of
Humanity, which captures far better the sheer scope of what Vico understood as his
subject-matter. In these same passages he ‘beg(s) the reader to consider what has
hitherto been written concerning the principles of any subject in the whole of
gentile [non-Hebrew] knowledge, human and divine’, and urges that the reader ‘will
perceive that all that has so far been written is a tissue of confused memories, of
the fancies of a disordered imagination; that none of it is begotten of intelligence
. .2 In other words, (and to retrace those principal aspects of his intellectual
heritage outlined in this chapter), he thought that the Scientific Revolution was
mistaken in some of its claims and he was uneasy over its direction; that the critical
innovations in philosophy, particularly the epistemological theories of both
empiricists and rationalists, led away from the path to the true understanding of
anything; that seventeenth-century political and legal theory, particularly that
based on the ‘state of nature/social contract’ theory, and on Bodin’s explanation
of ‘sovereignty’, was completely fallacious; and that the new breed of more expert
historians laboured under huge misapprehensions about the larger aspects of human
history. The only part of his intellectual heritage which must have seemed
promising to him was the kind of historico-linguistic analysis Spinoza engaged in. But
(publicly reviled by our seemingly ‘orthodox’ Vico), Spinoza had only made a
beginning, and rather than use it to further the true understanding of ‘the principles
of any subject in the whole of gentile knowledge’, had restricted the technique to
the Bible, the one source of ‘knowledge’ Vico wished to appear to exempt from
criticism!
Instead, Vico sought to recast all knowledge about ‘the civil world’. The key to
this reconstruction lay in extending those historico-linguistic techniques prefigured
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by Renaissance humanists and applied to religion. For Vico, a true understanding
of where things come from removes all sorts of illusions — but this involved his
rejecting much of what seventeenth-century philosophers had said about how to
uncover true ideas, and instead propose his own theory of knowledge. It is just this
grounding of his ideas in his own (distinctive) theory of ‘truth’ which makes his
work explicitly philosophical, and was partly in his mind when he entitled it a new
science. But he also called it ‘new’. This was because the central focus of its subject-
matter was nothing less than the origins and development of the principal
‘institutions’ of human societies — an historical study undertaken according to
explicit methodogical presuppositions. As such, his ‘history’ is inspired by theory.
But vice-versa, his theory (or ‘science’) ‘concerning the principles of any subject
in the whole of gentile knowledge, human and divine’ is historical. The key to
understanding any aspect of the human world (i.e., not just the history of this or
that) is to uncover its origins and trace its development in real history, rather than
to hope to find true knowledge (of, for example, justice, or ‘the ideal society’, or
moral rectitude) by some process of logical deduction, empirical observation,
philosophical speculation, or reliance on some ‘received wisdom’ from past
tradition. This approach to settling the diverse issues surrounding human living in
society is nowadays often referred to as ‘historicism’ — an approach using ‘history’
as method, whereby history becomes the tool of ‘philosophy’ or ‘science’. Equally,
however, the latter become enslaved to their servant.

Thus what we encounter in Vico is not simply some new account of human
history, to compete with previous ones. Nor is it simply some new ‘theory’ of human
history, competing with those explored in our preceding chapters. (It turned out
to be both.) Rather, we are at last in the hands of a formidable and independent
thinker for whom history, which should teach us the historicity of things, provides
the true foundations of ‘theory’ or ‘philosophy’ — but also for whom ‘theory’ or
‘philosophy’ provides the true foundations of history. It is this explicitly argued
inseparability of history and ‘philosophy’ which raises Vico above previous attempts
to ‘make sense’ of human history. Indeed, his own audacious estimation of the
significance of his book was that it represented more than a (new) theory of the
course and meaning of human history. Although incorporating history, it was
however an entirely new ‘science’ or ‘philosophy’, which he was convinced would
revolutionise ‘the principles of any subject . . . human and divine’.

This introduction to Vico’s thought has been a necessary prelude in order to explain
the complex intellectual heritage to which he responded. Also, in allowing us to
recount some of the intellectual history between the times of Machiavelli and
Vico, it has gone some way to explaining why this intervening period (however
eventful otherwise) did not itself include any significant contribution to philosophy
of history. Nevertheless, it did provide that complex of ideas which provoked, in
Vico, the first explicit philosophy of history. By this I do not mean to suggest it could
not have emerged at some earlier period, or that it was bound to emerge in Vico’s
time. But neither, it could be argued, was the time of its genesis accidental. We may
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suppose as preconditions a certain sophistication behind the discipline of history,
thought-provoking innovations in philosophy, and an atmosphere of challenge
towards the dominant ideology (in this case, religious truth). But we also need the
individual whose particularity conspired to fulfil their potential.

Because Vico is still relatively unknown compared to famous philosophers and
political thinkers —and because his principal text, New Science, appears formidable
reading at first acquaintance — the ensuing guide offers a combination of some
detail and frequent quotations better to familiarise the reader with the ideas and
style of his work.
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VICO’S PHILOSOPHY OF
HISTORY

Introduction

Vico’s intellectual development

Born in 1668 into a bookseller’s family in Naples, Vico had a sickly, introverted
childhood devoted much to reading. After a typical classical and Catholic
education he attended the University of Naples to study civil and church law, a
popular career path. Through his twenties, although working as a private tutor to
a country family outside Naples, he kept up with the city’s lively intellectual circles,
for as one commentator puts it, ‘despite his self-image of the solitary thinker [in his
Autobiography of 1728] . . . Vico was not unclubbable’.! Amongst other intellectual
societies, he associated with somewhat subversive intellectuals in an academy
called the ‘Investigators’. They were regarded with suspicion, and some prosecuted,
by the Inquisition because they were proponents of the ‘new learning’ of
rationalists, empiricists, and scientists, many of whom were regarded as ‘atheists’,
particularly by a Catholic Naples (under Spanish rule) somewhat removed from
the centres of European intellectual life. The Investigators’ purpose, however, was
partly precisely to keep in touch with the latter, and thus they found themselves
engaged in the then European-wide controversy over the relative merits of ancient
and modern learning — the ‘Quarrel between the Ancients and the Moderns’.> The
Renaissance humanists had of course claimed pre-eminence for the philosophies
and literary graces of the ‘ancients’ (the classical world), but as the seventeenth
century progressed this was increasingly challenged by the ‘new learning’ in science
and philosophy and, especially in France, by those who argued that in the separate
field of the humanities (including poetry, prose, and history) ‘the moderns’ not
only matched but surpassed ‘the ancients’.

As one scholar puts it, ‘this conflict between the new and the old was
undoubtedly the most exciting intellectual event in the Naples of Vico’s youth’,?
and he kept abreast of the issues, joining the Palatine Academy, which continued
the Inquisitors’ modernizing impulse. In 1698, now thirty, Vico became Professor
of Rhetoric at the University of Naples. This post (held until his death in 1744)
obligated him in teaching and research into classical authors, and ceremonial duties
of delivering public orations and writing poetry and some histories. Thus placed,
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as an educationalist Vico could not have avoided ‘the Quarrel’ even had he wanted
to. Rather, he devoted much thinking to the issues during the early years of his post.
Some of this is reflected in a work comparing the ‘modern’ approach to education
with the traditional learning on the classics (On the Study Methods of Our Time,
1708), and in a work which urged, against Cartesian claims that ancient literature
was worthless as a source of knowledge, that the ancient Romans’ writings should
not be neglected, but do need re-studying in terms of the origins of the languages
and myths from which they had evolved in order to arrive at the ‘real’ knowledge
they contain, (On the Most Ancient Wisdom of the Italians, 1709).

What emerges is that Vico equivocated between different aspects of the ancient
and new learning. He could not gainsay the superior methodologies of modern
philosophy in establishing mathematical, logical, and scientific truths, and was as
impressed as anyone with the associated practical-technical achievements of the
Scientific Revolution (an admiration he never abandoned).* Yet he was
increasingly uncomfortable with the notion that modern philosophy and science
held the superior key to understanding everything, particularly in the ‘humanist’
areas of history, law, morals, and other human ‘institutions’.

Rather, to think (as some ‘moderns’) that the wealth of classical humanist
literature contained no insights about life contradicted Vico’s intuitions. However,
so various were the perspectives offered by the classics on the vast terrain of human
and civil affairs, it seems Vico could at least appreciate the moderns’ scepticism.
An intricate and entertaining garden in which one could endlessly wander, the
‘ancient learning’ was also untidy and unplanned, demonstrating no commonality
of either method or focus for understanding human affairs. In contrast, the ‘new
learning’ was methodical, organized, and progressive.

Vico’s ‘great discovery’

A fresh outburst of the Quarrel (in France) from around 1710 further prompted
Vico’s ideas, since it revolved around the nature of ancient ‘poetry’ — especially
Homer’s, the (alleged) ninth-century BC ‘father’ of Greek literature. French
Cartesians, battling for the ‘moderns’, refuted traditional claims that the Iliad and
the Odyssey were unsurpassable expressions of philosophical and human wisdom
set down in matchless poetry. Instead, they argued, the Homeric epics were riddled
with ignorance, superstition, and disgraceful praise of barbaric behaviour. Homer’s
defenders, however, stuck to their view of Homer as the teacher of profound
philosophical and historical truths. The dispute continued into the 1720s, and
although it is likely Vico had for many years been independently mulling over the
issues it raised — an alleged ancient wisdom, the interpretation of the nature of
poetry, and the appropriateness of the learning of ancient cultures to modern times
— there can be little doubt he knew of the row over Homer and that it added focus
to his thinking.

This is because it was in relation to Homer that towards the end of the second
decade Vico found his ‘master key’ which (according to him) unlocked the path
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to nothing less than the true understanding of the course and meaning of human
history. This ‘master key’ derived from reinterpreting ancient writings by locating
the meaning of the language they used in terms of the cultures from which they
emerged. Narrow and specialised as this methodology might seem, it was inspired
by Vico’s growing perception that the ‘literature’ of a people (drama, poetry,
philosophy, history, mythology, legal codes, and other proses) should not be read
‘literally’, as from a modern standpoint. Neither (where it is poetic and/or mythical
fiction) should it be read metaphorically, or cabbalistically, as if it was some sort
of code for a hidden, pristine wisdom. Either approach made the huge mistake of
assuming that earlier peoples were so like later peoples, that the ‘knowledge’
contained in their diverse literary products could be judged by the same criteria
modern Europeans applied to themselves. [t was not just a question, for Vico, of
recognising that earlier peoples lived in different times — the Renaissance humanists
had brought that to light.

Rather, his ‘great discovery’ was that ancient peoples had a general mentality or
mind-set profoundly different from that of subsequent periods. His contention was
that ancient peoples did not view the world from a rational, objective standpoint,
but from a fundamentally emotive, imaginative perspective which he called
‘poetic’. This notion has strong affinities to that ‘mythopoeic’ outlook we discussed
in Chapter 2, and Vico is at pains to stress the difficulties ‘civilised’ man has in
empathising with this mentality and thus ‘understanding’ what it utters through
its literature (or ‘philology’). Ancient peoples viewed the world figuratively, with
akind of ‘poetic’ consciousness focused on concrete, expressive, individual features
which they used, via vivid imagination, to describe their world by transposing them
from one thing to another. Thus, for example, if dark clouds portend gloomy rain
a poet might refer to a troubled man as having clouded brows — or use a metallic
quality to describe someone courageous as ‘a man of steel’. ‘Modern’ poets know
when they speak like this — ancient men knew no other way, Vico suggests. In that
sense they were not ‘being poets’ in their utterances — rather, they were ‘natural’
poets, and thus what they said about things has to be taken literally, but only once
one has understood what they are referring to. This requires combining painstaking
research into the ‘poetic’ references their language expresses with an historical-
imaginative reconstruction of the world they experienced themselves as inhabiting.
Only if we engage in this will we understand the knowledge (the ‘poetic wisdom”)
their ‘philology’ contains.

This, then, was the ‘great discovery’ which, according to him, Vico had been
working towards for twenty years, and which he must have experienced as a
moment of enlightenment, for in the early 1720s he began the exposition of his
basic ideas on history precisely in relation to Homer’s epics.

Vico’s ‘master-key’

For Vico, this ‘great discovery’ was a master-key, since it impelled him towards that
reconstruction of the course of human history he set out in his New Science.
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(Although he had already written a massive work, Universal Right, in 1720 — an
intriguing precursor to his versions of the New Science, yet only available in English
translation since 2001, thus inviting much scholarly interest® — he prepared the first
edition of the latter work in 1725, and continued revising it intermittently until
his death, a second edition appearing in 1730, and the final one in 1744). It
achieved this because his theory about Homer held momentous implications for
Vico. Not only did it ‘unlock’ Homer. In relating the language and ‘letters’ of
peoples to their mentalities, and their mentalities to a (partly imagined) recovery
of the world they inhabited, it opened up a methodology whereby Vico thought
he could retrace distinct historical stages through which all ‘human institutions’
have passed. In addition, his linguistic (‘philological’) researches convinced him
that although all ‘nations’ traverse the same stages, they do so independently rather
than their cultures stemming from some single original source later transmitted to
them. In its turn, this convinced him that all ‘human institutions’ must have passed
through the same stages, and that therefore his work uncovered nothing less than
the universal laws governing the history of ‘nations’ (or ‘gentes’) — what he variously
called the ‘ideal eternal history’, ‘the common nature of nations’, or the ‘principles
of humanity’. Further, his researches also led him to believe that a certain stage had
been repeated in European history, and thus to hint (albeit obscurely) that history
is cyclical overall.

Thus we find Vico claiming that to properly understand the nature of human
societies and all the issues of ‘philosophy’ involved (e.g., methodology,
epistemology, political theory, moral philosophy, comparative law), ‘we must
reckon as if there were no books in the world’ up to now which have been of any
use. This is because all scholars, classical and modern, had failed to appreciate the
truly radical historicity of more ancient times and mentalities which Vico’s work
had uncovered. They therefore held distorted views on the origins of society. And
since, for Vico, there is a strong sense in which the ‘origins’ of a thing equate with
the very ‘principle’ of a thing, then nothing of what they said about human affairs
‘is begotten of intelligence’. Scholars had consequently either praised the ancients
for some alleged esoteric philosophical wisdom or regarded them as unworthy of
attention from a modern age.

Instead, Vico viewed ancient writings as evidence from which he inferred their
‘poetic wisdom’, itself evidence of a different mentality. From there, one could
proceed to infer from the evidence, rather than merely imagine, the actual circum-
stances in which human beings generated the first ‘institutions’ or ‘principles’ of
society, and from which all else followed. And as we will see, Vico did not restrict
his analysis to the first societies. As societies developed over the ages, human
consciousness or ‘mentalities’ changed. Yet significant vestiges of the language of
earlier times lingered on with modified meanings, but still relatable to earlier
circumstances. Thus various seminal documents such as the early legal codes and
historical mythologies of the Greek and Romans were not only hopelessly
misunderstood by later scholars, but were often inherently confused themselves,
often misappropriating words and terms from an earlier age. Vico displays a special
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fascination in tracing such vestigial meanings in later literatures and employing the
insights gained to better understand (i.e., ‘scientifically’) not only ancient but also
succeeding epochs of human history.

Hopefully this exposition of both the general and more immediate origins of Vico’s
New Science will help in the reading of Vico’s final (1744) version, otherwise a
somewhat challenging experience partly because he is responding to those large and
diverse themes outlined in the previous chapter. Not least amongst that complex,
as we have seen, was the philosophical issue of method for achieving true knowledge.
Reflective on the issue, and sensitive to its primary importance, Vico had his own
ideas — of profound significance to his philosophy of history.

The question of true knowledge

The earlier Vico

Vico grappled with this issue from as early as 1708, and a good case can be made
for claiming he altered his views on it® by the time he worked on the New Science
(especially from the 1730 version onwards). Nonetheless, aspects of his earlier
theory of knowledge continued to play a part in the latter. In his (1709) work On
the Wisdom of the Most Ancient Italians Vico elaborates his theory that ‘the true’
(verum) is ‘the made’, or ‘that which is done’ (factum). By this he means to refute
the Cartesian notion that ‘truth’ is simply the property we ascribe to statements
which follow logically from definitions.” Rather, if we want to know or understand a
thing truly we have to be aware of how it was made or done. Everything which
exists (from natural phenomena and happenings to human events, institutions,
and the arts and sciences themselves) is the product of ‘making’ or ‘doing’ (factum).
Since this is the very foundation of all reality, it is also the very foundation of ‘the
true’ (verum). All else is fiction or fantasy. Thus, if only that which is ‘made’ or
‘done’ is the true, equally, only that is ‘the true’ which is ‘the made’ or ‘the done’.

On this basis Vico evaluated the ‘truth’ status of the various branches of human
knowledge. But this exercise was premised by his insistence on the religio-
philosophical notion that God made Nature (including man), and that God did
this out of nothing other than His own intellect. Put simply, Existence in all its
forms is the manifestation or ‘product’ of God’s thinking — not, then, that God
forged the things in Existence from some pre-existing primeval elements, but in the
literally radical sense of conceiving everything ex nihilo from His own mind. Now
(according to the pre-New Science Vico), the nearest human-beings can approach
such ‘making/doing’ is found in mathematical reasoning, because here they engage
in creating ideas and drawing conclusions from them solely from their own minds.
Since, then, the ‘knowing’ and the ‘doing’ coincide in the mind of the
mathematician, this is ‘making’ par excellence, such that mathematical knowledge
achieves that equation of ‘the made’ (factum) and ‘the true’ (verum) nearest to
Divine knowledge. It is the most ‘true’ or ‘certain’ knowledge. Next in order of
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certainty is physics. It shares the exactness and clarity of mathematical reasoning,
yet in dealing with the laws of matter the physicist is not creating (‘making’) the
elements he is thinking about — (God, not the physicist, made Nature).

From this Vico constructs a descending order of disciplines. The more entangled
asubject-matter is in the contingent externalities of the world, the further removed
is the knowledge of that subject from the abstract clarity of mathematical principles.
It is true that the problems of ‘knowing’ things external to the mind can be
mitigated through the process of experimentation, whereby to an extent we
replicate natural processes. Such work was common in physics, and chemistry was
also beginning to benefit from it. But on both counts — their contingent externality
and the difficulty of conducting repeatable experiments — certain topics remain
relatively inaccessible to ‘knowing’, and Vico places ‘ethics’ at the bottom of the
list. By ‘ethics’ he means that venerable and extensive area of (humanist) enquiry
into knowledge of ‘the good’, encompassing justice, morality, and law (and thereby
political institutions). Perhaps to our surprise, then, it is just the study of human
mores, laws, and institutions which is the furthest removed from a ‘knowing’
validated through the equation of ‘the made’ with ‘the true’. In short, for the earlier
Vico, knowledge of what he later called ‘the civil world’, or ‘the world of nations’,
is the least ‘certain’ or ‘scientific’.

Yet over time Vico altered these views to the point where he implies it is precisely
knowledge of the above subject-matter which we can put most trust in, if we follow
the principles he proposes in his New Science. As a change of mind, however, it is
clear it emerged from these interesting earlier reflections on epistemology.

‘True knowledge’ in the New Science

Principally in paragraphs 119 to 164 of the New Science (1744 edition), Vico set
out his considerably revised views on the truth status of knowledge in a set of
propositions which ‘are general and are the basis of our Science throughout’® and
which, just as the blood does in animate bodies, . . . will . . . course through our
Science and animate it in all its reasonings about the common nature of nations’.’
We have already noted his bold dismissal of all previous attempts to gain proper
knowledge of human affairs, and he begins by saying that ‘the inexhaustible source
of all the errors about the principles of humanity’ is the propensity whereby, when
man is ‘lost in ignorance’, he ‘makes himself the measure of all things’.!° This
spawns two fallacies — first, ‘the conceit of nations’, whereby each nation mistakenly
believes that ‘it before all other nations invented the comforts of human life and
that its remembered history goes back to the very beginning of the world’.!! This
leads to interpreting cultural history as originating in a single source, from which
it was subsequently transmitted to other nations — a grievous error leading
historians, philosophers, and linguists into illusion and confusion. The second is
‘the conceit of scholars’, ‘who will have it that what they know is as old as the
world’? whereby in trying to give their own ideas a spurious authority they allege
an esoteric and pristine wisdom existed in ancient times, to which their own ideas
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accord. Since no such ancient wisdom existed, Vico insists, this is equally grievous
an error since it generates a complete misreading of ancient cultures, and thus of
history itself.

These remarks already suggest a more confident approach to knowledge of the
human world than in his earlier epistemology, for now he is saying the deficiencies
of such knowledge are not intrinsic to the subject-matter, but are explicable in terms
of those common errors exposed above. Once avoided, he can proceed to establish
the bases for a ‘true’ understanding of the human world. They are as follows: God
created the world, and thus knows it absolutely ‘since in God knowledge and
creation are one and the same thing”:"* men can approach such true knowledge
through ‘science’ or ‘philosophy’, which ‘contemplates reason, whence comes
knowledge of the true’.'* Yet such (logical) reasoning deals only with abstract fictions
of the human mind such as the ‘points, lines, surfaces, and figures’ invented by
geometry (still an archetype of this kind of knowledge for Vico). In this sense,
although philosophy discovers (logical) truth, its knowledge is deficient to the
extent that it deals with abstractions rather than real things. Where, however, such
‘scientific’ or ‘philosophical’ reasoning is applied to real things, two problems
continue to undermine the truth status of the knowledge gained. The first remains
intrinsic, and is where the subject-matter is the natural world (e.g., physics,
mechanics) — for man has not made the natural world, and so natural science,
however expert, must ultimately remain incomplete knowledge. The second is
where the scientist-philosopher, even when contemplating real things rather than
abstractions, does not take sufficient care over the empirical details of his subject-
matter (e.g., misperceiving it because relying on previous assumptions). This can
still be a fault in the natural sciences, which is why Vico so much approves of
Francis Bacon’s ‘method of philosophising, which is “think and see”.!® But the
philosopher-scientist can also contemplate the human world, and it is here in
particular that Vico believes their knowledge has ‘failed by half'® through lack of
attention to the empirical facts.

So ‘scientific’ or ‘philosophical’ reasoning, ‘whence comes knowledge of the
true’, gives the certainty of logical truth and can be applied to both the natural and
the human world. But in both cases it must get its facts straight. The facts in the
natural world are made by God, and thus there is a limit to natural science’s grasp
of its subject-matter, although observation and experiment can achieve great
insight. The facts in the human world, however, are ‘made’ in the immediate sense
by men. Knowledge of these facts is what Vico calls ‘philology’, by which he means
‘all the grammarians, historians, critics, who have occupied themselves with the
study of the languages and deeds of peoples: both at home, as in their customs and
laws, and abroad, as in their wars, peaces, alliances, travels, and commerce’.!” Now
the knowledge or consciousness of fact is not the same kind of ‘knowing’ as that of
the philosopher-scientists. They construct ‘knowledge of the true’, whereas
knowledge of fact is what Vico distinguishes as ‘consciousness of the certain’. He
tells us that ‘men who do not know what is true of things take care to hold fast to
what is certain’.!® Knowledge of fact, (i.e., empirically based knowledge), thus bears

133



SPECULATIVE PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY

the stamp of ‘certainty’ rather than the hallmark of logical validity (the different
province of philosophy/reason/science).

Now, logically speaking, there seems no reason to restrict knowledge of ‘the
certain’ to the human world. After all, natural scientists-philosophers must also get
their facts straight —and this must involve them in knowledge of ‘the certain’, which
seems to be what Vico praises Bacon for. Yet Vico glosses over this, wanting to
restrict knowledge of ‘the certain’ solely to knowledge of the human world. Thus
where he introduces his distinction between knowledge of ‘the true’ and ‘the
certain’ he writes: ‘Philosophy contemplates reason, whence comes knowledge of
the true; philology observes that of which human choice is author, whence comes
consciousness of the certain’.!

Whether or not this constitutes an error in Vico’s thinking, it evidences a
distinct shift from his earlier epistemology — a shift crucial to the entire logic of his
New Science, and which he therefore impresses on the reader. Now, in the New
Science, ‘the civil world’ has been made by men, and can therefore come to be
‘known’ in a manner superior to the philosopher-scientist’s knowledge of the
natural world. Vico writes that it is ‘a truth beyond all question: that the world of
civil society has certainly been made by men, and that its principles are therefore
to be found within the modifications of our own human mind’, and complains of
the fact that ‘the philosophers should have bent all their energies to the study of
the world of nature, which, since God made it, He alone knows; and that they
should have neglected the study of the world of nations, or civil world, which,
since men had made it, men could come to know’.2® Again, ‘this world of nations
has certainly been made by men. . .. And history cannot be more certain than
when he who creates the things also narrates them’.?! He thus suggests that his
‘Science’, because dealing with real things created by men, is (potentially) superior
to natural science in respect of its truth status.

Thus the outlines of Vico’s (new) epistemology — so much at the heart of his
philosophy of history — become clearer. But as his response to seventeenth-century
epistemological debate, what is Vico suggesting about the kind of method and
knowledge his book contains? In our modern terms, is it ‘science’ or ‘philosophy’ —
or in seventeenth-century terms, is it simply another example of ‘philosophy-science’
(applied to human institutions)? This is all the more important an issue because,
in approaching the first example (in today’s parlance) of explicit ‘philosophy of
history’, it raises the vexed question of its disciplinary status or integrity. But Vico’s
answer seems clear. Rather than his New Science contributing to or combining any
existing disciplines, for him it seems that (what we now call) ‘philosophy of history’
is nothing less than a new, independent discipline in itself, which his book
establishes.

This is because Vico wanted to supersede the debates between ‘science’ and
‘philosophy’ and between rationalism and empiricism. For Vico, we can call
knowledge of ‘the true’ equally ‘science’ or ‘philosophy, so long as we mean
knowledge derived from abstract logical reasoning. Knowledge of ‘the certain’, on
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the other hand, is empirical knowledge of fact, but he restricts its reference to those
matters of fact of which men are ‘makers’ and ‘doers’.

Here we can properly ‘know’ the facts of the human world, but such empirical
knowledge cannot stand on its own as a comprehensive understanding of that world,
since its mode of knowledge does not involve knowledge of ‘the true’. In short, the
facts of the human world still need to be interconnected through the process of
logical reasoning (science/ philosophy) in order to arrive at ‘the truth’. Thus for
Vico ‘the truth’ must be a mixing of ‘the certain’ and ‘the true’, and is, then, more
than either factual knowledge (‘empiricism’) or science/philosophy (‘rationalism’)
— it supersedes both. Vico calls it ‘new science’. But above all let us note that for
Vico this ultimate form of knowledge is intrinsically and exclusively knowledge of
civil or human affairs, and thus in the broadest sense of the term, historical
knowledge. By this we do not mean (merely) knowledge of history, but a method
of knowing something comprehensively through making sense (‘the true’) of the
facts — (‘the certain’).

And the only things amenable to such complete knowledge are those ‘facts’
made or done by men. This, however, is a huge area incorporating customs,
languages, all kinds of institutions, legal codes, religious beliefs, social structures,
and the arts, sciences, and philosophy — in short, nothing less than human culture
in its broadest sense, or in his words, ‘the principles of humanity’.

Thus we find Vico complaining how, in respect of the human world, ‘the
philosophers failed by half in not giving certainty to their reasonings by appeal to
the authority of the philologians, and likewise how the latter failed by half in not
taking care to give their authority the sanction of truth by appeal to the reasoning
of the philosophers’.?2 When the two approaches are fused, according to Vico, the
resulting knowledge is not merely a (now correct) understanding of this or that
detail of civil affairs. Rather, it contributes to the understanding of ‘this world of
nations in its eternal idea’.?? This is the final summit of his ‘new science’, achieving
what he calls ‘an ideal eternal history traversed in time by the history of every
nation’,’* such that we discover ‘the eternal laws which are instanced by the deeds
of all nations . . . even if . . . there were infinite worlds being born . . . throughout
eternity’.? In short, that which is ‘known’ by Vico’s ‘new science’ — the object of
its knowledge — is nothing less than the universal laws governing the history of all
humanity, whichever cultures, nations, or peoples it is comprised of. It would appear
to be the only object of his ‘new science’, just as his ‘new science’ can only ‘know’
one subject — the universal principles of mankind wherever instanced through men
organising themselves into the societal world.

In his own mind, then, Vico was not simply offering a revised version of human
history on the basis of his discovery of new facts. Rather, he is highly aware of the
radical status of his approach to knowledge — (like blood circulating the body, it
‘courses through our Science’) —and is equally anxious to publicise the fact: ‘Hence
we could not refrain from giving this work the invidious title of a New Science, for
it was too much to defraud it unjustly of the rightful claim it had . . ..?0 It is this
feature of his work which, perhaps above all, justifies the claim that he is the first
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explicit philosopher of history, and not surprisingly it is the feature which most
continues to interest philosophers and historical theorists.

Vico’s ‘ideal eternal history’

Mankind’s origins — the ‘age of gods’

We may now proceed to Vico’s actual account of the course and meaning of human
history, beginning with its origins. From his reading of Homer, Vico claims that
early men (i.e., before the dawning of classical Greek culture) had a profoundly
different mentality from their more civilised successors. Being brute ignorant,
having neither language or reason, living in dire straits, and prey to urgent fears,
their consciousness was supersensitive to the immediately perceptible qualities of
things they encountered, such that their awareness of the world was solely (and
highly) figurative and imaginative. Initially mute, the earliest kind of language to
emerge amongst these feral beings was, Vico suggests, ‘singing’ (see below). This
evolved into the first spoken words, but these did not denote the common
properties of things (as in our languages). Rather, they marked a thing’s most
importantly sensed impact, irrespective of its other features. And where something
else provoked the same effect, the same word would be used to signify the thing.

[t is this propensity to construct imaginative, figurative language that Vico calls
‘poetry’. Interestingly, Vico thinks children’s mentality is the perfect analogy. ‘In
children memory is most vigorous, and imagination is therefore excessively vivid;
.. .this. . . is the principle of the expressiveness of the poetic images that the world
formed in its first childhood’.?” Again, ‘Children excel in imitation . .. they
generally amuse themselves by imitating whatever they are able to apprehend; This
. .. shows that the world in its infancy was composed of poetic nations, for poetry
is nothing but imitation’.?® Vico delights in peppering his New Science with
examples of how the meaning of words in use at a later time can be traced back to
their initial figurative source. For example, referring to the Latin word lex (‘law’),
he writes:

First it must have meant a collection of acorns. Thence we believe is
derived ilex, as it were illex, the oak (as certainly aquilex means collector
of waters); for the oak produces the acorns by which the swine are drawn
together. Lex was next a collection of vegetables, from which the latter
were called legumina. Later on . .. when . . . letters had not yet been
invented for writing down the laws, lex . . . must have meant a collection
of citizens, or the public parliament; so that the presence of the people was
the lex, or “law” . . . Finally, collecting letters, and making, as it were, a
sheaf of them for each word, was called legere, reading.?’

The reader of Vico will find numerous such treatments of the origins of words
(etymology), and the point here is not so much their accuracy but the rationale of
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the exercise. For example, we know the word ‘companion’ derives from the concrete
notion of ‘sharing bread’ (com — panis). Similarly, imagine a distant future in which
space-travel is common and in which the term ‘docking’ persists. Then imagine
how enlightening an account of where the term came from in the twentieth century
(i-e., ships ‘docking’) would be. The next step, of course, would be to see where the
twentieth-century term itself originated by consulting an etymological dictionary.

This is the significance Vico attaches to etymology. It tells us where ideas came
from, and thus evidences the manner in which earlier cultures perceived the world
—and, in turn, how it impinged on them. It persuades Vico that when language
emerged from ‘the earliest antiquity’ and was eventually put into writing (initially
signs and hieroglyphics rather than ‘sheafs of letters’), the first men’s knowledge of
the world was comprised of what he calls ‘poetic wisdom’. However, this ‘poetic
wisdom’ has no connection with the (later) rational, analytical apprehension of
things in terms of abstract genera. Rather, it is the expression of the heightened
alertness to the striking features of things, creatively applied through a highly
imaginative ‘imitation’ to identify and describe the surrounding world, and (as in
Homer) it can reach ‘sublime’ heights. Although not ‘rational’, such ‘knowledge’
is thus essentially creative, and characteristically Vico traces the meaning of the
word poet (in Greek) to creator or maker.

With these insights into ‘poetic wisdom’, Vico proceeds to construct the funda-
mental developments in human history since the Flood. Elaborating on the Biblical
account, Vico claims that in Mesopotamia, after the Universal Flood, Noah
established the Hebrew people®® which, through keeping faith with the true religion
of God, continued thereafter on a separate path from all other subsequent gentile
nations (of which more below). But the descendants of Noah’s three sons gradually
renounced their religion and dispersed into three different races and areas of the
world. The immediate post-Flood world, Vico claims, must have been covered in
damp, dense forest full of wild beasts, and as the peoples of Ham, Japheth, and
Shem dispersed throughout it, individuals must have become separated. In this
precarious situation, fleeing from wild beasts, and pursuing women who themselves
must have become increasingly wild and fearful, all vestiges of their previous culture
disappeared.

Mothers, like beasts, must have merely nursed their babies, let them
wallow naked in their own filth, and abandoned them for good as soon as
they were weaned; . . . [W]ithout ever hearing a human voice, much less
learning any human custom, [these generations] descended to a state truly
bestial and savage.

Vico then suggests these feral creatures developed physically, ‘excessively big in
brawn and bone, to the point of becoming giants™!' (much talked of in ancient
fables), and it is from ‘these first men, stupid, insensate, and horrible beasts’,* that
the history and institutions of all (gentile) nations emerged.
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So (gentile, post-Flood) history began with an age of ‘giants’, horrifyingly and
almost unimaginably sub-human in their brute natures. The stronger ‘giants’
naturally took to the drier safeholds of mountain-tops with caves —and such would
have remained the condition of humanity were it not, according to Vico, for a
dramatic event. After some hundreds of years of drying out, the earth at last
produced sufficient vapour to cause the first thunder and lightning. Never witnessed
before, and of such an awe-inspiring nature, it terrified and traumatized our feral
giants, and none more so than those frequenting the mountain heights. Unaccus-
tomed to pay attention to the sky, they now became aware of it, and,

because in such a case the nature of the human mind leads it to attribute
its own nature to the effect, and because in that state their nature was
that of men all robust bodily strength, who expressed their very violent
passions by shouting and grumbling, they pictured the sky to themselves
as a great animated body. . . . who meant to tell them something by the
hiss of his bolts and the clap of his thunder.?

This is the origin of gentile religion, whereby our ‘giants’ believed in a terrifying
power ‘speaking’ in/from/as the sky, later called Jove. This event must have been
replicated many times and to the same effect — such that ‘every gentile nation had
its Jove’,** with correspondingly numerous names. Later, ‘the first theological poets
created the first divine fable, the greatest they ever created: that of Jove, king and
father of men and gods, in the act of hurling the lightning bolt; an image . . . its
creators themselves believed in . . ., and feared, revered, and worshipped . . . in
frightful religions’.*®

The first effect of this traumatic experience of a ‘voice’ in the sky was to terrify
the ‘giants’ into retreating into their caves, and ‘to check their bestial habit of
wandering wild through the great forest of the earth’,*® making them remain within
asettled territory. This is the very seed from which subsequent social developments
sprang, and without which there would be no societies in the (gentile) world —
such that Vico puts religion as the first ‘institution’ of every nation. The essence
of this ‘religion’ was, from fear of Jove’s authority — (they had never felt ‘authority’
before) — to try to ‘divine’ what the signs made by Jove meant, leading to the
auspices, oracles, and sacrifices of these ‘frightful religions’.

The second effect was to restrain

their bestial lust from finding its satisfaction in the sight of heaven, of
which they had a mortal terror. So it came about that each of them would
drag one woman into his cave and keep her there in perpetual company
for the duration of their lives. Thus the act of human love was performed
under cover, in hiding, that is to say, in shame . . . In this guise marriage
was introduced, which is a chaste carnal union consummated under the
fear of some divinity.*’
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In this manner the first proper families emerged — that is, where the offspring’s
parentage was certain. Since Vico insists all nations originated in families, marriage
is thus the second fundamental principle of any society.

The third is burial. Surprisingly, all Vico says to explain this is that it came from
the belief ‘that human souls do not die with their bodies but are immortal’. But he
also links it to the emergence of family lands (property) whereby ‘by long residence
and burial of their dead they came to found and divide the first dominions of the
earth, whose lords were giants, a Greek word meaning “sons of earth” .38 Be this as
it may, Vico observes that ‘all nations, barbarous as well as civilized, though
separately founded because remote from each other in time and space, keep these
three human customs: all have some religion, all contract solemn marriages, all bury
their dead’.?” One might wonder at the prospects for our contemporary Western
societies, in which all three ‘fundamental institutions’ are increasingly disrespected
through, respectively, atheism, the ‘sexual revolution’, and ‘spare part’ body donor
practices!

There is a sense in which Vico adds a fourth fundamental institution, for he says
these first families cleared the forests around them and made fields. In short,
property was introduced, whereby territory was delineated on family lines, put to
economic use, and its boundaries defended.

In this initial stage, then, some ‘families’ were established, restrained by religion
into the practices of marriage, burial, and settlement. These first cultivated fields
were burnt clearings in the forests, and here we may give another example of Vico’s
intriguing use of etymology as evidence of features of ancient antiquity. These fields
were called luci by the Latin peoples,

in the sense of an eye, as even today we call eyes the opening through
which light enters houses. The . . . phrase that ‘every giant had his lucus’
[clearing or eye] was altered and corrupted when its meaning was lost, and
had already been falsified when it reached Homer, for it was then taken
to mean that every giant had one eye in the middle of his forehead.*°

This, then, for Vico is the origin of the myth of the Cyclops, the race of one-eyed
giants, and we can see how he uses it both to arrive at the historical facts he claims
underlie it and to explain their passing into ‘mythical’ form through the corruption
of time. In this case, at an earlier age when the imagery of ‘giants/fields/eyes’ was a
genuine perception of the figurative/associative ‘poetic’ consciousness, it denoted
a true state of affairs. But in later times the different associations of such figurative
language generate misunderstandings and myths whose meanings have to be
interpreted — but not on the basis of some esoteric, hidden philosophical wisdom.
Rather, the meaning and use of words has to be related both to where they originated
and to the present mind-set of the culture now employing them. Their changing
meanings over time are not only a potent clue to their original meaning but also to
the historical circumstances and mentalities of the succeeding cultures who use
them in their own way. He was especially proud of how his etymological/
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philological researches into the earliest documents (Homer — ‘a vast store-house
of knowledge’ — in Greece, and the Roman Law of the Twelve Tables) at last
revealed and proved (according to him) the hitherto unknown or purely fantasised
history of ‘the lost times’.

Vico called this first age ‘the age of gods’ or ‘the age of giants’. As we have seen,
some of these ‘giants’ became subdued by ‘Jove’ and settled into the first form of
social organisation, which Vico calls ‘the family state’.*! But other ‘giants’ (less
‘noble’)* remained in the forests, and ‘impious . . . , continued the infamous
promiscuity of things and of women’.** Eventually, however, their miserable
circumstances (akin to Hobbes’ ‘fierce and violent men’#* or Pufendorf’s ‘Big Feet’
giants®’) drove them to seek succour in the enclosed ‘fields’ or ‘asylums’ established
by the god-fearing ‘giants’ already organised into family states. But the latter did
not accept these wretched ‘refugees’® as equals. Rather, they killed the more violent
newcomers and took the remainder under their protection as inferiors obliged to
work and defend the land (belonging exclusively to the ‘nobles’). Vico variously
refers to their status as like that of prisoners-of-war,*” day-labourers,* slaves,
‘clients’,* or plebeians.’® It was this development which ‘gave a beginning to
society in the proper sense’, since although a prior ‘society’ had prevailed in the
family state of the noble giants, it had only come about through their being ‘driven
thereto by religion and by the natural instinct to propagate the human race . . . and
thus gave a beginning to noble and lordly friendship’. But, importantly, it seems
Vico denies that ‘friendship’ or ‘sociability’ is the basis for ‘society in the proper
sense’. Rather, the latter only begins when formed from practical motivations.
Society ‘proper’ fulfils practical need, not altruistic yearnings. Thus it was not until
the subsequent stage, when ‘base and servile’ refugees ‘came out of a necessity of
saving their lives’, that society began ‘in the proper sense, with a view principally

to utility’.>!

The ‘age of heroes’

Thus we arrive at Vico’s second age, the ‘age of heroes’, in which society proper
began. During this age the small family-states of noble giants evolved into cities,
or city-states, often expanded through military conquest. The form of government
common in the heroic age was necessarily (given its origins) ‘most severely
aristocratic’.>> The descendants of the first noble ‘giants’ retained their ownership
of land through their status, guaranteed via the integrity of their lineage, and ruled
their ‘plebeians, being considered of bestial origin’,?> with what from a later
perspective was barbarous cruelty. Vico does not minimise the brutal aspects of
‘heroic’ natures where, ‘being as yet incapable of reason’, the only law initially was
that of force. But the outcome of force was regarded as a divine judgement and
therefore just. It was ‘the law of Achilles, who referred every right to the tip of his
spear’.>* Thus issues between the noble families would often be settled by bloody
duels, whilst any issue between noble heads of families and their dependents (servile
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‘plebs’ or their own children) would be ruthlessly dealt with by the noble head who
exercised a ‘divine’ right of life and death.

But barbarous as were these early aristocracies of ‘the age of heroes’, Vico insists
we must understand and judge the ‘heroic’ mentality in terms of its own times, not
ours. The noble families saw themselves as descended from a special lineage which
had maintained its integrity through pious observance of the religious heritage of
their god-like ancestors. Indeed, so intimate and integral had been their ancestors’
communion with Jove (and with all the other gods they invented by ‘ascrib[ing]
to physical things the being of substances animated by gods’),> that they saw
themselves as Jove’s descendants, and jealously guarded their knowledge of
the mysteries, rites, auspices, sacrifices, judgements, and modes of divination from
their plebeian underlings. (Vico thus describes the first city-states as ‘priestly
aristocracies’). Given this mentality, (and the awe in which at least the first
generations of refugees held their lords) a different morality from ours held sway —
the virtues of ‘heroism’. Order was ruthlessly maintained through the sword, and
right amongst equals, including ‘international relations’ between different ‘nations’
or city-states, was established by appeal to divine judgement via force of arms
(sometimes via duelling rather than all-out conflict). Reminding us of the
equivocation in Machiavelli’s notion of ‘virtue’, Vico similarly talks admiringly of
the ‘heroic’ virtues, despite their seeming barbarity. Thus,

the strong, with a fierceness born of their union in the society of families,
slew the violent who had violated their lands, and took under their
protection the miserable creatures who had fled from them. And
above the heroism of nature which was theirs as having been born of Jove
..., there now shone forth preeminently in them the heroism of virtue.
In this heroism the Romans excelled all other peoples of the earth,
practising precisely these two aspects of it, sparing the submissive and
vanquishing the proud.*®

Large sections of the New Science are devoted to explaining this ‘heroic’ mentality
of barbarous times, the essence being that these peoples had intellects ‘incapable
of abstracting forms and properties from subjects’,>? but attended only to the striking
particulars of matters, generating that vivid and imaginative ‘poetic’ consciousness
described earlier. Combining this fundamental intellectual deficiency with ‘their
recent gigantic origin’, Vico outlines their inextricably linked psychological
character — ‘the heroes were in the highest degree gross and wild . . . very limited
in understanding but endowed with the vastest imaginations and the most violent
passions. Hence they must have been boorish, crude, harsh, wild, proud, difficult
and obstinate . . . and (yet) easily diverted’. But they must also have been ‘bluff,
touchy, magnanimous, and generous, as Homer portrays Achilles, the greatest of
all the Greek heroes’.>® Vico also believes that despite, or because, lacking the
capacity for reason, they must have had exceptional memories, and that prior to
the emergence of written language (at the end of their age) they preserved the
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memory of important events (related to their society’s origins and development)
in figurative signs, later transposed into ‘poetic’ song as verbal language took shape.
But we must understand that these ‘songs’ were not ‘poetic’ because they were
songs. Rather, the first verbal language was ‘poetic’ because it emerged from ‘a
fantastic speech making use of physical substances endowed with life and most of
them imagined to be divine’.”” And it was ‘song’ because ‘mutes utter formless
sounds by singing’, and ‘men vent great passions by breaking into song’ — thus ‘the
founders of the gentile nations, having wandered about in the wild state of dumb
beasts . . . were inexpressive save under the impulse of violent passions, and formed
their first languages by singing’.®°

These first ‘songs’ were thus histories of their societies, but posed in the
necessarily ‘fabulous’ terms corresponding to their ‘poetic’ consciousness. Yet this
does not mean the ‘fables’ containing their history were untrue. On the contrary,
Vico insists ‘the fables in their origin were true and severe narrations’,*' and that
they preceded the first written histories which after ‘the long passage of years and
change of customs’? distorted their meanings, which were ‘altered, subsequently
became improbable, after that obscure, then scandalous, and finally incredible’.%3
This corrupting process was well under way even before Homer,* (whom Vico
doubted as an historical figure, claiming that he stood for a tradition of mythical
narration spanning centuries of Greek ‘heroic’ culture), such that the history of
earlier times which his great myths recount requires a radical reconstruction in the
light of Vico’s method.

In short, what Vico employs in his ‘discovery of the true Homer’ is a highly
suggestive, complex technique which uncovers the ‘heroic’ mentality and
circumstances, which are themselves a product of the earlier, entirely mythopoeic
mentality and circumstances of the ‘age of giants’. Both ‘spoke’ poetically, but the
latter’s poetry was ‘theological’ and spoke only the truth (albeit in its own way),
whilst ‘heroic’ poetry became increasingly fantastical in terms of the ‘history’ it
related (although its meanings and referents can still be recaptured).

In practice (since, lacking speculative reason, they were nothing if not practical
in their mentality) the ‘heroic’ peoples were concerned with what Vico refers to
as the ‘utilities and necessities of life’ — territory, fields, corn, inheritance,
boundaries, family lineage, authority, and terms of protection. Vico uses this notion
to help disentangle the meaning of the words they used. Thus he found the
(Roman) Law of the Twelve Tables especially illuminating. It is the other major
‘document’ he uses to complement the analysis of the ‘heroic ages’ he derives from
Homer. But mention of this Roman source introduces us to the third age Vico
identifies, ‘the age of men’, for in his opening ‘Chronological Table’ he dates the
Law of the Twelve Tables at around the time when in Italy the ‘age of heroes’ had
run its course. Appearing on the cusp of epochal change, the Twelve Tables are
thus of seminal interest as a source both of the age from which they emerged and
of that which was dawning. According to his Chronology, the same significance

142



VICO’S PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY

attaches to Homer, for his epics appeared around the time this same epochal change
occurred in Greece — some three hundred years before Italy.

The ‘age of men’

What, then, is ‘the age of men’, and how did it come about? Vico uses the term to
denote the age in which men became recognisably ‘human’ in their mentality. The
fierce, passionate, unreflective ‘heroic’ nature dissipated, along with its purely
imaginative, ‘poetic’ consciousness, to be replaced by ‘human nature, intelligent
and hence modest, benign, and reasonable, recognising for laws conscience, reason,
and duty’.%> Correspondingly, the ‘age of men’ sees the origins of articulate speech
and written words, denoting things in terms of the genera to which they belong.
In short, it witnesses the birth of philosophy and science, in which the world is now
construed rationally by language denoting the properties of things according to
the abstracting of universals. For example:

after the poets had formed poetic speech by associating particular ideas,
the [human] peoples went on to form prose speech by contracting into a
single word, as into a genus, the parts which poetic speech had associated.
Take for example the poetic phrase ‘the blood boils in my heart’. . . They
took the blood, the boiling, and the heart, and made of them a single word
(‘Tamangry’)®. . . [By these means] the minds of the people grew quicker
and developed powers of abstraction, and the way was thus prepared for
the coming of philosophers, who formed intelligible genera.®?

Interestingly, Vico claims the emergence of this ‘human’ language was hugely
significant in political terms, for whereas ‘hitherto [in the ‘age of heroes’] . . . the
nobles, being also priests, had kept the laws in a secret language as a sacred thing’,
‘human language’ used:

words agreed upon by the people, a language of which they are the absolute
lords . . . whereby the people may fix the meaning of the laws by which
the nobles as well as the plebs are bound . . . Hence, . . . once the laws had
been put into the vulgar tongue, the science of laws passed from the
control of the nobles.®®

In short, a feature of the benign ‘age of men’ is that ordinary people appropriate
the language. (Here we may be reminded of those concerns expressed today about
scientists — and perhaps Internet users — speaking a different ‘language’, such that
many people feel deprived of the ability to participate in crucial areas of public
policy-making!).

Vico closely associates the gentleness of people in ‘the age of men’ to this
dawning of reason. As he puts it: “The people had finally come to understand that
the rational nature (which is the true human nature) is equal in all men’.® If the
mentality, form of language, and human nature were transformed in ‘the age of
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men’, so were other aspects of their culture, including their socio-political
organisation — and a brief examination of how the latter came about will help
account for the demise of ‘the age of heroes’.

Back in the first age (of gods/giants), order over the first ‘fields’ was maintained
by the few pious giants, who governed theocratically via the taking of auspices and
consulting oracles.”® But as ‘refugee’ giants fled to these asylums for protection,
over time these settlements grew in number and size, as did the number of the
original ‘pious’ giants. A point came when the latter banded together better to
guard their lands and authority against the growing numbers of ‘plebs’ they had
taken under protection. The ‘age of gods’ was giving way to the ‘age of heroes’. In
short, ‘commonwealths’ or city-states emerged, under a now aristocratic form of
government which Vico often describes as ‘severe’. Once established, in these
‘heroic or aristocratic governments, . . . in virtue of the distinction of a nobler
nature ascribed to divine origin, . . . all civil rights were confined to the ruling
orders of the heroes themselves, and the plebeians, being considered of bestial
origin, were only permitted to enjoy life and natural liberty’,’! whereby they ‘shared
only the labours of the heroes, not their winnings, and still less their glory’.”?

As these noble aristocratic commonwealths became established, (the nobles
themselves often organised under kings they could not control), ‘at last, after a
long period, [the plebs] grew weary of being obliged always to serve their lords’ and
thus ‘laid claim to the lands and rose in mutiny . . . and revolted against the heroes’.
Some defeated rebellious bands,

committed themselves to the hazards of the sea and went in search of
unoccupied lands. . . . This is the origin of the migration of peoples already
humanized by religion . . . By means of such colonies. . . . the human race
was spread abroad in the rest of our world by sea, just as by means of the
savage wanderings a long time before it had been spread abroad by land.

Vico insists these colonies must have been small, because reached by sea; were
nothing to do with a non-existent empire (allegedly) acquired by the heroic
aristocracies; nor with reasons of trade (with unoccupied lands!) — but were
established because ‘heroic law made it necessary for such bands of men . . . to
abandon their own lands, a thing which naturally happens only under some
extreme necessity’.”

The majority of rebellious plebs, however, remained at home and began to
extract concessions regarding the ownership of land and terms of service from their
noble overlords.

The ‘age of heroes’ was drawing to an end, both in political and in broader
cultural terms, eventuating in the emergence of ‘popular commonwealths’. The
barbarous modes of ‘heroic’ government and mentality were supplanted by ‘the age
of men’ (or ‘human times’), in which ‘in virtue of the equality of the intelligent
natures which is the proper nature of man, all are accounted equal under the laws’.™
Reason now prevailed, and was applied to the practical needs of the (now free)
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citizens in such a manner that ‘universal legal concepts abstracted by the intellect’
brought the citizens ‘into agreement upon an idea of a common rational utility’.”
This new ‘practice of wisdom in affairs of utility’ provides the basis for the ‘mild
law’’® which characterizes ‘the age of men’, and Vico even suggests that the actual
process by which popular assemblies first achieved this ‘coming to agreement in an
idea of an equal utility common to all of them severally’ (as in Athens) prompted
Socrates to ‘adumbrate intelligible phenomena or abstract universals by induction’.
In short, ‘laws came first and philosophies later’,”? suggesting that the very
rationality which lies at the core of ‘human’ men was not so much a product of some
sudden intellectual revolution, but of changes in men’s material circumstances.
Yet it is clear from Vico’s account that prior to the beginnings of actual
philosophical reasoning (in Socrates), the mentality of ordinary people had already
changed from the ‘heroic’. It is just this interplay between ‘mentality’ and material
circumstances which runs like a thread through Vico’s analysis of the origins,
development, and demise of all three different ‘ages’, and is one of the reasons (in
addition to Vico’s emphasis upon ‘class-conflict’) the more erudite Marxists find

in him a precursor to Marx’s ‘historical materialism’.”

Monarchy in the ‘age of men’

Taking his cue from classical history (especially the rise of the Emperor Augustus
in Rome™), and yet happy to generalise from it, Vico claims the ‘free popular states’
characterising ‘the age of men’ are not its only political form. In principle, better
even than such republics are monarchies. His reasoning is that ‘ in the former the
citizens have command of the public wealth, which is divided among them in as
many minute parts as there are citizens making up the people who have command
of it’ (even in republics not all are citizens). This can work, but given that ‘love of
ease, tenderness towards children, love of women, and desire of life’ characterises
today’s strivings towards the ‘utilities and necessities of life’, then ‘men are led to
attend to the smallest details which may bring their private utilities into equality
with those of others’. In other words, (to use modern terms), individualism and
competitiveness always threaten neglect of the public good because individuals’
concern for their own private good ‘is the only reason of which the multitude are
capable’.® Thus, just as happened in the Roman Republic where, ‘finally, as the
free peoples could not by means of laws maintain themselves in civil equality . . .
but were being driven to ruin by civil wars, it came about naturally that . . . they
sought protection under monarchies’,*! monarchy is the other, better, and ‘natural’
form of government for free, rational, ‘human’ men.

In such monarchies, ‘the subjects are commanded to look after their own private
interests and leave the care of the public interest to the sovereign prince’.8? Lest
this seem ‘undemocratic’ in today’s terms, Vico has a different view, for he construes
monarchy in ‘the age of men’ as having to best represent the common good of
citizens, and thus as ‘by nature popularly governed: first through the laws by which
monarchies seek to make their subjects all equal; then by that property of
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monarchies whereby sovereigns humble the powerful and thus keep the masses
safe and free from their oppressions; further by . . . keeping the multitude satisfied
and content as regards the necessaries of life and the enjoyment of natural liberty’.3?
Thus in monarchies ‘there are needed a few men skilled in statecraft to give counsel’
regarding the conduct of affairs of state, whilst ‘a great many jurists’ are needed to
regulate citizens’ arguments over their private affairs.34 In short, despite the benign
tones in which Vico describes the ‘age of men’, he has a somewhat Machiavellian
view of ‘the multitude’ as ‘naturally’ concerned in their own selfish interests. Thus,
for Vico, ‘monarchy is the form of government best adapted to human nature when

reason is fully developed’.®®

The potential demise of ‘the age of men’

There is, then, a certain equivocation in Vico’s views about human nature in ‘the
age of men’ — although essentially ‘intelligent, ... modest, benign, and
reasonable’,¥ Vico’s insistence on the self-interestedness of ‘the multitude’
and their unsuitedness to affairs of state is less than flattering. In fact, it seems Vico
construes the ‘properly human nature’ of the ‘age of men’ as eventually departing
from its optimistic origins to a point where the latter’s very continuance is
threatened. Again he appeals to classical history (especially Rome), but also
generalizes from it. Essentially, ‘the popular states became corrupt’.87 In the case of
Rome and other ‘popular commonwealths’, the common-sense of the (now
reasonable and free) citizens initially determined that responsibility for governing
should (via the census) rest with ‘the industrious and not the lazy, the frugal and
not the prodigal, . . . the magnanimous and not the fainthearted — in a word, the
rich with some virtue or semblance thereof, and not the poor with their many
shameless vices’.% But there came a point ‘when the citizens were no longer content
with making wealth the basis of rank’, and encouraged by the ‘false eloquence’ of
trouble-makers, ‘strove to make it an instrument of power . .. [and thereby]
provoked civil wars in their commonwealth and drove them to total disorder’.® In
the case of Rome, the institution of monarchy under Augustus solved the problem
— but clearly not permanently, and it seems that for Vico, whether ‘human
government’ is under a republic or a monarchy a process of corruption is likely
because of a natural evolution of the ‘human’ nature of people away from its benign
beginnings.

He expressed this in two passages generalising from all three ‘ages’. Thus, ‘Men
first feel necessity, then look for utility, next attend to comfort ...". But he
continues, ‘still later [they] amuse themselves with pleasure, then grow dissolute
in luxury, and finally go mad and waste their substance’.”® Presumably these latter
are still features of human beings in ‘the age of men’, but they clearly point to a
deteriorating scenario. The second passage follows immediately and in similar vein.
Corresponding to the three different ages, ‘[t]he nature of peoples is first crude,
then severe, then benign . . .’ —but then he adds, ‘then delicate, finally dissolute’.”!
Should we doubt what these cryptic additions really mean, Vico elaborates on
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them in the concluding passages of his book. We have noted his claim that ‘popular
states became corrupt’. This corruption can reach a stage where peoples ‘become
naturally slaves of their unrestrained passions — of luxury, effeminacy, avarice, envy,
pride, and vanity — and in pursuit of the pleasures of their dissolute life . . . [they
fall] back into all the vices characteristic of the most abject slaves (having become
liars, tricksters, calumniators, thieves, cowards, and pretenders) . . ..

This moral decline, whereby ‘such peoples, like so many beasts, have fallen into
the custom of each man thinking only of his own private interests and have reached
the extreme of delicacy, or better of pride . . .” is matched by an intellectual decline
where that reason which dawned in man after the age of heroes becomes abused.
Thus, ‘as the popular states became corrupt, so also did the philosophies. They
descended to skepticism. Learned fools fell to calumniating the truth. Thence
arose a false eloquence, ready to uphold either of the opposed sides of a case
indifferently’.”® If unchecked, this intellectual decline leads to:

the misbegotten subtleties of malicious wits that have turned [men] into
beasts made more inhuman by the barbarism of reflection than the first
men had been made by the barbarism of sense. For the latter displayed a
generous savagery, against which one could defend oneself or take flight
or be on one’s guard; but the former, with a base savagery, under soft words
and embraces, plots against the life and fortune of friends and intimates.’*

How far these purple passages are evidence of Vico’s disappointments at being
neglected (e.g., Isaac Newton never acknowledged the first [1725] version of the
New Science Vico sent him) is a matter of conjecture. Not so, however, his clear
account of the gradual moral and intellectual failings of our ‘benign’ and ‘rational’
nature in ‘the age of men’, derived partly from his reading of classical history, but
also elevated to being a general principle of ‘human’ nature. We, (if we can presume
to be living in an ‘age of men’) will ‘finally go mad and waste our substance’!

The recourse of history

The idea of ‘recourse’

In Vico’s account of (gentile) human history we have reached where the ‘age of
men’ is threatened by the moral and intellectual ‘corruptions’ which Vico presents
as integral principles of ‘human’ nature as it slides from benignity and rationality
into ‘delicacy’, casuistry, and dissoluteness. His primary historical model for this is
the transition from republican Rome to the ‘monarchy’ of Augustus — (his brief
remarks on the subsequent downfall of the Roman Empire do not exploit this
model®®) — but he clearly believes the same happened elsewhere in the classical
world of ‘the age of men’. The institution of monarchy is one of the ‘three great
remedies’® which can (possibly) correct ‘the perfect tyranny of anarchy’.”? A
second remedy is that ‘corrupted’ societies ‘become subject to better nations, which,
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having conquered them by arms, preserve them as subject provinces’ and their
inhabitants as ‘slaves’. Again, although thinking of historical examples, Vico sees
them as exemplifying general principles of historical development. ‘Herein two
great lights of natural order shine forth. First, that he who cannot govern himself
must let himself be governed by another who can. Second, that the world is always
governed by those who are naturally fittest’.%8

The third remedy is the most interesting — and the most chilling. It is this:

But if the peoples are rotting in that ultimate civil disease and cannot
agree on a monarch from within, and are not conquered and preserved by
better nations from without . . . [then] through obstinate factions and
desperate civil wars, they shall turn their cities into forests and the forests
into dens and lairs of men. In this way, through long centuries of
barbarism, rust will consume [their previous moral and intellectual faults,
such that] stunned and brutalized, [they] are sensible no longer of comforts,
delicacies, pleasures, and pomp, but only of the sheer necessities of life.
[Thus driven (as if in some appalling post-nuclear holocaust)] the few
survivors in the midst of an abundance of things necessary for life naturally
become sociable and, returning to the primitive simplicity of the first
world of peoples, are again religious, truthful, and faithful.”

And from this return to the beginning of (gentile) history, ‘the nations . . ., like
the phoenix, rise again’.!%°

It is, then, in this account of the third, most dreadful, remedy that Vico’s notion
of ‘recourse’ appears, and we need to be as clear as to what he is not saying as to what
he is saying.

First, by ‘the recourse’ of history he does not so much mean the point where a
‘nation’ might have plumbed the very depths and has to start again, phoenix-like.
Rather, he means that if a nation is subjected to this third remedy, then its re-growth
will ‘recourse’ the same history of the succeeding ages of ‘gods’, ‘heroes’, and ‘men’
— but even here, only all other things being equal. Specific circumstances may
intervene (as, for example, he suggests of the American Indians, who ‘would now
be following this course of human institutions if they had not been discovered
by the Europeans’'®). This is why Vico claims his ‘science’ is of ‘an ideal eternal
history’.

Second, (unlike earlier cyclical theories), it is far from clear that all societies will
inevitably undergo a ‘recourse’. Although it seems all will eventually reach that
point of corruption in their ‘age of men’ described above, the return to primitive
beginnings is only the third ‘remedy’. They may be rescued from this by monarchy
or conquest — although whether the monarchy or conquering power itself would
eventually degrade into a corruption requiring the third remedy is another point.
If it would, it looks as if Vico is indeed proposing a full-scale cyclical interpretation
of past and future history. Yet he does not say so. He claims his ‘science’
demonstrates what ‘the course of the institutions of the nations had to be, must be,
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and will have to be . . . even if infinite worlds were born from time to time through
eternity, which is certainly not the case’.'? This ‘ideal eternal history’ is ‘traversed
in time by the history of every nation in its rise, development, maturity, decline,
and fall’.!% He does not add, ‘and its rise again’. In short, the ‘ideal eternal history’
does not mention ‘recourse’, and the most we can say is that whether ‘recourse’ is
inevitable for every society in history remains unclear in Vico’s logic.

‘Recourse’ in post-Classical European history

What is clear, however, is that for Vico ‘recourse’ is not only a theoretical possibility
for some societies, but has actually happened in history — and his model is nothing
less than the ‘dark’ and ‘middle’ ages of European history. He calls them ‘the period
of the second barbarism’ and notes that ‘in countless passages . . . we have observed
the marvellous correspondence between the first and the returned barbarian
times’.!% He proceeds to bring these observations together in his sketchy Book
Five called ‘The recourse of human institutions which the nations take when
they rise again’. Emerging from the confusions caused at the collapse of the
(Christianised) Western Roman Empire, ‘when so many barbarous nations began
to inundate Europe and Asia and Africa’, some Christian leaders in Europe held
together their communities, and became akin to the kingly ‘theocratic’ family
leaders of the first ‘age of gods’, fighting barbarous religious wars against like-
organised pagan nations. In these recurred ‘divine times’, slavery, duels, raids, and
reprisals re-appeared, and since ‘everywhere violence, rapine, and murder were
rampant, because of the extreme ferocity and savagery of these most barbarous
centuries’, new ‘asylums’ appeared where people ‘in fear of being oppressed or
destroyed betook themselves to the bishops and abbots, . . . as being comparatively
humane in the midst of such barbarism, and put themselves, their families, and
their patrimonies, under their protection’.!®

Then, for the same reasons as in the first ‘age of gods’, Europe evolved into those
feudal institutions of the high Middle Ages, where powerful ‘lords’, barons, and
petty kings formed aristocratic states better to protect their lands and control the
lower feudal orders of serfs and vassals (the equivalent of the first ‘plebs’). The ‘age
of heroes’ was back, and Vico delights in drawing correspondences between its
institutions, mentality, and customs and those of its predecessor. Feudalism, even
where organised under nominal monarchies, was essentially aristocratic and
culturally ‘heroic’.

But just as the first ‘age of heroes’ evolved to a point where pressure from the plebs
combined with factious civil wars amongst the nobles brought it to an end, so in
many parts of Europe the second ‘age of heroes’ was supplanted by a second ‘age of
men’, as feudal aristocracies turned into either ‘free popular commonwealths’ (i.e.,
republics) or ‘perfect monarchies’. Rightly, Vico is not too specific about where and
when this epochal change occurred, since it replicated itself amongst separate
nations at different times. Also, the process was still incomplete by the time he was
writing. For example, he claims that France ‘now’ has become a ‘perfect monarchy’

149



SPECULATIVE PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY

— that Sweden and Denmark remained heroic aristocracies ‘until a century and
a half ago’ — and that Poland still is one, although he adds that ‘in time, if
extraordinary causes do not impede its natural course, Poland will arrive at perfect
(that is, at absolute but enlightened) monarchy’.

The inevitability of ‘recourse’?

What seems clear, then, is that Vico sees much of his present Europe as having
entered, or being in the process of entering, a second ‘age of men’. Whether he also
already sees signs of its demise — and may thus be incorporating some political
message into his writings — is another matter, best left to our concluding remarks.
But it does graphically raise the question of whether ‘recourse’ is inevitable. By
this, I do not mean whether, if a recourse occurs, it will run an inevitable course of
repetition of ‘the three ages of men’. Vico clearly affirms it would. Rather, does
‘recourse’ have to happen to all historical societies? Since we have seen Vico’s logic
leaves it unclear, we might try answering this by returning to his account of how
the first, actual, ‘recourse’ came about.

That recourse began with the collapse of the Roman Empire in the fifth century
AD. Logically, this means the Roman Empire, despite being under monarchy, must
have reached that point of corruption and dissolution described above, from which
(in its case) the third (dreadful) remedy emerged, involving a return to primitive
times, succeeded by a ‘recourse’. And some such standard notion of the reasons for
the Empire’s collapse seems to be in Vico’s mind. Yet he says surprisingly little
about it. Having explained why all preceding ‘ages’ with their corresponding
institutions inevitably change, he does not conclude his account with any hint
that ‘monarchy’ in the ‘age of men’ must itself eventually decline and collapse. If
he had, then indeed his logic points to ‘recourse’ as the inevitable outcome of the
history of societies — and thus Vico would be subscribing to a full-blown cyclical
theory of history. It is possible that he did, because elsewhere he does occasionally
refer to the instability of ‘perfect’ monarchies. As different emperors succeeded
Augustus (the founder of ‘perfect monarchy’ in Rome), the citizens became
increasingly indifferent to politics to the point where, having become ‘aliens in
their own nations, it becomes necessary for the monarchs to sustain and represent
the latter in their own persons’.!% In short, ‘in proportion as the free peoples relax
their hold the kings gain in strength until they become monarchs’,'% who, ‘by force
of arms, take in hand all the institutions and all the laws, which, though sprung
from liberty, no longer avail to regulate and hold it within bounds’.!®® Eventually,
then, true ‘monarchs’ achieve absolute power. Now we have already seen Vico
arguing that ‘in spite of their unlimited sovereignty . .. the very form of the
monarchic state shall confine the will of the monarchs. . . [to] the natural order of
keeping the peoples content’. But closer reading shows that this ‘natural order’
does depend on two factors.

First, ‘without this . . . content of the peoples, monarchic states are neither
lasting nor secure’'® — in other words, if monarchs follow their own interests by
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attending to the peoples’ interests, then they can maintain their states indefinitely.
But this leads to the second condition hidden under Vico’s apparent confidence
in ‘perfect monarchy’ — the monarch must be of sound mind! And much earlier in
the book, in one of his few references to the downfall of the Roman Empire, Vico
blames ‘the dissolute and shameless madmen, like Caligula, Nero, and Domitian’
for having themselves overthrown the Roman monarchy through their actions.!®
[t seems Vico was returning to this notion in his brief reprise of the major historical
stages in his Conclusion, where as an example of events turning out contrary to
agents’ plans, he says: ‘The monarchs mean to strengthen their own positions by
debasing their subjects with all the vices of dissoluteness, and they dispose them
to endure slavery at the hand of stronger nations’.!!!

Thus we finally arrive at Vico’s surprisingly brief admission that monarchy itself,
despite being ‘the form of government best adapted to human nature when reason
is fully developed’,'!? is inherently vulnerable. The Romans, he tells us, ‘clung to
the monarchy as long as they could humanly withstand the internal and external
causes which destroy that form of state’.!? It is true that even here he is not saying all
monarchies are inevitably doomed, but if we add the preceding scattered references,
a strong case can be made for claiming this as his real view. If it was, then by his
own logic it would seem that recourse in history is inevitable, and that Vico was
therefore advancing a cyclical theory of history. Yet this would require a theory of
the inevitable and cataclysmic downfall of ‘perfect monarchy’ (and/or ‘popular
commonwealths’) which, although hinted at, is not to be found in the New Science.
The theme of the decline of the Roman Empire could have provided Vico with the
opportunity to exemplify such a theory, and yet so far we find only one minimal
reference to it (i.e., the madness of Caligula et al.).

One’s puzzlement might be compounded, then, when we add the only other
reference, and that the most sustained, which Vico makes to the topic, for in intro-
ducing his analysis of the actual recourse represented by the Middle Ages, he says:

When, working in superhuman ways, God had revealed and confirmed the
truth of the Christian religion by opposing the virtue of the martyrs to
the power of Rome, and the teaching of the Fathers, together with the
miracles, to the vain wisdom of Greece, and when armed nations were
about to rise on every hand to combat the true divinity of its Founder, he
permitted a new order of humanity to be born among the nations in order
that [the true religion] might be firmly established according to the natural
course of human institutions themselves.!'!4

Vico continues; ‘Following this eternal counsel, he brought back the truly divine
times, in which Catholic kings everywhere . . . founded military religious orders by
which they re-established in their realms the Catholic Christian religion against
the Arians . . . and numerous other infidels’.!">

Here, then, the Roman Empire’s downfall occurs when God, having established

the Christian religion, saved it from foreign hordes by ‘permitting a new order to
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be born’, in which ‘the truly divine times’ (of ‘the age of gods’) were brought back,
thereby instituting a ‘recourse’. Here, whether the downfall of the ‘perfect monarchy’
was natural or not, its drastic replacement by ‘recourse’ cannot be read as ‘natural’.

But perhaps these very passages help settle the issue. They introduce the religious
dimension which we have yet to address. For the present, the textual evidence
suggests that Vico’s otherwise curious reticence to complete his theory of history
by clearly stating and analysing the inevitable downfall of ‘perfect monarchy’ can
be accounted for in terms of his unwillingness to be seen as subscribing to a cyclical
theory. The evidence suggests he might have done (certainly, numerous commen-
tators assume unproblematically that he did), but that he shrank from declaring it,
and even from including those prior considerations (on monarchy) which would
properly lead to it. [t is this latter exclusion which smacks of deliberation, suggesting
that he did indeed subscribe to cyclical history, but knowingly concealed it. The
immediate reason for doing this was simply that cyclical conceptions of history
were regarded as pagan. The standard Christian notion of history was linear, with
a beginning, middle, and end, as so fiercely insisted upon by Augustine (to whom
Vico makes a few respectful, yet neutral references in his book). At the very least,
then, the text suggests that Vico deliberately presented his theory of history in
such a manner as to leave open the possibility of defending it from Inquisitorial and
other public accusations of heresy. We might read him as a ‘cyclicist’, but his text
makes it difficult to prove! And as for reading him as a pagan, that is clearly the last
interpretation Vico wants, so numerous and obsequious are his expressions of
Christian piety and devotion! But what part did religion really play in Vico’s
thought?

Religion and the meaning of history

The above reminds us that fear of religious persecution and of thus not being
published were factors in many intellectual’s minds in eighteenth-century Europe,
even in more tolerant countries, let alone a Catholic Naples subject to the Spanish
Inquisition. (Indeed, even a century after Vico’s death, in ‘free-thinking’ England,
such concerns were partly responsible for Darwin’s twenty-year delay, until 1859,
in publishing his On the Origin of Species). Thus we have to be careful not to accept
at face-value what (particularly independent) thinkers wrote impinging on religion.
Various techniques were employed, ranging from simple circumspection to hidden
esoteric messages, to evade the wrath of the religious establishment (as well as
public hostility and political persecution).!'® This does not mean, however, that
we should automatically distrust writers’ words and seek to uncover alternative,
devious meanings. But it does mean we are entitled to query those words when
their import is obscure, or inconsistent with other ideas they advance. Vico’s New
Science is a case in point. He had a powerfully independent mind, lived and worked
in Catholic Naples, desperately wanted to be not only published but lauded, and
yet found himself writing on no less a theme than the meaning of human history,
bristling with religious implications! He presents himself in all his writings as a
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devout Catholic, and actually presents the New Science as a new and unique proof
of that religion, as if that were his prime motivation.

Indeed, for those who take Vico at face-value, his New Science is one of the most
sustained theodicies (‘explanation of the ways of God to man’) ever written — and
they may be right.

With these provisos in mind, let us explore what he wrote about God, gods,
truth, God’s Providence, and the role of religions in human history.

Biblical history and the Hebrews

Describing ‘the true God’ as ‘creator of the world and of Adam the prince of all
humankind’,"'7 throughout the New Science Vico excludes the Hebrews from his
principles of historical development because ‘the entire first world of men [i.e.,
after the Flood] must be divided into two kinds: the first, men of normal size, which
includes Hebrews only; the second, giants who were the founders of the gentile
nations’.!'8 Those Hebrews who remained true to their faith were distinct from all
other nations because they correctly ‘thought God to be an infinite Mind beholding
all times in one point of eternity’ whereas ‘the gentiles fancied bodies to be gods’.!1
The Hebrews were correct because ‘the Hebrew religion was founded by the true
God’,'?® and were equally correct in believing that they ‘had extraordinary help
from the true God’!?! who ‘either Himself or through the angels that are minds or
through the prophets to whose minds God spoke, gave notice of what was in store
for His people’.!?? Because of ‘the particular assistance which a single people [the
Hebrews] received from the true God’,'2 there is then a ‘fundamental difference’
between the principles governing Hebrew and gentile history.'?* ‘The Hebrews
were the first people in our world’, and Vico insists that ‘in the sacred history they
have truthfully preserved their memories’'?® of ‘over a period of more than eight
hundred years [of] the state of nature under the patriarchs’.!?® This includes the
times when, ‘since the Hebrews had lost sight of their natural law during their
slavery in Egypt, God himself had to reinstitute it for them by the law he gave to
Moses on Sinai’.!??

Therefore Hebrew history is unique — and since their religion and institutions
were never taught them by any outside culture,!”® and nor did they themselves
teach other cultures,'?° their history should be excluded from consideration of the
principles governing gentile history. It is the latter the New Science is concerned
with. The former have had the benefit of the true religion, and of God’s
extraordinary help. The latter have had to make do with God’s ‘ordinary’ help —
‘providence’ — a notion to which we must shortly turn. First, however, what does
Vico say about Christianity?

Christianity

For Vico, ‘God founded the true religion of the Hebrews, from which our Christian
religion arose’.’° The divine mind is ‘understood only by God’ — but men can know
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of it to the extent it ‘has been revealed to them. To the Hebrews first and then to
the Christians, this has been by internal speech to their minds as the proper
expression of a God all mind; but [also] by external speech through the prophets
and through Jesus Christ to the Apostles, by whom it was declared to the
Church’.*! By these means the Christian religion ‘inculcat[es] an infinitely pure
and perfect idea of God and command[s] charity to all mankind’.!3? Apart from the
Hebrew and Christian religions, there are only two other ‘primary’ religions, and
they are both false — the gentile (or pagan) religion which believes ‘in the divinity
of a plurality of gods, each imagined as composed of body and of free mind’, and
‘that of the Mohammedans, who believe in the divinity of one god, an infinite free
mind in an infinite body, for they look forward to pleasures of the senses as rewards
in the other life’.!3

As human reason emerged in ancient Greece in the first (pre-Christian) ‘age of
men’, certain philosophers (particularly Pythagoras and Plato) ‘by virtue of a most
sublime human science . . . exalted themselves to some extent to the knowledge
of the divine truths which the Hebrews had been taught by the true God’.!** This
process of confirming religious truth through human reason has been extended in
Christian times through Platonic philosophy and the Aristotelian tradition ‘insofar
as it conforms to the Platonic’,’® as well as through the other ‘most learned
philosophies of the gentiles’ which the Christian religion has appealed to in its
effort to ‘unite a wisdom of [revealed] authority with that of reason, basing the
latter on the choicest doctrine of philosophers and the most cultivated erudition
of the philologists’. Because ‘Christian Europe is everywhere radiant with humanity,
.. . ministering to the comforts of the body as well as to the pleasures of the mind
and spirit’, Vico adds that ‘even for human ends, the Christian religion is the best
in the world’.!3

In these ideas Vico is ‘orthodox’ enough. But a problem looms. If the Hebrews
are exempted from Vico’s ‘science’ of historical development because of the
‘extraordinary’ help God gave them, what of the Christians? Subscribing to the true
religion, do they also have ‘extraordinary’ help from God? If so, then most of
what Vico says about European history since the downfall of the Roman Empire
must also be exempted. And if that is exempted, then his theory of ‘recourse’
becomes incoherent. But if the course of European history through the Dark and
Middle Ages down to Vico’s present is a ‘recourse’ based on what governed
historical changes from ancient antiquity to the fifth century AD, (excluding the
Hebrews), then most of it is a ‘recourse’ of a gentile history, where God played no
‘extraordinary’ role — in which case, does God have no special role in Christian
history?

Alternatively, if God does play a special role in Christian history, how can that
history (principally of the Middle Ages) be seen as a ‘recourse’? Yet Vico uses the
content of this ‘recourse’ to support the general principles of historical development
he claims are exemplified in ancient and classical (gentile) history! In short,
whichever way he has it, it seems Vico is treading on dangerous ground. Not only
might his theory of historical development be accused of an un-Christian belief in
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cyclical repetition; it raises fundamental questions about Vico’s beliefs about God’s
role (if any) in history.

‘Providence’

Earlier, we noted Vico’s important claim that God made Nature (which thus
remains ultimately unknowable) but that men have made their civil societies
(whose nature and history can therefore be known). Does this mean, for Vico, that
God plays no part in the course of human history? On the contrary, Vico insists.
Perpetually at work through the actions of free men is God’s providence, which
beneficially ensures the emergence of those institutions and practices which enable
men to live together happily and constructively. In addition, it would seem, God
occasionally intervenes in particular times with special, explicitly ‘supernatural’
help. Let us explore Vico’s thinking here.

In what they do, men have free choice?” — this is ‘by its nature most uncertain’,
but rather than rendering human actions arbitrary, ‘human choice . . . is made
certain and determined by the common sense of men with respect to human needs
or utilities’.!3® In other words, practical motivations amidst practical constraints
determine the broad direction of man’s exercise of free will.

Knowing what is best to do is a kind of wisdom — an idea of ‘good and evil’. But
such knowledge was originally prohibited to Adam by God, and it was on this basis
that ‘God ordained his true religion for Adam’,'*® ‘from which our Christian
religion arose’. Meanwhile, the (pagan) gentile peoples tried to acquire this
knowledge of what is best to be done, which they believed their gods had, by using
the art of ‘divination’, (taking the auspices and consulting the oracles).'*° The
original ‘divination’ was, as we have seen, the constraining effect of the first giants’
experience of thunder and lightning.

Religious belief, then, can/does affect how people behave — a point we shall
return to. For most of the time people seek the necessities and utilities of life, and
this causes ‘ferocity, avarice, and ambition, the three vices which run throughout
the human race’. And yet ‘out of the passions of men each bent on his private
advantage . . ., which could certainly destroy all mankind on the face of the earth’,
orderly societies have emerged.'#! This, Vico claims, proves that ‘this world without
doubt has issued from a mind often diverse, at times quite contrary, and always
superior to the particular ends that men had proposed to themselves’.

This is what Vico means by ‘providence’ — the notion that there is a mind
(God’s) which, by making means of the ‘narrow ends’ of men ‘to serve wider ends’,
thus employs the former ‘to preserve the human race upon this earth’.!4? This
‘providence’ is most clearly shown at each critical stage of the course (and recourse)
human history has taken through the three ages of man.

Let us be clear here. Vico is not saying that providence works in extraordinary
ways. On the contrary, it works through the very nature of things, including
human nature rather than being an external ‘force’ such as ‘fate’ or ‘fortune’
governing history. [t is thus not (God’s) mind behind history and nature, controlling
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them from ‘outside’. Rather, ‘this world . . . hasissued from’ mind, such that the way
the world works when left to itself, i.e., naturally, guarantees the continuous survival
and sociality of human life. The analogy of the watch and the watchmaker is not
helpful here — rather, we might think of the watch and the watch designer, for if the
watch is the human world and its history, and the designer is God, the watchmaker
is man himself, as Vico so often stresses. It follows, then, that providence is not
concerned with the fate of individuals. For Vico, it would be pointless for any
troubled individual to pray for relief either from or by Providence, for providence
is simply the way things turn out collectively in the natural order of things as (often
unintended) consequences of the interaction of people’s behaviour.

But finally, if providence is ‘simply the way things turn out’, it seems this by no
means diminishes its significance for Vico. On the contrary, he not only claims that
‘providence’ proves the goodness of God, he comes close to claiming his theory of
providence is a proof of the very existence of God. First, since God is infinitely wise,
and since providence is what God has designed, then that design must, ‘in its
entirety’, be one of order. Second, since God’s will is ‘immeasurabl[y] goodness’,
then that design ‘must be directed to a good always superior to that which men have
proposed to themselves’. Third, since God as designer is omnipotent, the design
‘must unfold . . . by means as easy as the customs of men’.!¥® Thus, if we properly
understand human history, we have to conclude it demonstrates ‘the eternal
goodness of God’, who has by such easy means so beautifully ordered its course that
there is no way ‘human society could be better conducted and preserved’.!#

Insofar, then, as Vico’s theory of history demonstrates God’s providence, and in
so doing His omnipotence, wisdom, and goodness, it also attests to the very existence
of God. Vico complains that previous philosophers have either failed to see human
history as evidencing mind or providence, or alternatively have ignored history and
sought to confirm God’s mind by studying the laws governing the physical universe.
But they ought to have confirmed it by studying it ‘in the economy of civil
institutions’ in order to ‘divine’ therefrom ‘what providence has wrought in history’.
Divination properly means ‘to understand what is hidden from men — the future —
or what is hidden in them — their consciousness’, and Vico’s ‘science’ does just that,
he claims. It is ‘a history of the institutions by which, without human discernment
or counsel, and often against the designs of men, providence has ordered this great
city of the human race’.!* And Vico implies that the study of history (if conducted
via his methods) is a surer proof of God’s mind than the study of natural science,
because in tracing what men have themselves made, the knowledge involved cannot
be more certain. In his discovery of ‘the ideal eternal history traversed in time by
the history of every nation’, Vico is thus implying that his ‘Science’ is grounded in
fact (knowledge of the certain), and is nothing less than a proof of the Divine
Mind,# contemplation of which will give the reader ‘in his mortal body a

divine pleasure’.#’
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Divine grace

If Vico attributes God a pre-eminent role in the course of historical development
through ‘providence’, he also refers (much less frequently) to the operation of
‘divine grace’. By this Vico means those occasions when God intervenes in
miraculous ways, unlike the operation of ‘providence’ which is (simply) the natural
order of things. As Vico puts it, ‘man has free choice, however weak, to make
virtues of his passions; but . . . he is aided by God, naturally by divine providence
and supernaturally by divine grace’.!*¥® We noted Vico’s claim that ‘besides the
ordinary help from providence, . .. the Hebrews had extraordinary help from
the true God’'* in the form of ‘particular assistance’*® — and a similar reference
relating to early Christians:

When, working in superhuman ways, God had revealed and confirmed the
truth of the Christian religion by opposing the virtue of the martyrs to
the power of Rome, and the teaching of the Fathers, together with the
miracles, to the vain wisdom of Greece, and when armed nations were
about to rise on every hand destined to combat the true divinity of its
Founder, he permitted a new order of humanity to be born among the
nations in order that [the true religion] might be firmly established
according to the natural course of human institutions themselves.'>!

Vico nowhere else refers to this ‘extraordinary, supernatural, superhuman’ action
in the course of human history, and we should note that in both instances God
employed it to establish and/or defend ‘the true religion’ (of the Hebrews, then the
Christians). It would appear, then, that ‘the true (Judaeo-Christian) religion’ has
been a literally miraculous phenomenon, not emerging in the natural order of things
(i.e., via providence) like the other (false) religions. Now, we have seen that Vico
exempts the Hebrews from his ‘science’ precisely because ‘divine grace’ intervened
in their history. Does it now seem he wants to exempt Christian nations as well?
If so, this would seem to nullify his account of the Middle Ages as a ‘recourse’ of
the natural (providential) development of ancient and classical history. In short,
although the operation of ‘providence’ is no threat to Vico’s theory of history — on
the contrary, he deems it crucial to it — the (sporadic) operation of ‘divine grace’
seems to stick out like a sore thumb!

Before deciding on this, let us examine the only other two references Vico makes
to ‘divine grace’. A recurrent point Vico is concerned to make, to solve an old
dispute, is whether man is naturally sociable. His answer is that ‘man is not unjust
by nature in the absolute sense, but by nature fallen and weak’. But in addition to
God’s ‘normal’ aid through providence (i.e., the logic of the natural order), ‘the
Catholic principles of grace’ are demonstrated, which ‘give[s] effect’ to man’s
potential for good works.!>* Although a sparse remark, Vico probably had in mind
that (Catholic) doctrine propounded by Aquinas that ‘Nature is not destroyed by
grace, but perfected by it’!*® — in other words, he takes the opportunity to conform
to (Catholic) orthodoxy.
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His final, longer and more interesting, reference to ‘divine grace’ forms part of
his concluding remarks summarising the New Science’s achievements. He tells us
his book shows that those who believe chance governs human history are wrong
(citing Epicurus, Hobbes, and Machiavelli) — similarly with belief in fate (citing
Zeno and Spinoza). Vico claims ‘the facts’ show that ‘providence directs human
institutions’, and praises those ‘political philosophers, whose prince is the divine
Plato’, (and including Cicero) who agree with this. Both were non-Christian — but
no matter, like the (pagan) Roman law-makers, they insisted on belief in
‘providence’ as the ‘first principle’ for the organisation of society. In short, they saw
religious belief as essential. The fact that their religions were fierce, dreadful, and
linked to barbaric practices — and even more to the point, were ‘false’ in their
knowledge of God — is not the immediate issue. Rather, they saw that ‘if religion
is lost among the peoples, they have nothing left to enable them to live in
society’.!>* Thus, says Vico, those who think like Polybius, ‘that if there were
philosophers in the world, living in justice by force of reason and not of laws, there
would be no need in the world of religion’,®> are deluded. Equally deluded are
those who, like the French rationalist philosopher and religious sceptic, Pierre
Bayle (1647-1706), argue ‘there can be nations in the world without any
knowledge of God’. Rather, ‘religions alone can bring the peoples to do virtuous
works by appeal to their feelings, which alone move men to perform them; . . . the
reasoned maxims of the philosophers concerning virtue are of use only . . . for
kindling the feelings to do the duties of virtue’.

Vico is clear, then. Any religion (however false its knowledge of God) is better
than none, for religions appeal to the feelings, and thus to the senses — whereby
even the mute, bestial ‘giants’ actually originated the course of human (gentile)
history. But Vico adds:

There is, however, an essential difference between our Christian religion,
which is true, and all the others, which are false. In our religion, divine
grace causes virtuous action for the sake of an eternal and infinite good.
This good cannot fall under the senses, and it is consequently the mind
that, for its sake, moves the senses to virtuous actions. The false religions,
on the contrary, have proposed to themselves finite and transitory goods,
in this life as in the other (where they expect a beatitude of sensual
pleasures), and hence the senses must drive the mind to do virtuous
works. 1%

(Does this imply that doing good ‘for its own sake’ is miraculous, and reserved to
Christians?).

Again, then, we encounter that same logic in Vico implying (intentionally or
not) that the Christian religion is literally miraculous, for having earlier claimed
that its institution was through ‘divine grace’, he now implies its truth is based upon
its capacity to move men to virtuous action through the intellect — and that this
is ‘caused’ by ‘divine grace’. Without it, we have to presume Christianity would be
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just one more ‘false’ religion emerging through the ordinary nature of things (‘provi-
dence’). That it is true is not a matter of philosophy (natural human reason) nor
of ‘providence’ (which underlies all religions) — it is a ‘special, supernatural,
extraordinary’ matter provided by ‘divine grace’. With perhaps an appropriate logic,
then, Vico is appealing to a deus ex machina to substantiate his claim that the
Christian religion is ‘true’!

Was he sincere in what he says about ‘divine grace’ and Christianity’s truth?
And more to the point for us, does it matter in relation to his philosophy of history?

Religion and history in Vico

The answer is surely not. Logically, the notion of ‘divine grace’ is not only
redundant to his theory of historical development — it actually interferes with its
coherence. Likewise with the question of the ‘truth’ of Christianity. Both interfere
with the whole point of his ‘science’. But, as seen, Vico includes these otherwise
literally ‘extraordinary’ notions, even ‘conceding’ that the Hebrew and Christian
histories are exempt from his ‘universal history’.

From this we have the probability of a Vico who merely pays lip-service to the
orthodox (Catholic) Christianity of his day. If this is true, of course, it does not
make Vico a closet atheist. On the contrary, there is no reason for disbelieving his
sincerity in claiming his New Science, particularly in its treatment of ‘providence’,
as a confirmation of the existence of God. Also, in praising certain philosophers’
attempts to rationalise the nature of God, there seems little doubt he believed the
Judaeo-Christian notion of God is along the right lines. But there is also no reason
to suppose that Vico, like millions before and after him, kept his own deepest
‘religious’ views to himself, even if it involved his having to jeopardise the outward
coherence of his cherished ‘science’ with arguments as ingenious as they are
disingenuous. In short, unless we are to believe Vico was deeply confused in his
thinking, we should perceive his New Science as a classic and extreme case of that
self-censorship so prevalent in the history of thought. Arguably, only through such
a recognition can the true meaning of his overall theory be revealed and its
coherence be restored. It also removes obstacles otherwise obscuring the political
dimensions intrinsic to his philosophy of history.

Political dimensions

Cyclical depression?

Our claim that Christianity’s truth is irrelevant for Vico clears the way to
discovering those political implications which are to become so allied a feature of
modern ‘philosophy of history’. We have noted the ambiguity surrounding whether
Vico’s theory of history is inherently cyclical. Many have taken his phraseology
(e.g., ‘the ideal eternal history’), particularly in conjunction with his idea of
‘recourse’, as straightforward proof that Vico did believe in a human history
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which endlessly repeats its developmental stages and thus leaves no role for politics
to be the vehicle for the ‘fulfilment’ of mankind. But that would be a simplistic
reading of Vico. What is true is that Vico’s own religious views did not oblige him
to subscribe to the Judaeo-Christian linear theory of history, culminating in some
kind of millennium. But neither do they oblige him towards classical cyclical
fatalism.

Repeatedly, (as seen), Vico attacks those thinkers who believe in ‘fate’. There
is ‘mind’ or ‘design’ in the course of history — God’s ‘providence’. And what it
provides is not some endless, meaningless repetition of stages of human history.
Neither, however, for some unilinear progression towards human perfection or ‘the
millennium’. Rather, it provides for the formation, from bestiality, of society
amongst men, and its continued re-formation through fundamentally changing
times — in short, what we call ‘civilisations’.

However, we know that according to Vico the first ‘age of men’, or ‘human times’,
succumbed to collapse, followed by a ‘recourse’ of the three ages culminating in a
second ‘age of men’. The huge question (for Vico as well as for those attracted to
his theory) is whether this second ‘human’ age is inevitably doomed to similar
collapse, to be followed by a third cycle of ‘recourse’. To the extent Vico answers
this, we must look in his writings rather than arbitrarily extrapolate from his logic.
And what seems clear is that he nowhere claims that ‘providence’ decrees the
collapse of each different ‘age’. Their decline (including the first ‘human’ age)
happened principally as a result of that self-interestedness and assertiveness of
human nature which generates class-conflict between those controlling power and
wealth and the rest of society. Not the work of ‘providence’, it is the result of
a ‘flawed’ human nature which has free choice. Were the chaotic collapse of a
society’s order and culture the work of ‘providence’, then God would not have
been a benevolent designer. But if not providence, neither is it clear that ‘human
nature’ necessitates it. The point for Vico is that societies have succumbed
to fundamental disintegration in the past, and that when this occurred, then
‘providence’ decrees their re-formulation in a different mode. In short, the collapse
of a form of ‘society’ is not a determined necessity of history (as in classical cyclical
fatalism) — it is not the providential design. But the resurrection of ‘society’ (albeit
in a new form) is the work of ‘providence’ — i.e., the existence of some form of
‘civilisation’ (however unattractive to those of a later period looking back
anachronistically) is a ‘determined necessity’ of history — that is, it is ‘inbuilt’,
irrespective of human choice and intention.

But such solace as this may afford in the abstract must be counterbalanced by two
factors: first, we have seen Vico describe the dissolution of the ‘age of men’ in
particular as an horrendous eventuality where ‘peoples. . . rotting in that ultimate
civil disease . . . live like wild beasts in a deep solitude of spirit and will’. Only after
[§ : : b 3 : b :

long centuries of barbarism’ are they eventually ‘brutalized’ back into that
elementary common sense of ‘the sheer necessities of life’ which forces them to
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become ‘sociable and . . . [return] to the primitive simplicity of the first world of
peoples’.1>” Second, it follows that a long process of ‘recourse’, through the three
ages, would have to be undergone before a properly worthy ‘human’ civilisation
were regained.

Stopping the rot?

This focuses attention on what Vico thought of his own times. For Vico, man can
do nothing to frustrate the ‘force’ of providence — but neither should he want to,
since it is solely benevolent. It ensures ‘society’. It does not decree its corruption.
But can man do anything to supplement the help of ‘providence’? Translated into
Vico’s own times, this means asking whether men can prevent a collapse of their
society and institutions, which promise so much in this ‘age of men’.

We have seen Vico’s sketch of the historical possibilities. Once that decline
endangers society’s very fabric, it can be stopped by the strong hand of a new
‘monarch’, able to restrain the corruption. The only other possibility — conquest
and rule by another nation — would hardly be deliberately engineered by a people to
maintain its culture. The only other political development Vico mentions — but
not in connection with salvaging a corrupt nation — is the formation of ‘leagues,
whether perpetual or temporary’ between sovereign powers. But rather than see
such unions as progressive (we might think of contemporary enthusiasts for
European political union), he sees them as akin to new ‘aristocratic states into
which enter the anxious suspicions characteristic of aristocracies’, and interprets
them as a regression analogous to the first ‘aristocracies of the fathers’.!>8

This said, however, we must recognise that Vico says little forward-looking
or judgemental about his contemporary European political scene. Possibly
circumspect, it is, however, certain that his focus was elsewhere than on the
immediacies of European political affairs. Thus in response to our large query as to
whether men themselves can do anything to maintain and promote the ‘age of
men’, it is not surprising he offers no immediate political prescriptions. Rather, his
focus was the much longer one of the philosopher of history, contemplating in his case
huge, holistic, cultural shifts in human history. He thought European nations had
comparatively recently embarked on a second ‘human’ age, and given the epochal
time-scale he finds exhibited in previous fundamental historical change,
contemporary political comment is not part of Vico’s remit.

But he is prescriptive in longer-distance terms — and characteristically, his
messages for his time’s future revolve around that very notion of ‘mentality’ so
prominent in his holistic historical thinking. Given he clearly judges ‘the age of
men’ as superior to other ‘ages’ (despite his otherwise markedly impartial ‘cultural
relativism’), and that its decline is not providentially decreed, a case can be
made that Vico has two prescriptions — one more concerned to stave off those
(human) causes for decline, the other to promote the second ‘human age’ to new
heights.
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Regarding the former, we noted Vico’s prognosis for the way ‘the age of men’
tends towards decline as men deteriorate from being ‘benign’ to being ‘delicate’,
then ‘dissolute’, leading them to ‘finally go mad and waste their substance’.
Although Vico does not comment on whether this disintegration of a people’s
mentality can be halted, his obvious respect for much of the (prior) ‘heroic’
mentality provides food for thought. Frequently Vico writes admiringly of the
bravery, honesty, and straightforwardness of the ‘heroic’ outlook on life. It is true
they also behaved with ‘barbarity’, consulting their feelings rather than their
(undeveloped) ‘reason’, but Vico is more often understanding than condemnatory,
because of their perceptive sense of reality. One senses it is precisely this grip on
reality which Vico fears can get lost, eventually, in the ‘age of men’, and that he
sometimes uses his notion of the ‘heroic’ mentality as a stick with which to beat
its vices — vices linked above all to the disappearing of ‘common sense’. By analogy,
many parents today gladly send off their teenage child to be enlightened, informed,
and fulfilled by what the world of education and work can offer — but also in the
fervent hope that amidst all the marvels and distractions the child will hang on
to its common sense. Quite what Vico would have made of the present state of
European and North American ‘civilisation’ is of course beyond us, but it is
interesting to compare it with some of the ‘heroic’ features Vico asks us to compare
even to his times! ‘Luxury, refinement, and ease were quite unknown’:'* ‘the
[heroic] education of the young was severe, harsh, and cruel, ... whereas
the indulgences with which we now treat our young children produces all the
tenderness of our [modern] natures’.!®® Another example is irresistible in the light
of Vico’s own observation that his wife was not really interested in house-keeping
and child-minding. Is it perhaps ruefully that he remarks that in ‘heroic’ times,
‘children [were] acquired and wives saved for the benefit of their husbands and
fathers; not, as nowadays, just the contrary’?!16!

In short, a case can be made for saying Vico thinks that if his ‘age of men’ is to
progress rather than decline, it might need ‘stiffening up’ with some of the ‘heroic’
attitudes. He would be the last, of course, to suggest one could simply transplant
the heroic mentality into the ‘age of men’ — but he asks us not only to understand
it better, but to respect it more and possibly even learn something from it. Some
of the flavour of this is apparent in an oration Vico gave to incoming students to
the Royal Academy of Naples in 1732. Entitled On the Heroic Mind, amongst other
things Vico tells the students not to study in order to become rich or powerful, nor
for the narrow purpose of love of learning for its own sake. Rather, he enjoins them
to be ‘heroic’ and raise their eyes to the purpose of ‘lay[ing] foundations of learning
and wisdom for the blessing of the human race’.!®? Significantly, he urges students
to an interdisciplinary approach, and not to be deterred from being ambitious by
‘scholards with petty minds’.!6? “This world is still young . . . countless possibilities
still remain, so ‘apply yourselves to your studies with heroic mind. . .. Prove

yourselves to be heroes by enriching the human race with further giant benefits’.!64
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A new age?

These passages provide a useful transition to that other aspect of our query as to
Vico’s thoughts on his second ‘age of men’ — namely, in addition to preserving it
from corruption, can men go further and actually promote its possibilities? The tone
of the above Oration suggests they can — interestingly enough, if they adopt an
‘heroic’ spirit. But a more substantial case has been made by those who find a
positive message embedded in the internal logic of the New Science itself, and
perhaps occasionally hinted at explicitly by Vico. This is nothing less than the
view that Vico looked to a higher phase of ‘the age of men’ — maybe a new age
altogether — in which societies would be in conscious control of their own
development. Just as the natural sciences’ discovery of the laws of the physical
world enabled its increasing manipulation to the betterment of mankind, so (it is
suggested) Vico thought his ‘new science’ offered men the opportunity to
increasingly control their own societies through the new understanding of the social
world it offered. After all, it is suggested, Vico is the very one who insists that men
make their own history, and that because of this the workings of the social world
can be understood (better, even, than the natural world). It is true that, up to now,
‘providence’ has seen to it that societies exist in some form or other, often at
variance with the uncoordinated, uninformed designs of men. But now Vico has
uncovered the logic ‘providence’ has implanted into human affairs. The scene is
set, then, for a step advance by humanity towards at last being in control of its
future through the conscious determination of its present.

Such is the interpretation put upon Vico’s New Science by some, particularly
those intellectual Marxists who see in the relationship Vico proposes between
‘philosophy’ and ‘philology’ a precursing of Marx’s notion of ‘revolutionary
praxis’.!®> The Marxian notion of a ‘pre-history’, in which men not in control of
the very societies they make, is to be succeeded by ‘human history’ where they are
at last able consciously to create themselves, looms large here. As one commentator
puts it (reminding us of Vico’s equating ‘poet’ with ‘creator’ or ‘maker’), ‘it is
precisely because the first men were poets and hence made their world that this
world can be known. As a science of “the principles of humanity” the New Science
is a science of creativity, of man qua creator’.1%

Although these are speculations both about Vico’s real intentions and the
meanings (intended or not) which can be extracted from his work, they may not
be wild. Yet problems remain. For example, it is not clear from his ‘science’ whether
‘human nature’ can itself be subject to such conscious re-formation. Some allege
there are two ‘human natures’ in Vico — that which forms the unchangeable
substratum of humanity at any time (be they ‘gods’, ‘heroes’, or ‘men’), and the
‘nature’ which changes from one ‘age’ to another, culminating in the ‘human’
nature of people in the ‘age of men’. If a correct reading of Vico, this would
presumably impose limitations on man’s capacity to re-fashion himself. A related
problem is whether Vico believed that man can ever ‘know’ his mind. It has been
argued that the earlier Vico believed man could not, since even though man ‘makes’
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his own history, he does not ‘make” his own mind — but that he altered his view by
the New Science, implying that in understanding previous minds (mentalities) we
retrace the making of our own minds — i.e., as insightful ‘new scientists’ we do
‘make’ our minds.'¢

These are but some of the disputed meanings extracted from Vico’s logic, and if
nothing else, such weighty themes demonstrate the continued appeal of Vichian
studies. But the other issue is what Vico himself intended to mean about the
prospects for the (second) ‘age of men’, with its larger implications for his entire
philosophy of history. This takes us back to the text itself — but no longer, I suggest,
to its internal details. Rather, we will answer our query better by considering the
rationale of the New Science as a whole. Why did he write it? We know there were
earlier ‘versions’ before the first edition of 1725, and that for the rest of his life he
kept on revising it. What is the overall point he wanted to make?

It is clear Vico thought he had something of great importance to communicate;
namely, nothing less than the ‘logic’ of human historical development — and that
this ‘new science’ at last provided the answers to those numerous fundamental
questions about society, justice, human nature, morality, and government which
philosophers, historians, and political theorists had grappled with over the
millennia. But he did not write his book solely to enlighten others. We have already
found him dismissing study solely for the sake of learning. He clearly believed that
the knowledge conveyed by his ‘science’ (confessedly incomplete) could not only
solve matters which had puzzled others for centuries, but that it should have practical
implications for the way people handled their societies and civil institutions in the
future. Quite what they were he did not spell out in any detail — but perhaps he
could not be expected to. Rather, it seems he hoped for the kind of large-scale, long-
term improvement in the social, political, and cultural affairs of human-beings
which he thought the approach of scientists such as his beloved Bacon presaged
for their physical, economic, and medical welfare.

If this estimation of Vico’s intentions is correct, it would seem wrong to propose
that his theory consigns nations to some inevitable deterioration as they progress
further into the ‘age of men’, ultimately to start their civilisations again in a
‘recourse’ of their previous developmental stages. The pessimism underlying such
a prospect sits uneasily with the optimistic sense of discovery and intellectual
urgency Vico conveys in his New Science. Rather, his commitment to his project
is more suggestive of the notion that he meant his theory of history to be a
transformative ‘science’ or ‘philosophy’ which could not only prevent a ceaseless
recourse of cycles of human history, but also help fulfill the promise inherent in
the ‘human’ age of reason. As such, his philosophy of history assumes an ambition
as vast as its scope — a feature, it would seem, endemic to ‘philosophy of history’
itself as we now proceed to those subsequent thinkers who also put their minds
to it.
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Summary comments

Nowadays, students and scholars will find a wealth of literature exploring whichever
parts of the labyrinth of Vico’s thinking interests them. Accordingly, it seems
appropriate to limit our comments to ‘seeing the wood for the trees’ — and this, I
suggest, returns us to Vico’s method.

Essentially, Vico re-presented the course of human history in terms of its origins,
and in doing so believed he made it ‘make sense’. He devised an account of the very
‘principles’ which drive historical development and inform it with ‘meaning’ (in
the sense that it is not arbitrary, but neither the product of human planning) —and
he did this by claiming to have found an ‘ideal’ (or model) ‘story’ or ‘course’ through
which all nations traverse (other things being equal).

Prior to examining the notion of a model ‘story’, in the first instance this draws
our attention to the ‘logic’ of individual ‘stories’ taken by themselves. For Vico, the
history of any ‘nation’ is not a random collection of disconnected ‘ages” happening
to succeed each, and neither does it endlessly elaborate around its starting point.
Rather, it is comprised of remarkably different cultures corresponding to remarkably
different ‘ages’, and yet a fundamental continuity is maintained precisely through
this process of change.

This is the logic of ‘stories’, for any proper ‘story’ must feed on change, since if
nothing new happens after the first event there is no story to be told. But equally,
the different events in the story must emerge from each other, otherwise again
there would be no story, but simply a random collection of different anecdotes.
Thus it is that a story is a single thing, an identity, essentially constituted through
change.

Further, a story is not knowable via logical deduction. Nor is it knowable via
understanding each event discretely. Rather, the way we grasp the story is neither
through rationalism nor empiricism, but through an historical consciousness which,
in tracing a thing’s continuity through change, understands its present dispensation
in terms of where it came from.

So far, the analogy with the logic of ‘stories’ is sound enough in following Vico.
Particularly apt is that feature whereby outcomes are the result, not of a necessary
sequence of cause and effect, but of the ‘free’, yet intelligible, responses of human
beings to the circumstances they encounter.

Now, if the story is fiction (e.g., anovel) the outcome at any point will have been
designed by the author in such a way that it ‘makes sense’ by ‘following’ from the
preceding events. Yet Vico, of course, does not believe his (hi)stories of ‘nations’
are fiction. The other kind of story is the factual ‘story’ — that is, history, where the
historian is the discoverer, not the author or inventor of the ‘story’.

Put in this way, we may ask how Vico stands in relation to these alternatives? It
is clear he does not see the course of history as determined through ‘scientific’ cause
and effect. Rather, it displays the logic of a ‘story’. But it is not a story invented by
him — i.e., it is not fiction. But neither does he present its intelligibility as an
historian would —i.e., as simply inherent in the course of events, without the need
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for an ‘author’ designing it. Vico insists there is an ‘author’, or a ‘mind’, designing
the ‘story’ —and it is understandable that he should therefore call the author ‘God’,
for what other option could there be?

But why does Vico insist there is an ‘author’? Why not simply say that, as an
historian, he has found an intelligibility in what might otherwise appear a random
succession of events? Why does he need ‘God’?

The answer to this, I suggest, rests on the fact that Vico does not understand
himself to be constructing some ‘universal’ history of humankind, in which the
latter is the subject of one single, ongoing story. As we have seen, (unlike a fictional
story), any single factual story does not need, or point to, a designer behind it. Had
the ‘course’ each ‘nation’ underwent simply been different in each case, then one
could present each ‘story’ as an historian, without the need to introduce deliberate
design — i.e., ‘God’. But what so excited Vico was his ‘discovery’ that, despite
contingent differences, each ‘nation’ went through the same basic story, indepen-
dently — in other words, that mankind’s past consisted of numerous versions of the
same story. And one can only wonder at how excited he must have been to
‘discover’ that this same basic story is not only to be found in different cultures, but
has even repeated itself in a ‘recourse’! This could not be chance.

Thus, had Vico only studied the history of the Roman people he might have
found most of what he did find, but still not need ‘God’ to make the development
of its society intelligible. But because he found the same basic ‘story’ in Greece and
elsewhere (and ‘recoursed’ in Europe since the demise of the Western Roman
Empire), the only way he could account for this correlation was the presence of
mind, design, or ‘God’. That Vico should propose, and mean, this is understandable
— for he had stumbled on something then unknown in the intellectual world he
inherited; what we call ‘social science’.

Today’s social sciences employ a variety of methods to understand the social world
(Vico’s ‘the world of nations’) — and the concept of correlation is important amongst
them, inspiring the ‘science’ of statistics to invent the basic concept of ‘significant
correlation’, which discovers predictable regularities amidst the diverse social
world. Also, in addition to a substratum of historical knowledge, social scientists
employ quantitative analysis in graphs, flow charts, and logical models.

But even now, they still debate their fundamental methodology, and are subject
to outside scrutiny on the same count. Is ‘social science’ the same as natural science?
If not, should it aspire to be? Is ‘social science’ more than, or different to, history?
What methods should social science employ? What is the epistemological status
of its disciplines (i.e., their ‘truth’ value)? In short, how we study the social world
remains problematic for some.

Now it is highly unlikely Vico had any concept of a ‘significant correlation’, let
alone of how to calculate it. Also, many have commented on the substantial neglect
of economics in Vico’s otherwise holistic approach to understanding societies. Yet
the ‘sciences’ of statistics and economics, let alone other ‘social sciences’, were
hardly developed in Vico’s day, nor the thinking that underlay them.
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It is in this context that Vico nevertheless stumbled upon the basic problems of
the ‘logic’ of ‘social science’ — he intuited that the study of the social world could
not rest solely on history (‘philology’), nor model itself on the methodology of the
natural sciences (‘science/philosophy’). Some new way (his ‘new science’) needed
to be forged to properly understand the social world, and having worked towards
it, he ‘discovered’ that the social world must be intelligible because both historically
and holistically it exhibited ‘pattern’ or ‘regularity’.

Many of today’s social scientists, it seems, are happy enough to find such
‘regularities’ without asking why they occur, (e.g., the correlation between crime
and poverty) whilst others seek to explain them, but often through what might be
regarded as the blind alley of searching for what ‘correlates’ to the very correlation
under scrutiny! But for Vico, in the absence of our idea of ‘social science’, his
discovery of a pattern, or ‘model story’, would have been enough to evidence
‘design’ or ‘authorship’, and thus point to ‘God’. That he also found the model
story to be one which benefited mankind only served to encourage this view, to the
point where he claimed his work provided an actual proof of the existence of God
—a view as foreign to the ‘social sciences’ today as it felt natural then to Vico. We
may only ask; although Vico’s reliance on ‘God’ (‘providence’) in ‘making sense’
of the nature and history of human societies is out-dated, is the logic of ‘significant
correlations’ any better? Presumably, when something is ‘significant’ it thus signifies
something? Yet the logic of social science seems reluctant to engage in what Vico
called the art of ‘divination’ to find out what.
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SPECULATIVE PHILOSOPHY OF
HISTORY DURING THE
ENLIGHTENMENT

Introduction

Vico and the Enlightenment

Vico was severely neglected until the twentieth century — by which time his
writings could only exercise academic interest (albeit increasingly enthusiastic
since the 1960s English translations of New Science, and poised to continue since
the 2000 English translation of Universal Right). Hence his ideas did not play a role
in the intellectual history of his immediately succeeding generations.

One of the reasons for this neglect was the growing predominance of an
(allegedly) new movement of European thought historians periodise as ‘the
Enlightenment’. In this they accept the movement’s self-identification, beginning
with the French from around the 1730s, and then spreading to other parts of
Europe, the British Isles (notably Scotland), and North America, and culminating
(arguably) in the American and French revolutions of 1776 and 1789 respectively.
Inasmuch as we can characterise the movement as inspired indeed towards ‘enlight-
enment’ by a heady combination of rationalism, empiricism, modern science, and
a belief in resulting ‘human progress’, we can see why (although he was still revising
his New Science when he died in 1744) Vico’s ideas sat uneasily with the developing
intellectual fashion. After all, from the 1690s Vico had already been pondering
these pinnacles of seventeenth-century intellectual achievement and increasingly
developed his own complexly critical stance. There is a sense, then, in which Vico
had already superseded fundamental tenets of ‘Enlightenment’ thought before that
movement began — leading to the suggestion that ‘the Enlightenment’ is either
rather a misleading periodisation of European thought (because its essentials belong
to an earlier century), or at least that those who identified themselves as
promulgating the movement were under the illusion of breaking new ground.

The Enlightenment

Be this as it may, let us accept ‘the Enlightenment’ as that period spanning much
of the eighteenth century in which numerous intellectuals and interested laymen
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challenged the intellectual hegemony of the established elites (especially the
church and nobility), and advocated radical reforms in what they perceived as their
backward, tradition-bound, unjustly unequal societies. Thus, numerous aspects of
society were subjected to radical criticism — the institutions of state for venality and
inefficiency, the nobility for its reactionary privileges, and the church for its narrow-
mindedness and authoritarianism. In addition, religion itself was subjected to
rational criticism, and it was at last possible not only to think, but also publish, the
unthinkable — namely, atheist beliefs. Relatedly, morals and customs were
questioned and (as in Voltaire) subjected to ridicule where found ‘lacking in
reason’. Likewise, the economic structures and practices of society were criticised
over their lack of efficiency, their failure to adopt new agricultural and scientific
methods of production, and perhaps above all, as in Adam Smith’s The Wealth of
Nations (1776), for the prevalence of archaic monopolistic restrictions on freedom
of trade and employment. In that same year Jeremy Bentham wrote his Fragment
on Government which poured scorn upon the pretentious, tautological arguments
used to defend the British Constitution, and later he exposed the injustices of
the penal code. Also in 1776 the American War of Independence against the
mismanagement and injustices of an arrogant British ruling elite’s vested economic
interests began the American Revolution, whilst thirteen years later the French
revolution of 1789 shattered forever whatever complacency the European ‘ancien
regimes’ had retained in the face of the upheavals fuelled (at least partly) by
‘Enlightenment’. Indeed, in their Euro-centred periodisations of history, today’s
historians date the beginnings of ‘modern history’ from the 1789 French revolution
and Napoleon’s succeeding revolutionary wars, such were the political, economic,
social, and intellectual changes involved, and to which the Enlightenment
contributed.

The Enlightenment, then, was above all an age of criticism —and its practitioners
understood this to mean the fearless application of reason to society’s institutions,
practices and beliefs. But we should comment that ‘reason’ is not as uni-directional
an approach to knowledge as many think it is. It is true that it is worth
distinguishing ‘reason’ (as a way of acquiring knowledge) from belief or opinion. Just
as a statement based on factual error is ‘unreasonable’, so is one that purports to
factual truth when based on mere belief or opinion. It is in this sense that empiricism
— the grounding of knowledge on observed facts — is part of ‘reason’. Likewise it is
worth distinguishing ‘reason’ (as a way of reaching conclusions) from thinking which
does not ‘follow’ logically, (e.g., ‘the cat is on the mat and is therefore black’) or
which pretends to uncover new information via mere tautologies (e.g., ‘a duty is
that which one ought to carry out, since a duty is something one is obliged to
perform’). In this sense rationalism is part of ‘reason. However, there is far more
to be said about ‘reason’ than these two aspects — and yet it seems that in their
reliance on the power of ‘reason’ to criticise societies, Enlightenment thinkers
meant little more than the above. Thus their reverence for the rationalist Descartes,
the ‘empiricist’ Locke, and the practico-experimentalism of ‘scientists’ such as
Bacon, all figures of the previous century.

169



SPECULATIVE PHILOSOPHY OF HISTORY

However, if there was nothing fundamentally new about the philosophical
foundations of Enlightenment thought, what was new was its intense focus on the
character of society rather than on the abstractions of philosophy. This is famously
displayed in the cutting satires by Voltaire (1694—1778) and in the work of other
French Encyclopedists. The latter, under the editorship of Diderot (1713-1784),
contributed numerous articles on the sciences, arts, morals, and practical activities,
eventually constituting a thirty-four volume work which, begun in 1751 and
completed by 1780, underwent many editions despite attempts at censorship. Not
only a vast reservoir of the current state of knowledge, however, it constantly
exhibited the Enlightenment’s critical edge and its enthusiasm for reform,
modernisation, and progress. And it is here, in its constant criticism of tradition,
convention, the ‘irrational’, and the superstitious, that we can derive the sense in
which the Enlightenment embraced a ‘philosophy of history’, for in criticising the
past and present this implied things could be better (otherwise, what is the point
of criticism?).

Enlightenment ‘philosophy of history’

For the ‘enlighteners’, if only Reason could be applied to societies’ problems, wars
could be prevented by a tolerant acceptance of cultural relativism between nations
(albeit backed up by a Western ‘civilising mission’ over ‘underdeveloped’ peoples),
economic production could advance via the application of science and free trade,
social justice could be achieved by the removal of the vested interests of the
privileges of inheritance, free thought could prosper through undermining the
reactionary power of organised religion, and political power could be revolutionised
by being directed solely towards the benefit of all in society, so that (to use a phrase
Lenin echoed in 1917) ‘the manipulation of men would be replaced by the
administration of things’.

In short, the Enlightenment believed above all in progress. As such, it rested
on a broad consensus revolving around a critical (but also self-congratulatory)
posture towards the present, a preparedness to examine other cultures (both
contemporaneous and from ‘mankind’s history’) for what could be learned, and a
confident belief in the possibility of ‘progress’ — all this in the name of ‘Reason’.
Unsurprisingly, within this broad consensus, different views and theories abounded
on politics, economics, religion, and morality —and intelligent and knowledgeable
as were many ‘enlightened’ intellectuals, no singular, innovative, comprehensive
works of ‘philosophy’ emerged to summarise, tie together, and dominate the field.
Perhaps this was because the topics were so diverse. Indeed, in a positive light we
might almost say that the idea behind Diderot’s Encyclopédie (and many other
eighteenth-century encyclopedias) represented precisely such a comprehensive
philosophy in itself. Alternatively, however, it might be because the Enlighten-
ment’s intellectual foundations (the belief in ‘Reason’) were too insubstantial, or
too simplistically derivative from previous theories of knowledge, to generate a
new, all-encompassing, singular philosophy.
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Be this as it may, part of the overall consensus of Enlightenment thought
included philosophy of history. In seeing their own time as (at last) the Age of
Reason, they looked back at history as the movement of humanity from its initial
imperfections of ignorance, stupidity, barbarity, and superstition towards the
eventual enlightened state of knowledge, intelligence, tolerance, and reason which
offered the ultimate achievement of the perfectibility of humankind. Although
not necessarily irreligious, it was a markedly secular outlook on the ‘meaning’ of
history, since even for those who believed in a God who had given man Reason,
history and the future were seen as in man’s hands rather than pre-ordained. Earlier
periods (and contemporary nations) were judged by how far they contributed to
‘progress’ for humankind. As such, for many, their interest in history shifted from
the political histories of kings and constitutions towards a broader, more
anthropologically orientated history of cultures and peoples, (albeit more often to
discover different habits and customs which might be ‘useful’ to an enlightened life-
style rather than from purely historical interest).

However, the same may be said of this Enlightenment ‘philosophy of history’ as
of the broader agreement underlying Enlightenment thought in general. A
consensus can be detected, and although more than one attempt was made to
construct an explicit philosophy of history, none achieved the depth, comprehen-
sivenesss, or impact which allowed us to identify earlier distinctive ‘philosophies
of history’, or which compare with post-Enlightenment theories, particularly those
of Hegel and Marx. One of those who did attempt an explicit theory was the
Encyclopédist, Condorcet. But prior to examining his effort (which perhaps best
exemplifies Enlightenment thinking on the meaning of history) we should not
neglect the contribution within this field of a more famous Enlightenment figure,
the enigmatic Jean-Jacques Rousseau.

Rousseau

The Discourse on the Arts and Sciences

One of the enigmas surrounding the complex life, personality, and ideas of Rousseau
is that although he lived within Enlightenment culture and circles, much of his
thought was diametrically opposed to its consensus — and perhaps this is nowhere
more the case than in his ideas on the meaning of history.

Born in 1712 in the independent republic of Geneva, at sixteen he rebelled
against being apprenticed as an artisan and ran away in the hope of improving his
lot. This he managed under the tutelage and protection of a wealthy lady, the first
of Rousseau’s many intimate associations with supportive women in his life. Aged
thirty, having acquired education and self-confidence he went to Paris in 1742 to
seek fame and fortune in that most ‘civilised’ of cities. In the former task (albeit
not in the latter) he was to succeed beyond his dreams, for by 1750 not only had
he become friends with many future Encyclopédists including Diderot and his
circle, he shot to fame (but also notoriety) by writing the prize-winning essay set
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by the Academy of Dijon that year. Reflective of the self-congratulatory
Enlightenment tone, the Academy had posed the question, ‘Has the restoration of
the arts and sciences had a purifying effect upon morals?. Directly contrary to the
optimism of Enlightenment culture, Rousseau penned his answer emphatically in
the negative — ‘and from that moment I was lost. All the rest of my life and of my
misfortunes followed inevitably as a result of that moment’s madness’.! Although
not denying progress in the arts and sciences, it ‘has added nothing to our real
happiness: . . . it has corrupted our morals’.? Doubtless influenced by his amused
reception in smart Parisian salon society as somewhat of a rustic, Rousseau’s basic
argument was that the genuine cultural accomplishments of any society, past and
present, were always accompanied by lesser minds’ corruption into hypocrisy
and superficiality. Impressed by the trappings of high culture, people who would
be better off following ordinary, useful pursuits become seduced into a false
refinement and urbanity of manners — ‘in a word, the appearance of all the virtues,
without being in possession of one of them’.> Mere wit replaces genuine wisdom.
In order to impress others, ‘we no longer dare seem what we really are, but lie under
a perpetual restraint™ to appear what we are not. For example, ‘the question is no
longer whether a man is honest, but whether he is clever. We do not ask whether
a book is useful, but whether it is well-written’.> Ensnared in a web of superficiality,
hypocrisy, and egoistic competitiveness, ‘jealousy, suspicion, fear, coldness, reserve,
hate, and fraud lie constantly concealed under that uniform and deceitful vein of
politeness, that boasted candour and urbanity, for which we are indebted to the
light and leading of this age’.°

The constant theme is the contrast Rousseau draws between the damaging moral
effects of the artificialities of ‘civilised’ society and the straightforward virtues of
‘natural’ man uncorrupted by the lure of luxury and sophistication.

Apart from this general effect, Rousseau blames two sources in particular. First,
‘even from our infancy an absurd system of education serves to adorn our wit and
corrupt our judgement; our youth are . . . instructed in everything but their duty’.”
The other source is the intellectuals. Apart from those few geniuses — he cites
Bacon, Descartes, and Newton — who genuinely shine above the rest of society,
there are those ‘respectable’ scientists and philosophers who labour away at
mathematics, astronomy, the mind—body relationship, biology, and the like.
‘Answer me’, says Rousseau, ‘you from whom we receive all this sublime infor-
mation, whether we should have been less numerous, worse governed, less
formidable, less flourishing, or more perverse, supposing you taught us none of these
things’. Rather, their effect is to breed idleness among people, and thus it is that
‘the labours of the most enlightened of our learned men . . . are of so little utility’.?

But Rousseau reserves his highest contempt for ‘that numerous herd of obscure
writers and useless litterateurs’ who, simply to please the corrupted taste of the
public, produce specious works of critical pretension. In criticising, analysing, and
pulling everything apart, these pen-pushers breed cynicism and scepticism in a
population already out-of-touch with reality because lost to the artificialities of
‘civilised’ life. In disgust, Rousseau even appears to attack the invention of printing,
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asking us to ‘consider the frightful disorders which printing has already caused
in Europe’!’

Profoundly out-of-tune with his own age, then, one can hardly imagine what
Rousseau would have said of today’s world of constant media outpourings which
bombard people’s thinking, tastes, and sensibilities. But more to our purposes, there
is also in Rousseau’s highly moralising piece an embryonic historical perspective
which he was subsequently to explore much further. He opens the Discourse by
appearing to praise the ‘noble and beautiful spectacle’ of ‘man raising himself . . .
from nothing by his own exertions; dissipating, by the light of reason, all the thick
clouds in which he was by nature enveloped. . . . All these miracles we have seen
renewed within the last few generations’. Referring to the Middle Ages, he claims
that Europe, ‘which is at present so highly enlightened’, had ‘relapsed into the
barbarism of the earliest ages’!°, and was only rescued from ignorance by the influx
of literature because of the fall of Constantinople in the fifteenth century, followed
by the rise of the sciences and philosophical writings. It is immediately after this
introductory nod to the Enlightenment, however, that Rousseau inveighs against
the deleterious effects of this ‘restoration’ of the arts and sciences, claiming that
those in power are only too happy because, ‘besides nourishing that littleness of
mind which is proper to slavery, the increase of artificial wants only binds so many
more chains upon the people’,!! as they lose the virtues associated with the original
simplicity of man in his natural state.

But he adds that this corrupting effect of the arts and sciences — (‘as their light
has risen above our horizon, virtue has taken flight’) — is not unique to the
Enlightenment, but that ‘the same phenomenon has been constantly observed in
all times and places’.!? In short, Rousseau proposes a law of human development
from ‘the inductions we can make from history’!®, beginning with ancient Egypt.
When it ‘became the mother of philosophy and the fine arts’, it was soon conquered
repeatedly by a series of other nations, culminating with the Turks. The same
happened to Greece, ‘once peopled by heroes’. When the sciences progressed there,
‘Greece, always learned, always voluptuous, and always a slave, has experienced
amid all its revolutions no more than a change of masters’.!# In particular, Rousseau
contrasts Sparta, ‘a city as famous for the happy ignorance of its inhabitants, as
for the wisdom of its laws’ as ‘eternal proof of the vanity of science’ by comparing
it to the cultivated elegance of Athens where the kinds of vices complained of
by Socrates — ignorance of the nature of the true, the good, and the beautiful
— flourished. The same occurred eventually in Rome. Initially peopled by
independent, hard-working peasants who loved their liberty, community, and
country, ‘culture’ invaded and took command. The ‘ancient Roman simplicity’
succumbed to ‘pomp and magnificence’, and from this ‘fatal splendour’, Rome,
‘once the shrine of virtue, became the theatre of vice, a scorn among the nations,
and an object of derision even to barbarians’,'” to whom it inevitably fell. His final
historical example is Constantinople, which in the Dark and Middle European
ages ‘seemed destined to be the capital of the world’ because it was the ‘refuge of
the arts and sciences’. Instead, ‘the most profligate debaucheries, the most
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abandoned villainies, the most atrocious crimes . . . form the warp and woof of the
history of Constantinople’.!¢

For Rousseau, then, history teaches that people first lived close to nature in a
pristine ignorance which enabled their ‘natural’ virtues of straightforwardness and
honesty to flourish. Although ‘human nature was not at bottom better then than
now’, the transparency and authenticity of human beings ‘prevented their having
many vices’.!? But wherever the arts and sciences were introduced into these simple,
virtuous societies, ‘the effect is certain and the depravity actual’; minds are
inevitably corrupted, for ‘the evils resulting from our vain curiosity are as old as the
world’.!® Although sketchy and unsupported by any real analysis, Rousseau had set
the basis for a closer look at the mechanisms by which, according to his intuitions,
the history of humankind is one in which peoples, ‘originally’ or ‘naturally’ happy
and virtuous (albeit ignorant), inevitably degenerate once embarked upon the path
of ‘civilisation’. The opportunity to fill out this sketch presented itself four years
later when Rousseau responded to another Dijon Academy essay competition,
which asked ‘What is the origin of inequality among men, and is it authorised by
natural law?.

The Discourse on the Origins of Inequality

.. .wandering deep into the forest, [ sought and I found the vision of those
primitive times, the history of which I proudly traced . . . I dared to strip
man’s nature naked, to follow the progress of time, and trace the things
which have distorted it; and by comparing man as he has made himself
with man as he is by nature I showed him in his pretended perfection the
true source of his misery.!®

Rousseau begins by distinguishing between natural inequalities of body and mind,
and ‘moral or political inequality’. He proposes to explore how the latter came
about, (and whether they can be justified), by starting at man’s ‘natural’, i.e., pre-
social, pre-political, state — man ‘in the state of nature’. Presumably ignorant of
Vico’s ideas, he claims ‘the philosophers, who have enquired into the foundations
of society, have all felt the necessity of going back to a state of nature; but not one
of them has got there’. This is because they have ‘transferred to the state of nature
ideas which were acquired in society; so that, in speaking of the savage, they
described the social man’. Instead, Rousseau proposes to construct a history (in
the absence of the historical facts) derived from ‘conditional and hypothetical
reasoning . . . just like the hypotheses which our physicists daily form respecting
the formation of the world’.?° Referring to his previous Discourse’s declamations
against ‘civilised society’, he tells us that ‘it is, so to speak, the life of your species
which [ am going to write’, warning that its message will constitute ‘a panegyric on
your first ancestors, a criticism of your contemporaries, and a terror to the

unfortunates who will come after you’.?!

174



DURING THE ENLIGHTENMENT

The ‘noble savage’

There follows Rousseau’s famous description of ‘the noble savage’, derived partly
from Rousseau’s imagination, partly from deduction by removing what he calls the
‘supernatural’ additions of ‘civilisation’, and partly from contemporary accounts of
‘savage nations’ such as the native Americans and the Hottentots of the Cape
of Good Hope. Initially, man in the state of nature is little more than an animal,
sharing the physical virtues of robustness, keen senses, health, and simplicity of
purpose. But just as domesticated animals lose these virtues, so does man as he
begins to ‘advance’ from his natural state. He is able to do the latter because, unlike
the animal, which Rousseau sees as ‘nothing ... but an ingenious machine’
governed entirely by instinct, man ‘has some share in his own operations, in his
character as a free agent’.?? Relatedly, man has the ‘faculty of self-improvement,
which, by the help of circumstances, gradually develops all the rest of our
faculties’.?? It is because of this that man has a ‘history’ at all, whereas animals
do not.

Before beginning this history, however, our noble savage’s moral character is
that of a deprived yet happy being. Leading a mainly solitary life (apart from
occasional matings and motherhood), having no language, the savage would be
devoted principally to looking after himself. But according to Rousseau the
consequent inability to think very far and the absence of social life are precisely
what gives the savage his moral strength. Because savages ‘maintained no kind of
intercourse with each other, [they] were . . . strangers to vanity, deference, esteem,
and contempt’. Rather, they were motivated by the virtue of self-respect, as distinct
from the ‘civilised’ vice of selfishness — and in the absence of the rational ability to
think up the maxim, Do to others as you would have them do unto you, would live out
the ‘less perfect . . . but perhaps more useful’ rule, Do good to yourself with as little
evil as possible to others.* Rousseau insists this was because savage, unreflective man,
although not by nature sociable, naturally feels compassion when he encounters
others’ suffering. It is only when he develops into a social mode of life that he can
deliberately seek to harm others from malevolent motives, or take pleasure in
gaining advantage from others’ misfortunes. And as for being deprived of the power
to think (i.e., much beyond his immediate needs), this is where Rousseau is at his
most characteristically and deliberately controversial, for he says, ‘If she [nature]
destined man to be healthy, I venture to declare that a state of reflection is a state
contrary to nature, and that a thinking man is a depraved animal’.? It is as if
Rousseau is prefiguring the early twentieth-century existentialist notion that self-
consciousness — the power to reflect — is an unbearable burden.

So much, then, for Rousseau’s perhaps highly romanticised notion of ‘the noble
savage’, except to say that he can see no reason why man should have wished to
leave that state. Rather, the potential for self-improvement — indeed, perfectibility
— inherent in ‘natural’ man could never have developed in itself, he suggests, ‘but
must require the fortuitous concurrence of many foreign causes’. He then turns
to ‘consider the different accidents which may have improved the human
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understanding while depraving the species, and made man wicked while making
him sociable’.?® In Part 2, then, Rousseau attempts to reconstruct the origins and
development of human society and civilisation — a history of whose meaning
and significance he has left us in no doubt about what he believes.

The disastrous progress of mankind

The ascent of man from his happy pristine infancy began, Rousseau surmises,
because ‘difficulties soon presented themselves’ in his circumstances — such as
competition with animals, and population pressures, causing scarcity of resources
—so that ‘it became necessary to learn how to surmount them’.?” Depending on their
location, men invented hooks and lines to become fishermen, or bows and arrows
to become hunters in the forests, or fur-skin clothes in cold regions. This process
must have stimulated the mind to make elementary perceptions of the relations
between things in terms of size, strength, and speed. Also, formerly leading solitary
lives, ‘experience’ now began to teach the advantages of joining ‘some kind of loose
association’ with others, ‘that laid no restraint on its members’ — sporadic groupings
within which the rudiments of language would have begun.

After what must have been ‘a multitude of ages . . . these first advances enabled
men to make others’ — in particular, Rousseau suggests, the increased use of
primitive tools enabled them to make rude permanent dwellings — and this was ‘the
epoch of a first revolution’ because it ‘established and distinguished families, and
introduced a kind of property’. These first proper families generated ‘conjugal love
and paternal affection’, but also began to ascribe different roles to male and female
— ‘whose manner of life had hitherto been the same’ — the women minding ‘the
hut and their children, while the men went abroad in search of their common
subsistence’. This basic division of labour, coupled with the simplicity of their
wants, enabled man ‘a great deal of leisure, which he employed to furnish himself
with many conveniences unknown to his fathers’, whilst family-living must have
advanced the use of language.?® Rousseau then suggests environmental causes
such as floods and earthquakes portioned off numbers of families, compelling
them to live in common circumstances. This is another turning point since
‘everything now begins to change its aspect’, for ‘at length in every country arises
a distinct nation, united in character and manners, not by regulations or laws, but
by uniformity of life and food’, and language. In this greatly expanded social
context,

men continued to lay aside their original wildness . . . They accustomed
themselves to assemble before their huts round a large tree; singing and
dancing . . . became the amusement, or rather the occupation, of men
and women thus assembled together with nothing else to do. Each one
began to consider the rest, and to wish to be considered in turn; and thus
a value came to be attached to public esteem . . . and this was the first step
towards inequality, and at the same time towards vice.

176



DURING THE ENLIGHTENMENT

This is because ‘from these first distinctions arose on the one side vanity and
contempt and on the other shame and envy’.?” With the emergence of self-esteem,
there ‘hence arose the first obligations of civility even among savages’, and what
Vico might have called a ‘severe justice’ whereby ‘every man punished the
contempt shown him by others’ with a ‘revenge’ that was ‘terrible’, ‘bloody, and
cruel’. Because there were as yet no institutions of law, ‘the dread of vengeance had
to take [their] place’.

By this stage of its history, then, mankind had moved some way from its ‘natural’
state, and clearly there are already significant respects in which for Rousseau —ever
the moralist — the potential for ‘decline’ is present. And yet, perhaps curiously, for
Rousseau this stage ‘must have been the happiest and most stable of our epochs
.. . altogether the very best man could experience® — our Golden Age, if you wish
— or as he put it, ‘the real youth of the world’, (giving the lie to the common
perception that Rousseau most admired ‘the noble savage’ of mankind’s origins).
This is because of ‘the expansion of the human faculties’ achieved at this stage.
Although the potential for future vice is implicit, it was a period which kept ‘a just
mean between the indolence of the primitive state and the petulant activity of our
egoism’. So idyllic was this era, Rousseau suggests, that man ‘can have departed from
it only through some fatal accident which, for the public good, should never have
happened’. But the ‘accident’ did happen — one that ‘apparently [was] so many
steps towards the perfection of the individual, but in reality [was] towards the
decrepitude of the species’.

This second ‘great revolution’ was the invention of metallurgy and agriculture.
Its ‘accidental’ nature, Rousseau suggests, rested on ‘the extraordinary accident of
some volcano which, by ejecting metallic substances already in fusion, suggested
to the spectators the idea of imitating the natural operation’ — and on what must
have been their ‘unusually advanced minds’. As for agriculture, he suggests the
emergence of metal-working caused a shortage of people left to provide food, and
thus prompted the development (helped by iron tools) of tilling the land to grow
crops. But this was not just a revolution in technology. Rather, it was a revolution
in humanity, because men lost their independence by becoming embroiled in the
division of labour — and if there is one characteristic which Rousseau admired in
the two previous eras, it was men’s independence.

But from the moment one man began to stand in need of the help of
another; from the moment it appeared advantageous to any one man to
have enough provisions for two, equality disappeared, property was
introduced, work became indispensable, and vast forests became smiling
fields, which man had to water with the sweat of his brow, and where
slavery and misery were soon seen to germinate and grow up with the
crops. . . . The poets tell us it was gold and silver, but, for the philosophers,
it was iron and corn which first civilised men, and ruined humanity.’!

The overall division of labour between agriculture and manufacture was exacer-
bated by further divisions within these activities — and these, along with the system
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of exchange of commodities they necessitated, further exacerbated whatever natural
inequalities already existed. In addition, agriculture in particular required rules
about property — and taken all together, Rousseau tells us, ‘it is easy to imagine
the rest’; the advancement of other arts and technologies, of language, and of the
inequalities of riches. Men now lived their lives increasingly entangled with, and
in need of, each other —and their own position in the socio-economic field became
crucial to them. For Rousseau, the moral effects of this new situation were appalling.
Because ‘man must now have been perpetually employed in getting others to
interest themselves in his lot’, it now became the interest of men to appear what
they really were not. ‘To be and to seem became two totally different things; and
from this distinction sprang insolent pomp and cheating trickery. On the other
hand, free and independent as men were before, they were now, in consequence
of a multiplicity of new wants, brought into subjection . .. to all nature, and
particularly to one another; and each became in some degree a slave even in
becoming the master of other men: if rich, they stood in need of the services of

others; if poor, of their assistance’.*?

The origins of political societies

Rousseau depicts this ‘new-born state of society’ in which equality disappeared as
‘a horrible state of war’ (as some — ‘like ravenous wolves’ — enlarged their possessions
and powers at the expense of others driven to violence or slavery to survive), akin
to Hobbes’ famous picture of ‘the state of nature’. But, as Rousseau had himself
pointed out in criticism of such ‘social contract’ theorists, this was a state already
far removed from man’s ‘natural’ state. On the contrary, he saw the Hobbesian/
Lockean ‘social contract’ theory in a markedly different light, for far from rescuing
man from an appalling ‘state of nature’, it introduced a new, devastating era into
a situation where man had already left his natural state far behind but was not yet
entirely ‘lost’. Rousseau explains: The ‘horrible state of war’ ushered in a further
development in man’s history, for in his insecurity ‘the rich man . . . conceived at
length the profoundest plan that ever entered the mind of man: this was to employ
in his favour the forces of those who attacked him’. He did this by devising
‘plausible’ or ‘specious’ arguments whereby, pointing out the horrors of the present
anarchic situation, all should join together to ‘institute rules of justice and peace,
to which all without exception may be obliged to conform. . .. Let us . . . instead
of turning our forces against ourselves, collect them in a supreme power which may
govern us by wise laws, protect and defend all the members of the association . . .
and maintain eternal harmony among us’. Because ‘so barbarous and easily seduced’,
the rest agreed. ‘All ran headlong to their chains, in hopes of securing their liberty’,
and as a consequence institutions of law and government arose. But for Rousseau,
this ‘specious’ social contract was simply a confidence trick perpetrated by the rich
(who currently had no right to their unequal status gained by force, cunning, and
intimidation) upon the poor, who ‘had just wit enough to perceive the advantages
of political institutions, without experience enough . . . to foresee the dangers’.
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The political societies which ensued ‘bound new fetters on the poor, and gave new
powers to the rich’; they ‘irretrievably destroyed natural liberty, eternally fixed the
law of property and inequality, converted clever usurpation into unalterable right,
and, for the advantage of a few ambitious individuals, subjected all mankind to
perpetual labour, slavery, and wretchedness’.*?

‘Such was, or may well have been, the origins of society and law’, says Rousseau
—and we can see, for him, how much this development revolved around property.
(Indeed, in a rhetorical flourish opening Part 2 Rousseau had already declared,
‘The first man who, having enclosed a piece of ground, bethought himself of saying
“This is mine”, and found people simple enough to believe him, was the real founder
of civil society’).>*

Having reached this critical historical stage — ‘the origin of political societies’ —
Rousseau devotes most of the remainder of the Discourse to speculating on the
different forms of government which subsequently evolved. But things did not
improve, because ‘as it had begun ill, . . . the original faults were never repaired’.>®
On the contrary, Rousseau presents a rough, and typically pessimistic, theory of the
development of political constitutions. Although initially loosely ‘democratic’ in
form, eventually ‘ambitious chiefs’ began to ‘perpetuate their offices in their own
families, and thereby ‘contracted the habit of considering their offices as a family
estate, and themselves the proprietors of the communities of which they were at
first only the officers’. These chiefs/magistrates thus began ‘regarding their fellow-
citizens as their slaves, and numbering them, like cattle, among their belongings’.
This phase, ‘which is the last degree of inequality’, thus ‘authorised . .. the
condition . . . of master and slave’,’® and is the condition Rousseau implies has
been reached in his own times.

The final stages

Sketchy and intuitive as is this ‘history’ — (unlike Vico, Rousseau offers no actual
evidence) — Rousseau elaborates on his theory that different forms of government
derive from degrees of inequality. There are many sources of inequality, but
Rousseau asserts that ‘wealth is the one to which they are all reduced in the end’.
He claims that this is the measure for analysing a people’s ‘progress towards the
extreme term of corruption’ and for demonstrating what ‘may appear in ages yet to
come’ regarding the nature of government. As money increasingly becomes the
measure of all things, ‘the rights of citizens and the freedom of nations’ will be
‘slowly extinguished’, and in passages prescient of twentieth-century fascism and
totalitarianism,

from the midst of this disorder and these revolutions . . ., despotism,
gradually raising up its hideous head and devouring everything that
remained sound and untainted in any part of the State, would at length
trample on both the laws and the people, and establish itself on the
ruins of the republic.
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Equally prescient, Rousseau predicts that ‘the times which immediately preceded
this last change would be times of trouble and calamity; but at last the monster
would swallow up everything and the people would.. . . have . . . only tyrants’, such
that there is a complete return to the law of the strongest, and so to a new state
of nature, ‘differing from that we set out on . . . [because of] the consequence of
excessive corruption’.

This last stage in political evolution is, then, ‘the extreme point that closes the
circle’, but it does not seem Rousseau therefore means to present a cyclical theory
whereby mankind starts again on the disastrous path to ‘civilisation’. Man at this
last stage is, after all, totally different from the ‘noble savage’ or, for that matter,
from man in the initial stages of society. Rather, Rousseau simply comments that
at this last stage, where force alone ‘justifies’ rule, ‘popular insurrection that ends
in the death or deposition of a Sultan is as lawful an act as those by which he
disposed, the day before, of the lives and fortunes of his subjects’.?” Although
he does not say so, such revolutions could hardly be likely to usher in some new,
benign future for man, but rather to initiate permanent instability and continuing
moral chaos.

Rousseaw’s philosophy of history

Such, then, are the gloomy results of Rousseau’s efforts to ‘retrace’ ‘the lost and
forgotten road, by which man must have passed from the state of nature to the
state of society’. He concludes by summarising the unfavourable comparison in
scathing terms:

In reality, the source of all these differences is, that the savage lives within
himself, while social man lives constantly outside himself, and only knows
how to live in the opinion of others, so that he seems to receive the
consciousness of his own existence merely from the judgement of others
concerning him.?

Inasmuch as this passage is a ‘psychological’ observation about man’s consciousness
of his being in the world, it introduces a modern slant into a philosophy of history
otherwise distinctly slight on actual historical facts. What Rousseau has done is
propose an understanding of human history which excludes God, ‘providence’,
and supernatural teleology; avoids the notion of recurrable ‘cycles’ as much as it
does some determinate unilinear future; does not deny the obvious fact of ‘progress’
in the arts, sciences, and technology, and yet still finds a ‘meaning’ or ‘significance’
of human history — not in such ‘progress’, but elsewhere; namely, in the nature of
man’s consciousness of being in the world.

Thus stripped of ‘external’ determinants of history, it is, then, a materialistic
theory grounded on the bedrock of economic life. Economic necessity drove man
to live in settlements, which expanded social intercourse and, correspondingly,
language and intelligence. Then a technological revolution occurred as men
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accidentally discovered metallurgy, prompting the art of agriculture and the
division of labour, thus making people more interdependent. Concomitantly, man’s
consciousness of his identity, worth, and role in life was increasingly mediated by
the socio-economic nexus in which he functions. The first ‘political societies’
emerged, but essentially as confidence-tricks by the powerful and wealthy, leading
eventually to societies where the mass of people are powerlessly entrapped in a
complex web of economic relationships which encourage and feed upon the egoism,
exploitation, and insecurity of all involved, having stripped them of all indepen-
dence, self-respect, and genuine morality. Thus has man, through his history,
become increasingly ‘civilised’.

And as for the future? Rousseau was of course writing prior to the European
industrial revolution and population explosion of the nineteenth century and to
the stunning technological revolutions of the twentieth century. We noted his
gloomy political intuitions — despotism, revolution, turmoil — and must assume he
would have been even more gloomy to witness our ‘progress’ in economics and
technology. But he would have been resigned to them and their consequences,
just as he declared himself to be in his own day when, foreseeing Enlightenment
satire that he wanted man to ‘return again to the forests’ to live in his ‘natural’
state, he dismisses the possibility and argues instead that we must do the best we
can within our ‘civilised’ societies without, however, having any ‘less contempt’
for them.’* And it seems this air of resignation constantly underpins his
interpretation of man’s history, for although there are stages where man would
better have remained (particularly Rousseau’s version of the ‘golden age’ of early
social man), the equilibrium cannot hold. Prefiguring Hegelian dialectics, it is as if
each stage of society breeds the very opposite factors which cause them to change
— although in Rousseau’s case, always to something worse. And, prefiguring
Marxian dialectics, the chief of these factors is economic development linked to
technological changes, which revolutionise the nature of societies and the ‘moral’
and ‘psychological’ character of men. Thus, although we have said that for Rousseau
there are no ‘external’ determinants of human history — that man makes his own
history — it would seem that man is not in control of that history, and thus of his
own destiny as a being innately bearing the seeds of perfectibility. On the contrary,
it seems that every time man takes a step further towards self-improvement (the
development of language, social cooperation, political organisation, the arts and
sciences, wealth creation) the economic factors on which these are based drive
him ever further away from his ‘perfection’. Instead, they lead to his increasing
corruption as a being who, hopelessly enmeshed in an autonomous socio-economic
nexus, further loses what it is to be ‘human’.

Postscript on Rousseau — The Social Contract

Because of its celebrity (although falling somewhat out of our topic), we should note
that only some few years after the resigned tone of his Discourse on Inequality,
Rousseau did propose a positive solution to the current ills of society in his famous
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The Social Contract (1762), a work of political philosophy. But our interest here
must be limited to the question of whether it adds anything to Rousseau’s theory
of history just outlined, and the curious answer must be that in some important
respects it actually contradicts it. Reiterating his complaints about exploitation
and slavery, Rousseau argues that ‘liberty’ is essential for a person’s actions to be
truly ‘human’. This is because man, unlike animals, has free will — and this,
uniquely, allows him to choose between right and wrong. In short, man alone can
be a moral being — but he can only realise this essential aspect of his humanity if he
is free to choose his actions. As Rousseau puts it, ‘Force is a physical power, and I
fail to see what moral effect it can have. To yield to force is an act of necessity, not
of will . . . In what sense can it be a duty?.*’ Thus, to close the circle, because ‘to
remove all liberty from his will is to remove all morality from his acts’, liberty is
essential to being human, for ‘to renounce liberty is to renounce being a man, to
surrender the rights of humanity’.*!

Now, given that people live in organised societies requiring rules, how can we
construe such an organisation whereby, in obeying its laws, the citizen does so not
because forced to, but, ‘while uniting himself with all, may still obey himself alone,
and remain as free as before’? In short, is it possible to conceive of a political
society in which it is possible to remain ‘human’. Rousseau’s celebrated solution
revolves around what he calls ‘the general will’, whereby everyone gives up
everything to the entire community, which then makes fundamental laws which all
have a direct say in formulating. Thus gathered together, the people are ‘the
Sovereign’, and in obeying the laws it passes (through each individual voting,
entirely motivated by the good of the community rather than his private or
sectional interests), they retain their freedom, since ‘obedience to a law which we
prescribe to ourselves is liberty’.# So far nothing said actually contradicts his
Discourse. Rather, it seems to offer a welcome solution to at least the former work’s
political pessimism. However, Rousseau takes his thinking a stage further since, not
only has he devised a way of reforming political society, he now tells us it is only in
and through the political state (properly established) that humankind can achieve
its perfectibility. And here he appears to contradict those thought-provoking
intuitions underlying the Discourse’s philosophy of history.

Now, in The Social Contract, ‘the passage from the state of nature to the civil state’
humanises man by ‘substituting justice for instinct in his conduct, and giving his
actions the morality they formerly lacked’. Now, ‘although . . . he deprives himself
of some advantages which he got from nature, he gains in return others; . . . his
faculties are . . . stimulated and developed, his ideas . . . extended, his feelings . . .
enobled, and his whole soul uplifted’. What, then, of ‘the noble savage’? Now, so
great are the above advantages that, ‘did not the abuses of this new condition often
degrade him below that which he left’, man should be ever grateful for being made
into ‘an intelligent being and a man, . . . instead of a stupid and unimaginative
animal’. And returning to his philosophical definition of what it is to be ‘human’,
he concludes, ‘“We might, over and above all this, add, to what man acquires in the
civil state, moral liberty, which alone makes him truly master of himself’.#

182



DURING THE ENLIGHTENMENT

Critique

This last phrase should rightly remind us of the crucial role a man’s independence
played in the moral ideas of the Discourse, and yet in that work this is increasingly
compromised as man leaves the ‘natural state’, moving through early non-political
societies, on into the political/civil state. Here, Rousseau appears to turn his ideas
upside down. We have only to compare a passage already quoted from the Discourse
with a further passage from the Social Contract. In the former work which lauds
‘natural man’ and condemns ‘civilised’ man, ‘In reality, the source of all these
differences is, that the savage lives within himself, while social man lives constantly
outside himself'. Now, in the Social Contract, Rousseau emphasises that:

He who dares to undertake the making of a people’s institutions ought to
feel himself capable . . . of transforming each individual, who is by himself
a complete and solitary whole, into part of a greater whole from which he
in a manner receives his life and being. . . . He must . . . take away from
man his own resources and give him . . . new ones . . . incapable of being
made use of without the help of other men . . . so that if each citizen is
nothing and can do nothing without the rest, . . . legislation is at the
highest possible point of perfection.*’

Then, it seems, ‘the general will’ can properly function, and mankind can thereby
not only rescue, but perfect, its human nature.

The ideas behind these contrasting passages are perhaps impossible to reconcile
— but then neither should we necessarily try to, but leave room for thinkers to
develop their ideas even to the point where they change their minds. But our
interest is that these ideas in The Social Contract invite the comment that Rousseau
perhaps underestimated the implications of that sketchy philosophy of history
he presented in the Discourse on Inequality. There, he suggested his approach
(which, pace Vico, he regarded as entirely novel) furnishes ‘the solution to a number
of problems of politics and morals which philosophers cannot settle’.*¢ What he
seemed to mean is that the grounding of the course of history on the practical
matter of how, over time, the development of man’s faculties, moral ideas, and
modes of social organisation were determined by the economic facts of his material
existence, demonstrates the futility of abstract philosophising about, for example,
the moral nature of man or the ideal logic of the State. The centrality of the
economic factors of property and the division of labour as determinants of man’s
history is clear. And yet when, in The Social Contract, Rousseau attempts to offer
some positive solution to those problems of ‘civilised society’, it is one which ignores
those inescapable economic mechanisms underlying historical development and
focuses instead on some a priori, abstract, purely political notion of ‘the general will’.
(Ultimately, all we know about ‘property’ under this new dispensation is that ‘the
right which each individual has to his own estate is always subordinate to the right
which the community has over all’.4” In short, it is up to ‘the general will’, starting
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from a clean slate, to determine the nature of the economy). This can be seen as a
phony solution which relapses into just that abstract political philosophising whose
utopianism Rousseau had earlier criticised in the philosophy of history contained
in his Discourse on Inequality.

Those earlier intuitions were later to find their expansion in Marx’s historico-
economic theory. On the other hand, the basis of the Social Contract — the concept
of freedom of the will — was to be expanded (through an extraordinary philosophical
historicisation) by Hegel. Thus in waving adieu to Rousseau we leave a thinker
whose intuitions in the field of philosophy of history, as in other areas, pointed in
so many of the different directions modernity was to explore.

Turgot

Rousseau’s Discourses remain as testament to his reaction against that implicit
Enlightenment consensus on ‘philosophy of history’ outlined at the outset of this
chapter. Clearly, Rousseau was aware of this consensus which so closely linked the
idea of ‘progress’ with an implicit ‘philosophy of history’, and he set out to attack
both. But there was as yet no celebrated individual exponent to target — rather, he
was attacking a general trend which was to find a systematic individual exponent
only some twenty years after his death, in Condorcet’s (1794) Sketch for a Historical
Picture of the Progress of the Human Mind (which singled out Rousseau’s two
Discourses for attack). But if Condorcet’s work summarised preceding Enlighten-
ment sketchy efforts into ‘a definite philosophy of history’,*® and ‘was the form in
which the eighteenth-century idea of progress was generally assimilated into
Western thought™, the consensus it represented was already implicit by the 1750s,
and perhaps no better example need be found than the scientist-statesman Turgot
(1727-1781) — ‘of the middle generation of the philosophes™® — who in 1750
delivered two lectures which ‘framed a new conception of world history . . . and
constituted the first important version in modern times of the ideology of
progress’.’! That Turgot befriended and advanced Condorcet, and that the latter
admired him to the extent of writing his biography, exemplifies the basic similarity
of their, and their numerous philosophe contacts’, views on the meaning of history.
Thus, to more closely explore the typical Enlightenment philosophy of history, let
us begin by outlining Turgot’s ideas on this theme, particularly as set out in
Manuel’s account in his stimulating book, The Prophets of Paris.>?

On ‘progress’ and ‘rationality’

Like other philosophes, Turgot passionately believed in ‘progress’, and this ‘progress’
was measured by, and depended on, the extent to which mankind could become
ever more ‘civilised’ through applying ‘reason’ to achieve the fully happy life. To
Turgot and many others of his generation the application of ‘reason’ meant
following the ideas of Locke and Condillac, whereby all knowledge is derived
from sense-experience. There are no innate, pre-existing ideas, concepts, or values.
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Rather, all knowledge should be shorn of such mysteries and depend instead
upon the gradual uncovering of reality through observation, comparison, and
experiment. Other ideas — derived from imagination or superstition (including
many religious ideas), or merely accepted on grounds of tradition and convention
— are deeply suspect and lead to irrational thinking.

For Turgot this belief in ‘progress’ looked in two directions. First, it meant a
belief in the inevitable triumph of reason governing human affairs in the (hopefully
non-too distant) future, whereby mankind could finally realise its perfectibility in
‘one enlightened world with a uniform culture’ — indeed, ‘one political world’.>
Here, the irrationalities of war, economic deprivation, political oppression,
ignorance, and exploitative inequalities, would be abolished, never to return
because of the ineradicability of the accumulated knowledge of the physical and
social sciences. Also, however, it meant understanding the meaning of all previous
human history from this same perspective of ‘progress’ dependent upon the
development of ‘rationality’. This is how Turgot looked at, and what he sought in,
the history of humankind. For him, human history was the long ascent from
ignorance and the rule of passion to the reign of ‘scientific’ knowledge and reason.
It was, he claims, what history itself tells us from the facts we can observe or
otherwise rationally hypothesise. Although for him there may be some kind of
divine providence underlying this encouraging history, more prosaically he
construed the determining mechanisms behind the inevitability of ‘progress’ as
being the utilitarian impulse of the search for pleasure and happiness, combined
with the capacity to accumulate ever more, and more certain, knowledge through
experience, observation, and reflection. In short, there is a ‘law’ governing human
history. Sooner or later — in this nation or that — the law of the inevitability of
‘progress’ has prevailed (and will continue to do so).

But this is not to say ‘progress’ was easy. Rather, throughout history the spark of
innovation is held back by the forces of routine. These negative forces are not so
much some innate conservatism in human nature. On the contrary, Turgot believes
the impulse to discover new knowledge and create new things is basic to human
nature. Rather, they originate from established institutions which labour ‘to stall
man in the rut of sameness, . . . in a state of treadmill repetitiveness’, to defend their
vested interests.’*

Thus Turgot’s perspective on history focuses on the gradual development of the
human mind, and he saw this process as evidenced primarily by the evolution of
language and modes of thought. Initially, the ancients ‘communicated their ideas
as a sort of baby-talk’, in ‘metaphors and images’. This was linked to what Turgot
saw as a basically ‘theological’ view of the world. But as the human mind developed,
this theological approach to existence was replaced by the metaphysical approach,
reflected in correspondingly more abstract language (e.g., the philosophical
achievement of the Greeks and its subsequent heritage).

But the third (and final?) stage is the growing recognition of ‘the real objective
nature of things’ achieved through the application of empirical, ‘scientific’ method,
and it is at this stage that reason, in coming to fruition, increasingly begins ‘to
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formulate . . . relationships [between things] in mathematical terms’.”> Now, the
metaphysical view of existence is superseded by the ‘positive’ view, and Turgot
clearly meant by this the transforming (or ‘reducing’?) of as many facets of existence
as possible into the rational purity of mathematical relationships. Quite how far he
thought this could be extended is difficult to say.

The monitoring of ‘progress’

In his thoughts about history Turgot identified four general areas which interplayed
in different ways and at different rates. Technological innovation was the most
reliable and enduring of these. Closely linked were developments in speculative
science. But if, for Turgot, ‘science owed more to technology than technology
to science’, it was ‘a relationship Turgot was prepared to see reversed by the
imminent explosion of speculative science. . . . For the future the scientists were
the unchallenged vanguard of the battalions of progress’. Another area in which
‘progress’ could be assessed was in the arts, but here Manuel tells us that ‘Turgot
modified his theory of limitless infinite progress’ on the simplistic grounds that ‘the
fine arts aimed only to please’. Once good taste had established the proper
parameters of aesthetic pleasure, and the properties of human psychology involved
were understood scientifically, then the knowledge appropriate to the arts was
achieved, and no further progress would be possible since ‘a specific art object either
obeyed. . . the rules or violated them’. Since Turgot’s view was that artistic perfec-
tion had been achieved in the age of Virgil and Horace, the only question was
whether the good taste involved could be recaptured, or imitated properly in
different societies.*®

The other area in which ‘progress’ could be monitored was that of moral
behaviour, or put in modern terms, ‘the social sciences’. Here, Turgot adopted a
standard view of the cruel nature of early societies with their fierce natural religions
and barbarous practices. Unlike some of his anti-clerical, even atheistic, fellow
Enlightenment philosophes, however, he praised the achievements of Christianity
in overcoming many pagan practices, and saw the church as ‘one of the great
civilising and moralising forces in the history of mankind’.’” But he looked forward
to further ‘moral’ progress towards the ideal of peace-loving, tolerant, just,
prosperous societies in which ‘reason’ prevailed. Above all was his hope that the
keys to unlocking the problems of how to organise society to maximise individual
happiness with ‘social order’ could be found in the further application of reason
to social science. And this, of course, meant ‘the mathematicisation of the study
of man’, whereby ‘moral problems would be removed from the disputes of
the marketplace’, where there would be ‘no room . . . left for vagueness, for the
exaggeration of enthusiasts, for superstition” and other baggage of the pre-scientific
approach.”® Then, whereas progress throughout (previous) history had often
resulted from the clash between the forces of innovation and those of reaction
and evil (thereby affording the latter a positive role nevertheless), future progress
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would be self-sustaining because based on the universal growth and application of
educated rationality.

The direction Turgot’s ideas were taking, particularly his view of the meaning of
history from which they derived, is clear. But his increasing embroilment in French
politics from the early 1760s, culminating in his office as Comptroller-General of
Finance in 1774 and his downfall two years later, never permitted him to properly
systematise his historical ideas or pursue his hopes for the ‘mathematicisation’ of
the social sciences. Had he done so, Manuel for one believes ‘he would have ranked
with Vico as a creator of the “new science”.” As it was, it fell to his protégé
Condorcet to develop Turgot’s typical Enlightenment philosophy of history into
a systematic treatise.

Condorcet

Born in 1743 and educated by Jesuits, the young Condorcet achieved some
distinction as a promising mathematician, a talent he kept in touch with and whose
possibilities always fascinated him as he moved forward to achieve increasing
eminence as a ‘scientist-policy-maker’, elected at the age of twenty-six to the
French Academy of Sciences in 1779, and becoming its permanent Secretary
in 1785. Involved in the fervour of the Revolution of 1789, he was elected to the
Commune of Paris and then to the 1791 Legislative Assembly, which in
recognition of his extensive intellectual connections and organising abilities
commissioned from him a Report on Education — (a matter central to Condorcet’s
hopes for the future) — which ‘was to have great influence on the revolutionary
remodelling of the French education system’.®° Then elected to the National
Convention, Condorcet’s downfall began as he fell out with the more extreme
policies of the Jacobins. Denounced as an enemy of the Republic in 1793, he went
into hiding in a house in Paris, and when some eight months later he tried to escape,
was captured and died the next day in somewhat mysterious circumstances. During
those eight months, as a kind of summation of his life-long involvement in scientific
and intellectual matters and of his ideas as a philosophe, Condorcet wrote his Sketch
for a Historical Picture of the Progress of the Human Mind, (the Esquisse).

In this work, Condorcet tried to collate the many observations and reflections
he had indulged in throughout his life regarding the past development of human-
kind and its future prospects. In short, he tried to make systematic sense of his (and
other Enlightenment) views on the significance of human history, views in his case
strongly influenced by his knowledge of the history of science. Also he was clearly
influenced by Turgot’s ideas regarding ‘progress’ in history and by the latter’s
intuitions about the prospects which a ‘social art’ based on ‘positive’ social science
held for the future. However, he differed from Turgot in being unambiguously
atheistic, and this perhaps allowed him a bolder view of history and a more radical
tone — in addition, the circumstances under which he wrote the Esquisse, bereft of
his home and library, concentrated his attention on the essentials.
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For Condorcet, history should be a ‘science’, essentially like any other science.
God and/or ‘providence’ can be removed from the study altogether, and to the
extent that ‘the history of man . . . is linked by an uninterrupted chain of facts and
observations, [so that] the picture of the march . . . of the human mind becomes
truly historical’, then philosophy can also be taken out of the study. As Condorcet
put it, ‘Philosophy has nothing more to guess, no more hypothetical surmises to
make’. History is a matter of gathering and ordering the facts, and then of showing
‘the useful truths that can be derived from their connections and causality’.’! That
the latter exercise is surely a form of ‘philosophy’ (if only because, from our point
of view, so obviously ‘value-laden’) Condorcet might have accepted — but in
apparently relegating ‘philosophy’ in favour of ‘science’ he was primarily objecting
to those, like Pascal, who insisted on a sharp distinction between the objects of
scientific study (with its mathematical approach) and the objects of moral study
(with their historical and philosophical approach). In that sense, for Condorcet,
the study of the history of man should be a science rather than require an explicitly
non-scientific, ‘philosophical’ approach.

But there is also a more radical sense in which Condorcet relegated ‘philosophy’
in favour of ‘science’. If the study of history should be ‘scientific’ rather than
‘philosophical’, that same study demonstrates that, ultimately, the study of anything
(including moral questions) should abandon ‘philosophy’ and become ‘scientific’.
In short, philosophy is not only inappropriate to the study of history. Rather, history
itself teaches us that ‘philosophy’ was but one phase of human understanding of
reality which should be superseded by ‘science’ in all areas of knowledge. For
Condorcet,

Metaphysicians and system-makers in all ages . . . were as inimical to
progress as priests and religious enthusiasts. . . . True knowledge was
restricted to . . . simple straightforward empirical science, preferably with
a mathematical base . . . Philosophies were disguised religions and they
invariably led to the decline of true science.®

In being a typical part of his overall interpretation of the sweep of human history,
this idea can introduce us to the larger picture he drew.

Historical premises

According to Condorcet, the history of humankind can be divided into nine stages,
with a tenth about to dawn. Similar to Turgot’s approach, his underlying premises
are that historical progress is basically accountable for in terms of man’s capacity
to receive knowledge through his sense-experiences, and accumulate and organise
such knowledge in order to further his utilitarian impulse to achieve a more pleasing
life. (Note an even more basic premise at work here — that ‘history’ is the history
of ‘progress’). Thus for Condorcet ‘history’ is basically the interplay between man’s
intellect and the fulfilment of his needs and desires, and progress occurs when
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intellectual innovations break down the resistance of traditional ways of doing
things and change the way people live. The source of such resistance, rather as in
Turgot, is the opposition of vested interests concerned to perpetuate the status quo.
But unlike Turgot, in Condorcet’s case it is not only superstition and convention
that have upheld erroneous knowledge, but religion in particular — including, in
the West, the Christian church. Also, ‘philosophy’ has perpetuated erroneous
knowledge, particularly when it spawns ‘schools’ anxious to uphold their ideas
against competing ‘metaphysical’ systems. Indeed, it would seem that for Condorcet
there is little difference between superstition, religion, and philosophy as
reactionary forces, although it is true that philosophy has sometimes stimulated
‘scientific’ ideas, the only source of truth. History, then, has been the grand
battlefield between truth and error, and as such Condorcet construes its different
stages in ‘primarily intellectual and cultural’ terms. Yet this is not because of any
high-brow elitism on his part. Rather, it was because he was convinced — by his
‘historical observations’ — that ‘scientific’ progress led to political, economic, and
social betterment, i.e., ‘moral’ progress. Thus it is that, although Condorcet’s stages
of history often relate to economic factors in particular, he was (as Mazlish notes)

‘basically not an economic determinist . . . [but] far more interested in the “moral
3

”)

relations” of societies.®

The ten stages of history

Eschewing reference to Biblical accounts, or to philosophical constructions of a
‘state of nature’ (as in, for example, Rousseau), Condorcet identifies the first stage
of human history as that in which people lived in small tribes and survived by
hunting and fishing. The second stage is the change to an agricultural way of life,
where even at this early stage (as indeed Rousseau had suggested) sufficient material
welfare was achieved to produce a surplus — and this allowed the emergence of a
‘priesthood’ which, although it might have initially fostered new knowledge of, for
example, astronomy, exclusively guarded its knowledge, partly by obscurantist
language (as in Vico, whose ideas it is doubtful Condorcet or any other philosophe
was properly familiar with). The third stage of history is the development within
simple agricultural societies of the division of labour. This enhanced economy, in
which the emergence of artisans and traders extended human communications, was
assisted and encouraged by the invention of the alphabet. But it also spawned the
feudal system whereby an hereditary nobility governed over ‘a common people
condemned to toil, dependence and humiliation without actually being slaves’.*
Although Condorcet claims that feudalism is a feature (and a ‘curse’) in most
societies’ histories, rather than constituting one of his ten stages it spans some of
them as a long-standing phenomenon where priesthoods and aristocracies hold
back innovation by trying to maintain an ideological hegemony based on
superstition and reactionary philosophy. This, combined with Condorcet’s
approach of identifying ‘stages’ in terms of intellectual progress, involves him in re-
periodising European history, for (as Mazlish points out) he does not refer to ‘the
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Middle Ages’, normally associated with feudalism. Rather, feudalism seems to
encompass a broader span of time (and place) for Condorcet, and always to have
been an underlying ‘social’ source of error and ignorance. Thus the fourth actual
stage of history he identifies is that of the intellectual achievements of the Greeks,
followed by the fifth, ‘the progress of the sciences from their division to their
decline’ with the Romans. His sixth stage spans the period of ‘darkness’ from the
decline of Rome up to the eleventh century, when the crusades provoked a revival
of knowledge, and his seventh stage covers the restoration and further development
of the sciences (preserved by the Arabs) to the invention of printing — i.e., the
Late Middle Ages. Throughout these seven stages ‘the human mind’ had made
obvious progress in scientific knowledge and technology despite the resistance of
obscurantist religion and entrenched philosophical absurdities common to basically
feudal overlordship. But the battle against error and illusions had been hard and
erratic, as, for example, the enlightenment the Greeks fostered became but a flicker
not to be relit until Europe began to recover its highlights from Muslim and
Byzantine sources (in what we currently call the High and Late Middle Ages).

The eighth stage of ‘the progress of the human mind’ was greatly stimulated by
the invention of printing in the West — (a good example of technological
innovation causing rather than following scientific progress) — and coincides
roughly with what we now call ‘the Renaissance’. Printing vastly extended the
variety and communication of ideas as well as facilitating the Renaissance secular
impulse. In challenging the straight-jacket of religious authority and ideological
dominance (including Aristotelian ‘scholasticism’ in philosophy), this stage
prepared the way for the ninth epoch, where the foundations for a ‘new enlight-
enment’ were laid by such seventeenth century heroes of rationalism and
empiricism as Descartes and Locke. In short, the ninth stage equates partly to what
we now call ‘the Scientific Revolution’ (which, as we saw in an earlier chapter, had
ramifications far beyond the realm of the natural sciences), but also to the
Enlightenment itself, (where so many of those ramifications matured).

At last, ‘reason’ was emerging triumphant, not only in the understanding of
natural phenomena but also in man’s view of society, politics, and morality. The
forces of reaction, holding up the progress of the human mind (and thus of progress
in the utilitarian quest for a happier, fairer, more prosperous and fulfilling life for
the masses of people) were on the brink of defeat. Irrational, speculative
philosophies were being swept away by the fresh air of empirically based, rationally
organised knowledge. Religious superstition and metaphysical absurdities were
being exposed for what they were — lamentable errors exploiting the ignorance of
the mass of humanity in the interests of outmoded elites. Yet the world-historic
battle between truth and error, with all that meant for Condorcet for the progress
of mankind, was not yet quite won at this ninth stage. But all the prospects of
victory were there — the apparent dominance of Enlightenment ideas themselves,
the American Revolution of 1776, and of course the French Revolution itself, were
ample evidence. In addition, Condorcet’s whole view of human history was that
‘progress’ is inevitable — and although he would be the first to deny any ‘supernatural’
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determinant behind history, there is a strong sense in which the inevitability of
progress is itself a force driving history. When the battle was won, then a tenth
stage of history would be reached, where all vestiges of ignorance, superstition, and
error would be flushed out of societies, and unhampered ‘reason’, based on ‘science’
now including a new social science (or ‘social art’), would govern the bright future
for mankind.

Owerview of Condorcet’s philosophy of history

We will explore this proposed tenth stage shortly, but since it concerned the future
for Condorcet let us first review his philosophy of history so far. Perhaps primarily,
Condorcet’s nine stages do not seem to make for convincing history since there is
clearly so much else ‘going on’ which he ignores. In short, we might agree with
Mazlish that ‘it is poor history . . . because it is so far removed from historical reality’
—and that ‘it is also bad, that is, non-instrumental or operational, science’, because
‘he has no notion at all about the actual, historical transitions — and the way in
which they occurred’.®> However, it could be argued that the details of Condorcet’s
stages do not matter so much as his overall idea. It centres on his identification of
human progress in general with the progress of rational knowledge.

But what about the subject of history itself, irrespective of its narrowing down
to ‘the history of progress’? Condorcet’s answer seems to be that as the ‘progress of
the human mind’ approaches the full rationality of ‘science’, that very ‘science’
instructs us that the study of history itself should also be ‘scientific’ — that is, be
divested of religious and philosophical notions and be subject to the same tests of
empiricism and of the probability of hypotheses as any other science. This achieved,
Condorcet finds that this new, ‘scientific’ approach suggests history is inevitably
progressive regarding mankind’s welfare, and that this progress is principally the
product of man’s intellectual development. In short, we might give Condorcet the
benefit of the doubt by claiming he has proposed a coherent, self-supporting
argument about the nature of history both as a content and as a discipline. The
alternative is to suggest his approach to history derives from his prior interest in
the history of ideas (especially the mathematical sciences), which he tautologically
transposes into ‘history’ per se — in short, that only because he already sees history
in terms of the history of ideas, his historical studies show him that history s,
effectively, the history of ideas!

Whichever, it follows for Condorcet that, in becoming a ‘science’ of the progress
of the human mind, history provides a lesson-book and its study should thus be
useful rather than merely an academic exercise. As he put it, ‘the history of the
progress already achieved must be [the] foundation . . . [of] a science for predicting
the progress of the human race’.% This exemplifies another aspect of Condorcet’s
approach to history — namely, that by comparing the histories of different peoples,
his aim is ‘to extract the hypothetical history of a single people’,%” by which he
meant ‘mankind’ in the abstract. In itself this may appear a reasonable project to
some, for how often does the term ‘mankind’ roll off the tongue! Yet it can imply,
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and seemed to unconsciously for Condorcet, a philosophical position which
believes in the reality of this abstraction — and almost inseparably, believes ‘it’
(humankind) has some ideal (Platonic) form which demands and awaits ultimate
‘realisation’ in the future. This is hardly a ‘materialist’, ‘scientific’ conception, and
probably points to a central inconsistency in Condorcet’s thinking. From a
‘scientific’ point of view there is surely no such (real) thing as ‘mankind’. There are
only actual, empirical men and women. This must be even more the case for the
historian, the object of whose study may be all men, all societies, all nations, but not
a phantom being, ‘mankind’?

This premise about ‘mankind’ relates to another feature of Condorcet’s philosophy
of history — its teleological character. Taking his cue partly from Turgot, what
Condorcet’s ‘scientific’ approach told him was that, whereas when ‘science’
examined the material universe it discovered ‘the principle of recurrence’ in its
laws, when applied to ‘the human order’ it uncovered ‘an antithetical principle —
Progress’.% This principle is at work from man’s beginnings, but not because of any
divine plan or mysterious help from ‘providence’. Rather, it derives from the
combination of a ‘sensationalist’ theory of knowledge (whereby men, in perceiving
the world through their senses, are able to build up ever more true and useful ideas
through experience) and man’s utilitarian instinct towards pleasure. This
combination generates progress. Two more factors in Condorcet’s mind added to
this stamp of inewitability in the march of progress. First, knowledge is by its nature
relentlessly cumulative. It is remembered, recorded, and built upon, despite wars
and natural catastrophes. Looking to the future, Condorcet is even more sure of
this, for in looking to a single whole world sharing ‘enlightenment’, nothing short
of a global catastrophe could then extinguish the light of human knowledge already
attained.

Second, Condorcet ‘shared a widespread hypothesis among many eighteenth-
century thinkers’ that ‘acquired characteristics were inherited’. Thus ‘the
intellectual and moral attainments of one generation could be passed on intact to
its successor’, a process which he presumably thought had occurred throughout
history, and which he believed would accelerate as scientific knowledge (and
manipulation?) of the human organism would be developed in the tenth stage.
Thus, as Manuel expresses it, ‘[alny possible remnant of doubt about the inevitable
and infinite progress of the human spirit was dispelled once the human organism
was shown to be subject to biological perfectibility’.%?

Perhaps none of these reasons sustaining Condorcet’s teleological thesis are
especially persuasive, despite his rejection of any supernatural influence. Indeed,
one could claim that it is his very attempt to ground his teleology on aspects of
man’s naturality which provides the weakest of his arguments — namely, his reliance
on man’s utilitarian nature. Although the appearance of ‘utilitarianism’ falls outside
our remit, it nevertheless attracts comment insofar as Condorcet embraces its
outlook, and falls captive to its typical shortcomings. Fundamentally, as explained
by Bentham in his A Fragment on Government, the utilitarian philosophy insisted
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that all human behaviour is reducible to the impulse to seek pleasure and avoid
pain. It is, so to speak, as simple as that — an irreducible fact of life about which it
is therefore as pointless to complain as it is futile to argue. Philosophical systems
which contradict it are sophistries; moral theories which introduce transcendental
concepts such as ‘duty’ and ‘obligation’ mystify matters; and ethical or social systems
which conceive of ‘the good of society’ in any terms other than the straightforward
aim of ‘the greatest happiness of the greatest number’ are not only erroneous, but
mischievous. It can be seen how readily these tenets of utilitarianism fitted in with
a ‘scientific’ attitude to both individual and collective life, and Condorcet agreed
with them, especially the last in terms of the purpose of his proposed ‘social art’ —
but even more fundamentally with the starting point, that human behaviour is
determined by pleasure and pain. As we have seen, it is this to which he appeals
in his naturalistic teleology. It is because man seeks a more pleasurable, less painful
life that his mental abilities are used in such a manner as to promote ‘progress’.

The problem with this ‘utilitarian’ idea is not that it is simple — rather, it is
simplistic. In explaining everything, it explains nothing. It explains why I bought
that bar of chocolate and why I gave it away to a beggar in the same terms — both
actions ‘pleased’ me. Thus unselfish, principled actions are no differently motivated
at base than selfish actions. By thus removing a multitude of otherwise diverse
motivations in human conduct, we might say ‘the principle of utility’ is of no use
whatsoever to, above all, the historian, who needs to take account, not of people’s
‘desires’ and ‘aversions’, but of their principles, their religious ideas, their moral
preferences, their sense of identity, their desire for respect, and other such ‘non-
material’ factors, in explaining the complex interplay that goes to make up human
history. To imply, instead, that people who commit heroic acts, unselfish acts,
principled acts, loyal acts, even suicidal acts, are acting out of delusion is a profound
insult to the subtle complexities of the human spirit.

To the extent, then, that man’s fundamental ‘utilitarian’ nature provides a basis
for Condorcet’s belief in the inevitable ‘progress’ of mankind towards perfectibility,
it is weak support indeed for his teleological theory.

The tenth stage

For Condorcet, his predictions about the future course of human affairs — a ‘future-
history’, if that is not a contradiction in terms — are an integral part of his
‘philosophy of history’. This is because, like many previous ‘theories’ of history
dealt with in this book, it conveys a message. His message is primarily a socio-
political one regarding the new future he sees for Europe and North America, and
eventually world-wide, which the ethos and events of his own time presaged. It
presaged it because all of Condorcet’s philosophy of history pointed to it. The tenth
stage would follow from the present ninth stage, since the seeds were already there.
They just needed to be nurtured. In this tenth stage Condorcet looked to the final
triumph of ‘reason’ governing the affairs of societies. The ‘scientific’ spirit would
reign not only in technology and philosophy, but also in the ‘moral’ affairs of
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society. A ‘perpetual and universal’ scientific academy would hopefully emerge,
eventually on a worldwide scale (using the universal, neutral ‘language’ of maths
and symbolic logic), to whose organisational aspects he gave much thought.”
Independent of governments, whom the ‘universal republic of the sciences’ would
advise and whose plans they would review, a crucial area of practical and theoretical
research would be the social sciences. Here, ‘the social art’ would research and
devise ways of achieving political rights and equality for all, and the equitable
distribution of wealth and income.

To achieve the former, the ‘social art’ would explore means of calculating the
truth regarding public preferences. Theoretically, this attempt at calculating a neo-
Rousseauistic ‘general will’ could approach something like the mathematics of
‘game theory’ through its ‘calculus of combinations and probabilities’.”!

To achieve the latter he looked to a capitalist, market economy tempered by
institutions of a welfare state which, again via mathematical and statistical
techniques, would fairly provide social security for all citizens. Above all, the
general purpose of ‘the social art’ would be to advance the theory, and devise
institutions, whereby the interests of each individual and those of society at large
could be identified and reconciled in all spheres of life. The further dimension to
his hopes/predictions for the tenth stage were that this new society, initially
established in ‘advanced’ European countries, would be exported world-wide, such
that ultimately there will be ‘the abolition of inequality between nations, the
progress of equality within each nation, and the true perfection of mankind’.”
Fittingly, then, in this formulation we have the notion advanced by his predecessor,
Turgot, of the emergence of ‘one political world’,” united in a common culture
of harmony, justice, prosperity, and tolerance, infused with the ‘rationality’ of
‘scientific’ or ‘positive’ philosophy.

Politics and philosophy of history in Condorcet

Of course, it is not difficult to see Condorcet’s philosophy of history as justifying
the French Revolution and mapping out its future direction. As such, it might be
claimed his philosophy of history is simply apologetics for 1789. However, this is
to go too far, and to oversimplify this episode in philosophy of history. First,
although the Esquisse was indeed written in unusual and ironic circumstances — by
1794 the Revolution was under dire threat from Robespierre’s ‘reign of terror’, as
was Condorcet himself — many of the essay’s sources of inspiration reach back into
Condorcet’s earlier life (including Turgot’s influence) and are scattered throughout
his earlier writings. In this light, the Esquisse is much more a broad summation of
Enlightenment ‘philosophy of history’ in general rather than mere contemporary
political apologetics.

Second, there is surely much to be said for the common-sense perception that
human history has indeed been a history of ‘progress’ —and that overall this progress
has been relentless, however sporadic and unpredictable. Further, there is surely
equally much in Condorcet’s observation that this progress can principally be
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measured in terms of ‘the progress of the human mind’ as it accumulates knowledge
and understanding of both the natural and human world. It is true that terrible
counter-examples both to the belief in progress, and to the role the human intellect
played in it, abound in history (including since Condorcet’s times) and this can
suggest that he was naively foisting his local Enlightenment optimism upon history
as a whole.

However (and third), this would be to neglect the fact that Condorcet did not
underplay the darker moments of history. Indeed, he also voiced serious worries
about the future, for example about the exploitative nature of European
colonisation and the troubles it was storing up for the future of international
relations.” Far from ignoring negative episodes, he nevertheless remained
optimistic — but not because of any thoughtless naivety. Rather, as Manuel observes,
‘like many philosophers of history prior to Hegel, [he] made frequent use of a
primitive sort of historical dialectic’, whereby good grows out of, and because of,
evil. For example, the Crusades (contrary to their religious aims) helped undermine
superstition by opening up Arab knowledge of the sciences; the discovery of the
destructive power of gunpowder enhanced the military role of ordinary soldiers at
the expense of the nobility, and repelled the terrible threat of cultural annihilation
from invasions by uncivilised barbarians.” In short, although as an atheist he does
not present history as a theodicy justifying the existence of evil as part of God’s plan
for man’s development, he was approaching that cast of mind which sees evil as
vindicated by history. To return to the French Revolution, we can be sure Condorcet
was as aware as anyone of its darker sides, and yet saw his uneasy present as
historically justified.

For the above reasons, then, Condorcet’s philosophy of history rises above mere
manipulative ‘ideology’. It was reflective; it was not naively optimistic; and its
emphasis upon progress, and the role of the human intellect, cannot be dismissed
out-of-hand. Yet this is not to deny that it is ‘political’ in the broad sense of the
term, for its message is one of vindicating his present revolutionary times and of
encouraging further intellectual and practical struggle. As such, it is highly
politically-charged — and from Condorcet’s times onwards the link between
‘philosophy of history’ and political philosophy took firm hold. The latter became
‘historicised’ in the sense that no respectable political philosophy from the French
Revolution onwards could be sustained without the support of some accompanying
‘philosophy of history’ — whilst the former became ‘politicised’ in the sense that its
exponents from then on derived explicit political messages from their efforts.

As we now turn to our final instance of philosophy of history in ‘Enlightenment’
times, we will find these closing thoughts on Condorcet vindicated by the example
of Edmund Burke, for here was a figure whose most famous work, Reflections on the
Rewolution in France, was written some four years before Condorcet’s Esquisse, and
in which the symbiosis between political philosophy and philosophy of history is
just as clear as in the latter work. Yet the message Burke drew was in stark contrast
to Condorcet’s.
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Edmund Burke

Born in 1729 in Dublin, after graduating from Trinity College in 1748 Burke left
Ireland to make his career in London. Making some headway as a writer, he
nevertheless graduated towards a political career which found him elected to
Parliament by 1766, where he stayed until retiring in 1794, three years before his
death in 1797. As a Whig opponent of governmental maladministration, Burke
defended the 1776 rebellion of the American colonies, spoke up for his native
country when he sensed British policies reflected ‘the malignity of the principles
of Protestant ascendancy as it affects Ireland’,’® and objected to what he saw as the
British exploitation of India through the East India Company. Thus he was a man
of ‘liberal’ principles in today’s loose sense of the term. Yet as French republican
and revolutionary ideals fomented like-minded movements in England during the
1780s, a different side to Burke’s thinking (that for which he has since been famous)
was increasingly brought into play. Opposed to radical political thinking and its
revolutionary practical import, this side of him was galvanised into action in the
early months of 1790 as he articulated his detestation of the revolution that had
broken out in France in his book, Reflections on the Revolution in France, published
in November 1790. Because it contained theoretical arguments addressing general
principles of politics and history far beyond the immediate context of the French
Revolution, it has entered that rarefied catalogue of famous texts where often a
book’s reputation (and its author’s) is more important than the real subtleties of
both. In Burke’s case, his Reflections have established him as ‘the father of modern
conservatism’, because he provided coherent and persuasive arguments for those
in modern society who are sceptical of radical political and social thinking and
fearful of the sudden, drastic changes which would follow from taking it seriously.””

The argument of the Reflections

Burke was not of the cast of mind to present his ideas in logical sequence, but as
your guide I will attempt to. We can best begin with his notion that societies
(particularly by the eighteenth century) are immensely complex phenomena. They
comprise political institutions, legal systems, economic structures and practices, and
different social classes; religious beliefs, customs and habits, and moral ideas;
families, schools, and industries; armed forces, priests, administrators, and private
occupations; the fine arts, the natural sciences, literature, and popular culture and
entertainment; diverse geographical features and natural resources; and human
resources; and a language.

Usually, these complicated societies (‘countries’, ‘nations’) nevertheless manage
to hold together these multifarious components, whose particular nature and
interactions constitute their unique identities. Although societies may contain
anomalies, irrationalities, even contradictory elements, they nevertheless continue
to function in their way. Indeed, Burke specifically recognises that sentiment and
indeed prejudice not only abound in any society, but are integral parts of its identity,
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significantly helping to make it what it is. The same is true of inequalities, even
injustices. There must therefore nevertheless be something ‘coherent’ about
societies, despite their complex intricacies. What lends them their identity and
coherence?

To begin in the negative, Burke is clear that societies are not the product of
deliberate human design. In this vein he reserves particular criticism for the
seventeenth-century ‘social contract’ foundations of liberal political theory. For
Burke this is simply non-historical fiction. Rather,

[Slociety is indeed a contract . . .; but the state ought not to be considered
as nothing better than a partnership agreement in a trade of pepper and
coffee . . ., to be dissolved by the fancy of the parties. It is to be looked on
with other reverence. . . . It is a partnership in all science; . . . in all art;
.. .in every virtue, and in all perfection. As the ends of such a partnership
cannot be obtained in many generations, it becomes a partnership not
only between those who are living, but between those who are living,

those who are dead, and those who are to be born’.”

Similarly, he dismisses the related Benthamite utilitarian view that a society ‘is a
fictitious body, composed of the individual persons who are . . . its members’.”” On
the contrary (and to coin a phrase), for Burke there is ‘such a thing as society’. And
this brings us to his positive argument, for he insists that a society is a real organic
unity whose identity extends beyond the people who live in it at any one point in
time. The term ‘organic’ is important here, for he means to point not only to the
intricacy of any society but also to the idea that it is a complex which has evolved
over time. In short, societies are historical phenomena which have taken centuries
to develop into what they are. They are the work, then, not of human contrivance
but of ages of accumulated growth and adaptation to diverse, unforeseeable
circumstances. The immediate mechanisms involved are the manner in which
particular generations find means to respond to contingent problems arising in
their society. And this has always been a practical matter — not only in itself but also,
according to a Burke acutely aware of the unmappable complexities of a society’s
organic makeup, because it is usually achieved through trial and error. (However,
as we shall see, a special kind of insight can also be applied).

The science of constructing a commonwealth, or renovating it, or
reforming it, is . . . not to be taught a priori. Nor is it a short experience
that can instruct us in that practical science, because the real effects of
moral causes are not always immediate; . . . very plausible schemes, with
very pleasing commencements, have often shameful and lamentable
conclusions. In states there are often some obscure and almost latent
causes . . . on which a very great part of its prosperity or adversity may
... depend. The science of government being therefore so practical in
itself, . . . a matter which requires . . . even more experience than any
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person can gain in his whole life, . . . it is with infinite caution that any
man ought to venture upon pulling down an edifice which has answered
in any tolerable degree for ages the common purposes of society.%

Thus societies are evolved phenomena, however ‘untidy’ the resulting ensemble.
The lessons of this practical experience in maintaining the coherence and identity
of asociety are not to be found in any book on statecraft, political science, or ethics
— and certainly not in the moral catchphrases of temporary dissaffected elements
(e.g., ‘the rights of man’). ‘The pretended rights of these theorists are all extremes;
and in proportion as they are metaphysically true, they are morally and politically
false’.8!

Rather, they are ensconced in the existing traditions and conventions of a society.
These encapsulate the hard-won lessons of the past. That which has become
conventional has done so because it works; likewise, a tradition is by its nature
something which has stood the test of time. There is, then, no surer guide to the
appropriateness of any particular arrangement in society than its having been
historically established. For example, those who drew up the Petition of Right against
Charles I ‘claimed their franchises not on abstract principles “as the rights of men”,
but as the rights of Englishmen . . . derived from their forefathers. . . . (T)hey
preferred this positive . . ., hereditary title . . . to that vague speculative right’.8? It
is in this immensely powerful sense, for Burke, that history vindicates the present.
Things are as they are at any point in time because that is how they have come to
be. In other words, there is ‘reason’ in history — but not the kind of abstract,
scientific ‘reason’ so lauded by Enlightenment thinkers: rather, something not only
different but more profound. And to the extent a society respects its traditions and
conventions, it avails itself of this ‘reason’, this practical wisdom forged by time and
circumstance. For a society to neglect this inestimable inheritance by pursuing
some allegedly ‘rational’ principles derived from enthusiasts for radical change
would therefore, in fact, be ‘unreasonable’.

Does this then mean that a society should never embrace change? Burke’s answer
is clear. Inasmuch as societies have evolved over the ages, this has precisely
involved their changing. But these changes have been adaptations to circumstances
rather than the deliberate replanning of society through human design. And
the essence of an adaptive, evolutionary process — in addition to change — is the
maintaining of identity throughout the process. Any society incapable of change
would sooner or later disintegrate in the face of new circumstances. But the slower
such change can be, and the smaller in immediate impact, the better for main-
taining the identity of that society, given the complexity of its interrelated features.
Thus the art of the statesman is, not to resist changing anything, but to conserve
the essential identity of society precisely through a careful management of change
based on respect for the past’s legacy. This means, first, that one should
not automatically succumb to urges for change which emanate from only this or
that present, localised discontent. Second, one should resist all philosophical,
‘scientific’, or ‘rational’ schemes for re-constituting society along the lines of some
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purported perfect model. “When [ hear the simplicity of contrivance aimed at and
boasted of in any new political constitutions, I am at no loss to decide that the
artificers are grossly ignorant of their trade’.®> Rather, the art of the statesman
depends on a largely intuitive grasp of the manner in which things have come to
be as they are in their complex interconnectedness — i.e., on understanding the
historical ‘reason’ in them.

Should readers nevertheless find this ‘intuitive’ knowledge rather mysterious,
consider the analogy of ‘knowing’ an individual and of ‘knowing’ how to handle
their interests. One does not want a ‘scientific’ (e.g., biological) account of the
individual, nor some guru-guide to ‘the perfect human-being’. Rather, one wants
to know what makes that person tick, so that any proposals one makes about their
present problems are indeed appropriate for that person (unless one has the audacity
to wish to completely transform them into effectively someone else). What could
be more suitable as the required knowledge of that person than knowing as much
of their history as possible? The ‘reason’ that makes them who they are is contained
in their history, and that ‘reason’ is appropriated by us insofar as we have insight
into that history.

Just so with Burke’s view of societies. Inestimably valuable, when it comes to
handling their problems they are complicated phenomena for which ‘scientific’ or
‘philosophical’ knowledge is inoperational, despite the conceits of radical (and
particularly, revolutionary) thinkers. Rather, it requires having one’s finger on the
historical character of society, whereby one understands the reason inherent in
the present. Although primarily a political message (Burke’s ultimate aversion is
to radical change of the formal political constitution itself, as in 1789 France) it
is intimately dependent upon a distinctive ‘philosophy’ of history, whose main
features we can now summarise.

For Burke, the notion of ‘a history of humankind’ was a nonsensical rationalist
abstraction. Each society’s history is explicable in terms of an evolutionary process
(which he sometimes refers to as ‘divine’, although it adds nothing to his idea)
whereby, in adapting to new circumstances, change gradually occurs. For Burke,
there is no millennialist perfection towards which history is inevitably moving.
Neither is there any pristine ‘golden age’ to hark back to. Although there is
a certain teleology implicit in the idea of an evolutionary process of adaptation, it
is by no means clear that ‘things get better’ as the centuries roll on. All that is clear
is that things change. And it would seem unlikely that, as of some necessity, things
would change back to how they were at an earlier stage — so the notion of a history
revolving in recurrent cycles is also ruled out in Burke’s philosophy. And as for the
role of human agency in determining the course of history, his position on this can
hardly be overstated. Just as no animal determines its own evolution, (although
Darwin’s theory of evolution was of course unknown to a Burke long dead) so for
Burke no society can determine its own ‘evolution’ over time. First, this evolution
spans numerous generations and is thus unamenable to any one generation’s
manipulation. Second, since evolution proceeds because of new circumstances
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(some so apparently slight that they escape notice by those first affected), it is
inherently unpredictable. Third, given the strictly practical nature of the complex
interconnections within societies, no new ‘science’ could ever so encompass the
ensemble as to render its development subject to human planning. What human
agency can achieve, however, is to conserve the holistic identity of a society
through the wise introduction of such modifications as are required to meet the
contingencies of changing times and unforeseen events. As we have seen, for those
who govern, this necessitates patience, restraint and, above all, that special kind
of intuitive insight into the historic rationale of why things are as they are.

Thus, although Burke eschewed abstract philosophical concepts, his overall
view of history is that societies do ‘develop’, and that there is a ‘logic’ underlying
this. This ‘logic’ or ‘reason’ in history, however, would not seem to be some ‘pure’
or ‘rational’ logic (and thus graspable through science or philosophy), nor reducible
to a simple formula such as ‘the history of progress’. Rather, the ‘logic’ of history
derives from the interplay between the given present identity of a society and the
diverse, contingent circumstances it encounters and adapts to in practice. It is thus
an ‘untidy’ logic, inherently unpredictable, and only chartable after the event. In
one sense — that is, for the grand and illusory project of ‘man’ designing and fulfilling
his ‘destiny’ — history thus tells us nothing. But in another sense — that of attaining
what is possible — it tells us everything.

Conclusion

This last point provides our bridge to the following chapter on perhaps the most
explicit and audacious attempt at (speculative) philosophy of history ever
undertaken — that of Hegel. In his seminal History of Political Theory, Sabine rightly
observes that Burke was no philosopher — that although his ideas ‘have the
consistency that is the stamp of a powerful intelligence and settled moral
convictions’, ‘he could not have given systematic form’ to them. Sabine goes on
to say: ‘But what Burke had taken for granted Hegel tried to prove: that the
apparently fragmentary social tradition can be placed in a general system of social
evolution’. This is fair comment and a good way of introducing Hegel’s political
and historical philosophy — but in adding that Burke never thought of this, Sabine
might have underestimated Burke’s sense of the inherent ‘untidiness’ of the ‘logic’
of history. Burke had intuited that the much vaunted ‘Reason’ of the Enlighten-
ment was as poor a vehicle as it was an arrogant one for understanding the ‘logic’
of society and the meaning of history. Thus, had he lived to witness Hegel’s
astonishing attempt to rationalise the ‘logic’ of history he would doubtless have
thought it futile and vain because causing us ‘to be entangled in the mazes of
metaphysic sophistry’.%> Whether Hegel’s effort helps prove Burke wrong, or instead
dramatically vindicates Burke’s anti-rationalism, readers can judge for themselves
as we now turn to explore Hegel’s philosophy of history.
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HEGEL'S PHILOSOPHY OF
HISTORY

Introduction

The scope, rich complexity, and fascination of his ideas, and the profound influence
he has exercised, bestow G.W.F. Hegel his reputation as one of the greatest of
modern professional philosophers. Although his overall philosophy (incorporating
his philosophy of history) generated hostility particularly from the Anglo-
American empiricist tradition, it is still studied, argued about, and exploited.
Perhaps unusually, Hegel’s personal life is unimportant in accounting for his ideas.
This may be because it was relatively quiet. He was born in 1770 into a modestly
well-off family in the southern German city of Stuttgart, where he was schooled
until he went to study theology at Tiibingen University. There he pursued
his interest in the classical world, and also caught the ‘philosophical bug’ from his
friend Schelling. After graduating in 1793 Hegel worked as a private tutor for seven
years —a period of intensive philosophical and religious reflection — before taking
up a teaching post at the University of Jena in 1801, then one of the most
stimulating centres of German intellectual life. But this same city was to be the
battleground of Napoleon’s defeat of Prussia in 1806, and when the university was
closed under French occupation Hegel soon moved to Niiremburg, leaving an
illegitimate son born to his landlady in 1807. Perhaps equally productively it was
during these years in Jena that Hegel conceived his fundamental philosophy,
publishing his first major work, Phenomenology of Mind, in 1807.! After eight years
as a schoolteacher, during which he wrote The Science of Logic (and married, to
become the father of three more children, one dying in infancy) he became
Professor of Philosophy at Heidelberg University in 1816, a brief prelude to his
prestigious appointment in 1818 to the Chair of Philosophy at Berlin University
(in Prussia). He remained there, working at different branches of his philosophy
until his death in 1831, having published The Philosophy of Right in 1821 and leaving
copious lecture notes from which other works (including The Philosophy of History)
were posthumously published.
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The influence of Hegel’s times

If Hegel’s personal life was fairly uneventful, not so his times — and he himself
recognised their role in the formation of his ideas. First, he was born at a high point
in German philosophical culture, when the philosophy of Kant (1724-1804)
exercised the minds of such contemporaries as Fichte (1762-1814) and Schelling
(1775-1854). Influenced by Spinoza’s ideas, Kant tried to show that reason governs
the universe, and developed a moral theory centred on the notion of ‘freedom’,
which he construed as individual self-discipline to follow the dictates of reason. He
also famously argued that the empirical, material world is inherently unknowable
—amere ‘thing in itself’. Otherwise following Kant, Fichte rejected the latter idea
and hoped to find the basis for systematising all experience in terms of the
confrontation between the freedom inherent in self-consciousness and the
‘external” world. Schelling (Hegel’s Tiibingen friend) pursued these themes,
adopting a theory which overcame the opposition between ‘subject’ (self-
consciousness) and ‘object’ (the ‘external’ world), resulting in a notion of God as
the universe, rather than transcending its laws. Later he altered his philosophy to
argue that human existence is in fact the Absolute’s (or God’s) expression of its
consciousness of itself — and that therefore creative freedom is the essence of
humanity. Hegel’s thinking matured, then, within a context dominated by these
lofty themes of self-consciousness, freedom, the subject-object relation, the nature
of ultimate reality, and its relation to our actual (‘phenomenological’) world (i.e.,
reality as it appears to us). All these themes are deeply embedded in Hegel’s outlook,
demonstrating that his thinking is far from original.

Second, an important yet complex influence was ‘the Enlightenment’ immediately
preceding his times. No late eighteenth-century intellectual remained unaffected
by its ethos, either to deplore its seeming simplicities or to be inspired (however
critically) by its ideals of rationality and progress. Hegel was no exception.
However, matters are more complicated because, although primarily considered a
Franco-British movement, there was also during the eighteenth century a German
‘enlightenment’ — the ‘Aufklirung’. Although, in particular, its proponents’
historical approach differed from the French, and found its fulfilment alternatively
in early nineteenth-century German romanticism and philosophical idealism
(including Hegel and the Rankean school of history?), it has been urged that this
should not exclude them from the Enlightenment, but encourage us to broaden our
conception of it.> A complex matter for historians of thought, then, the point is
that part of the ethos to which Hegel responded was the work of ‘Enlightened
thinkers in Germany’, since ‘the problems Hegel sought to resolve with the
dialectical method were clearly posed, though imprecisely solved, by the scholars
of the Aufklarung’.*

The third influential aspect of his times was their famously eventful nature. Hegel
was nineteen, at University, when the hugely important French Revolution
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erupted. Like many Europeans he was enthralled by its ideals of Freedom, Reason,
and Progress — inspirations he never abandoned, but within which he was later to
find his own sometimes apparently opposite meanings. After its bloody birthpangs
came ‘the child of the Revolution’, Napoleon, and we can only imagine with what
fascination Hegel followed his career to its doom, having witnessed in awe the
Emperor, ‘this world-soul’, at his defeat of the Prussian army at Jena in 1806, riding
though the streets on his historic mission to change the world. These profound
events surrounding his otherwise routine academic life offered Hegel not merely
food for thought, but a gargantuan feast for reflection as to their meaning and
significance — resulting in a lifetime of philosophical work pervaded by the notions
of Freedom, Progress, Reason, portentous political and cultural change, the tragedy
of greatness, and the march of history and its relation to ultimate reality — i.e.,
history’s meaning.

Introduction to Hegel’s thought

[t is impossible to understand Hegel’s philosophy of history without some grasp of
his overall philosophical approach, yet this is famously difficult to understand fully.
This is partly because his thinking functions at a markedly abstract level — namely,
in the domain of ultimate Being, or ‘ontology’ — where behind the empirical
realities we perceive is the higher realm of the logic or ‘Reason’ pervading existence.
[t is the bringing together of the world as we know it (its ‘phenomenological’
character) with this underlying ontological dimension of Absolute Reality, which
Hegel calls ‘philosophy’. ‘Philosophy’, then, is the key to understanding reality, for
it is his abiding belief that what we call ‘existence’ or ‘actuality’ is imbued with Mind
(or Reason). The task of ‘philosophy’ is to discover this Reason inherent in the
world as we know it. We may call this Reason (or Mind), ‘God’, as does Hegel
frequently. But he himself argued that religious notions of ‘God’ are but symbolic
expressions of rational truths, so when he uses the term ‘God’ he means it
philosophically as one term amongst others (e.g., ‘the Absolute’) to denote ulti-
mate reality. The religious expression of this belief is the symbolic notion that ‘God
created the world’, but even symbolically this is simplistic, vague, and possibly
misleading. It is too simple because it suggests a one-off act of self-manifestation of
Mind, whereas for Hegel ‘creation’ (i.e., Mind’s objectification of itself in/as the
actual world) is a process of development in distinct stages. It is too vague because
it gives no indication of the mechanisms driving this developmental process nor
of the instruments employed. And it is possibly misleading insofar as it suggests a
transcendent Mind or agent, i.e., ‘above and beyond’ the world, in some undefined
sense causing and governing it.

I stress ‘possibly’ because this is a controversial aspect of Hegel’s philosophy. The
issue is this: is Hegel’s ‘God’ or ‘Mind’ some transcendent force, or is it co-equal
with the universe as the immanent principles of its constitution and workings? This
latter theory — namely, equating God with His creation — is called ‘pantheism’ in
theology, and is regarded as religious heresy by Christians. (Both Spinoza and
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Schelling, for example, were accused of it.) It is important because, for many, it is
the crux on which depends whether Hegel’s philosophy is worthy of study or
whether it should be dismissed as the indulgences of a philosophical dreamer. Why
is this so? Many will think that, if construed as a transcendent Being responsible for
willing and designing the universe, ‘God’ should be removed altogether from
rational, ‘scientific’, explanatory discourse (the position of both classical and
modern materialists, and atheists) on the grounds either that no such ‘Being’ exists,
or that if it does, its disconnection from the universe other than through an
unknowable, hence unintelligible, act of wilful creation makes it an absurd thing
to appeal to in trying to explain existence.

The alternative is the immanentist position, which construes ‘God’ as
synonymous with the known principles inherent in Existence. The analogy of a
spontaneously evolved system may help. Such a system (e.g., the ecological system)
is not designed by anyone, yet the interconnections between its parts can be
explained (via cause and effect). Alternatively, however, the different laws
interplaying within the parts of the system can be seen as implying an overall ‘logic’
which encompasses but is not exhausted by its component parts. In this sense the
system is more than simply the sum of all its parts interacting individually. Now,
the immanentist position on ‘God’ is analogous to construing the universe as ‘a
system as a whole’, and to denoting this by the term ‘God’ or, philosophically, ‘the
Absolute’, or ‘Substance’.

The point of this is that an immanentist concept of ‘God’ makes the universe
far more amenable to explanation (both of what goes on in it and of its overall-ness)
than the concept of a transcendent ‘God’. If the latter, it may be good religion but
as a philosophy it promises ultimately nothing in terms of rationally explaining
existence, and should accordingly be derided (as many have Hegel’s philosophy).
If the former, however, the apparent absence of the supernatural, coupled with its
potential for explanation of the whole (rather than only the interactions of
individual things, as, arguably, in modern science), persuades many intellectuals
to take such philosophies with the utmost seriousness, as many have Hegel’s
philosophy.

Whichever interpretation one puts on Hegel in this respect, above all our initial
task must be to approach his thinking with this awareness that Hegel did profoundly
believe in ‘Mind’ or ‘God’. This so pervades his entire philosophy that, according
to one scholar, it causes many to ‘believe that in Hegel the profoundest thoughts
of God became articulated in man’;® in other words, that in exposing the nature
and workings of ‘Mind’, Hegel’s philosophy is nothing less than ‘God’ explaining
himself to himself, i.e., through the vehicle of Hegel’s thinking!

Mind objectifying itself

To understand Hegel, then, we need to grasp this central notion of ‘Mind’
objectifying itself. In one sense this is a familiar notion if we leave aside ‘Mind’ as
‘God’ or ‘the Absolute’ and think instead of an individual human mind. Here, we
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can say that any artefact created by an individual is the product of his mind. He
has an idea, and ‘objectifies’ it by making an actual object. The object ‘realises’ or
‘actualises’ his idea. Two points can be added to this straightforward example.

To outsiders encountering the artefact, it is often obvious that it is the product
of someone’s mind. In other cases this may not be obvious, as in an abstract painting
mistaken for an accidental spilling of paint. Here, it is up to the art expert to
demonstrate it is the product of an artist’s mind — and he does this by exposing the
thought implicit in the artefact. Similarly, whatever topic Hegel gives a
philosophical exposition of, be it Nature, history, or the State, in insisting they
exemplify Mind he does not ask us simply to believe him, but instead to attend to his
exposition of the ‘logic’ in things. Importantly, then, the notion that reality
exemplifies Mind is not regarded by Hegel as an article of faith: rather, the proof
of the pudding is in the eating.

The other point is that, in ‘objectifying’ his idea of something, as in a potter
making a pot, that which he makes is his, in the double sense that it expresses or
‘objectifies’ both his idea of the pot and of himself as a potter. It is, then, part of his
self, if by ‘self we mean that of which we are conscious when we describe ourselves
as ‘self-conscious’. This shows how the mundane fact of someone making an artefact
can be expressed esoterically as an act of ‘self-realisation’. The point of so trans-
posing it is that, in introducing the notions of consciousness, self, objectification,
and the subject—object relation, it enables deeper analysis. Let us now go further.

Dialectics

Let us suppose our potter initially only aspires to be such. He has yet to actually make
a pot. At this point we have to make a supposition crucial to Hegel’s approach —
namely, that his first attempt to make a pot is a crude effort. For example, he gets
the shape right, but in order to do so has had to make the body excessively thick.
Thus, surveying his pot, he does not want to be pinned down by this object — it is
not the full expression of his idea of the pot, and hence neither of himself as a
potter. He considers it, to that extent, an alien object, not his. (In Hegelian terms,
his act of self-objectification turns out to be an act of self-alienation). Thus he rejects
(or ‘negates’) this first pot, and makes another which corrects its deficiency by
making its sides less thick. But in doing so, the pot lacks the strength to sustain its
original shape. Like the first effort, it also is a one-sided, incomplete objectification
of his idea. What is required is thus a third pot which ‘negates’ the deficiencies of
both the first and second, and instead synthesises their positive aspects, where shape
and thickness combine successfully in a new effort. As such the third pot is not only
different from both the earlier ones — it is more complex and more fully objectifies
the potter’s idea of a pot. But it has not sprung from nowhere. On the contrary, its
‘logic’ is precisely the product of that prior progression whereby the first pot
generated the second, and the second the third. In that sense we may call it the
necessary consequence of the logical development of the potter’s idea, not only of the
pot, but of himself as an actual potter.
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To complete the analogy, we may suppose this third pot, although resolving the
contradictions generated by the first two, is itself still less than the completely
satisfactory actualisation of the potter’s idea. For example, it may still be deficient
in aspects of its functionality or of its external decoration. The third pot thus
becomes a new starting point, (now from a higher stage), which through the same
‘logic’ of producing and resolving contradictions will achieve a yet higher, even
more complex, stage — and so on, until the point is reached where all the apparently
conflicting features of ‘the perfect pot’ are reconciled and superseded in the final
creation. In surveying it, the potter at last takes satisfaction in his ‘self-
objectification’ as a potter. This last pot is, then, a complex artefact which has
worked out such apparently diverse features as shape, thickness, function, colour,
and so on, into a coherent whole —i.e., there is more to ‘the perfect pot’ than meets
the eye!

It is just this way of looking at things Hegel calls ‘dialectics’. This term is
reminiscent of its classical Greek usage referring to ‘argument’, where (like
Socrates) one would establish the truth about something by raising a point,
contradicting it, finding some common ground, then contradicting that, and so on,
until all the apparently opposite perceptions would play their part in the full
exploration of the truth. It is in this (now Hegelian) sense that our potter’s pots
are ‘dialectical’ in nature. Rather than given, fixed objects (examples of Being),
each is replete with the tension of change. In other words, each is a manifestation
of Becoming. The proper understanding of this or that pot requires, then, not only
that we understand it is a pot rather than an arbitrary natural object — i.e., that it
is a product of someone’s mind. It also requires that we penetrate to the idea which
the potter is trying to actualise, and thus see this or that pot as, so to speak, an
unstable thing caught up in the process of the ‘coming-to-be’ of that idea which
the potter aspires to fully objectify.

Impersonal ‘Reason’

So far, in conveying Hegel’s conviction of an underlying ‘logic’ to existence, we
have used the potter analogy. This shows some of Hegel’s meaning, including
dialectics. But Hegel goes further. We may observe from our potter analogy that,
although the dynamic driving his successive ‘objectifications’ comes from him, there
is a sense in which he is not in control of the process because the implications of
his idea of the pot seem to take over the process as they seem to determine his
successive efforts. It is almost as if the potter becomes a prisoner of the process
which he consciously initiated but unknowingly fulfils.

[t is to just this impersonal level that Hegel moves, for in his philosophy the logic
embedded in the actual world is not that which human-beings impose upon it
through their activities. Rather, the mind endowing the world with rationality is
ametaphysical entity, the ‘World-Mind’, the ‘Absolute’, (or ‘God’). Thus we need
to move from the analogy of a human-being creating an artefact to a more advanced
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one where the human mind (although involved as an instrument) plays no conscious
role in the gradual unfolding of the logic behind reality, but where the ‘Idea’ being
actualised belongs to impersonal ‘Mind’.

Suppose two people, Peter and Paul, entirely in the abstract — neither has ever
had contact with another person. Suppose they simply appear on an island, and
meet. [nitially each may like, dislike, or be indifferent to the other. Let us suppose
that, at some time, they ‘like’ each other. Peter asks Paul to help him chop down
a tree; (he expects Paul to help him because he knows Paul likes him). Paul,
surprised, says ‘No, I'm too tired’. Peter is offended and is thus unpleasant to Paul.
Paul finds Peter’s new antagonism uncomfortable since, after all, he had enjoyed
Peter’s company. Paul therefore apologises and helps cut down the tree. (Paul has
realised his tiredness is not as important as their liking each other). Peter and Paul
continue to meet, and help each other with their tasks. They thus begin to rely on
each other’s help, and get to know each other better, so that they feel they can take
their mutual help and liking for granted. One day Peter is ill, and correspondingly
ill-tempered. He tells Paul to do all his tasks for him that day. Paul, taken aback,
says ‘Don’t tell me what to do! If you ask me, I'll do it’. Peter apologises, and asks
Paul nicely. Paul does Peter’s tasks, and cares for him while he is ill. Peter is truly
grateful, the experience cementing their mutual respect, trust, affection, and
support. They become life-long friends.

The point of this little fable is that at the beginning neither Peter nor Paul had even
met anyone before, but at the end they were true friends. In understanding this
outcome, at no point in the story was it necessary that either player knew what
friendship is, nor aspired to it. Yet the ‘logic’ of their encounters and immediate
impulses drew them on from merely ‘liking’ each other (a merely implicit idea of
friendship) to a higher relationship which finally fulfils the complex requirements
of ‘true’ friendship (i.e., making it explicit). It is true our little story contained two
crisis moments, but it appears these were necessary to the further development of
the players’ relationship, and thus ultimately powerfully productive. To an extent,
they also appeared as consequences of the previous (happier) situations, such that
overall we might recognise an Hegelian dialectic at work, including ‘the power of
the negative’. And this is partly the point of the analogy.

But more than this, there is a sense in which the true subject of the story is neither
Peter nor Paul, but the idea of friendship. This idea was not something Peter or Paul
were either conscious of or intending to achieve. They were merely the instruments
the idea employed to become actualised. Unlike our potter analogy, here ‘the idea’
being ‘objectified’ owes nothing to human intentions. Rather, it is part of a
completely impersonal mind. Pre-empting his Philosophy of History, we can say that
in its Introduction Hegel devotes considerable space to explaining (similar to Vico)
that, although men’s pursuit of their needs, passions, and convictions might seem
to determine the course of history, these ‘manifestations of vitality on the part of
individuals and peoples, in which they seek and satisfy their own purposes, are, at
the same time, the means and instruments of a higher and broader purpose of which
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they know nothing — which they realise unconsciously’.” Although Hegel does
recognise certain exceptional people as ‘world-historical individuals’ (he cites
Alexander the Great, Caesar, and Napoleon) even these ‘had no consciousness of
the general Idea they were unfolding’. However, they were remarkable for having
‘an insight into the requirements of the time — what was ripe for development’, and
may thus even be excused for actions judged immoral by ordinary standards.®

These latter observations, however, go beyond the scope of our little island-story,
to which we return to extract another of its implications — namely, that in
demonstrating the true nature of friendship, the story only shows this at the end of
what has been a dialectical process. Were we, without hindsight, to have stopped
the story half-way through, we would not know what it was about — or rather, be
under the illusion it is about Peter or Paul. But at the end one can say: ‘Now I see
what this is the story of’. This insight enables one also to comprehend what was
truly going on half-way through the story, removing one’s previous illusions by
showing what was irrelevant because devoid of significance in the dialectical
unfolding of the idea of friendship.

Our little story is, then, markedly selective, and this exemplifies what might be
seen as a problem endemic to Hegel’s approach. Because ‘philosophy’ is the
revelation of Mind at work in the world, then only those things which are
dialectical moments of the ‘objectification’ of Mind are philosophy’s concern.
Other phenomena are mere ‘appearances’, which can be studied from numerous
viewpoints — for example, what kind of tree did Peter and Paul chop down?, what
was the nature of Peter’s illness?, and so on. But such discourse is not philosophy
because it is not cast in terms of revealing the operation of Mind. Thus numerous
things are removed from ‘philosophical’ understanding and relegated to other
discourses. Only that which is ‘rational’ (i.e., a manifestation of Mind) is ‘real’;
conversely, only that which is ‘real’ is ‘rational’ — a double dictum Hegel famously
formulated.’

But it could be argued that this makes Hegel’s philosophy one giant tautology,
since to claim the world exemplifies Mind is only acceptable if the world can be so
shown. But in Hegel only part of the world can be so shown — namely, that which
suits the showing. The rest remains inaccessible to philosophy, which many think
should explain all. Indeed, we will see him putting huge restrictions on what
historical material is relevant to philosophy of history.

Alternatively it could be that, rather than presenting an empty tautology, Hegel
is right to so differentiate things in the world. Let us not forget his own claim that
he is not suggesting this a priori, but that the logic which pertains to (some) things
is demonstrable — in just the same way as we claimed an observer can show that
this object is, in fact, a pot whereas that object (e.g., a piece of mud) is meaningless
—i.e., ‘the proof of the pudding is in the eating’.

However one sees this, it as well to raise the issue now, when it already surfaces,
since it is a problem from the outset and permeates all his subsequent arguments.
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To summarise, then; the overall point of our little island-story is to suggest an
analogy for Hegel’s notion that ultimate reality is Mind, and that the logic
pervading the phenomena of the actual world is the product of the inherent
dynamic in (impersonal) Mind to objectify its nature and Ideas. The range and
nature of these Ideas are expounded in different parts of Hegel’s philosophy
(whereby the corresponding features of the actual world are explained, including
physi