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The stability and well-defined structure of the Cold war is a thing of the past, and we face a shift to a destabilized, multipolar, environment. The collapse of the Berlin Wall remains the defining feature of the contemporary international system, but a new system hasn’t yet taken shape. Domestic politics everywhere is marked by the rise of extremism, nationalism, and political polarization. Any period of historical crisis can invite philosophical reflection, but the collapse of the Soviets was, for the West and for the rest of the world, as defining a moment as the French Revolution had been for previous generations. In other words, it was an event that changed the very form of history, and changed the ideological landscape in which historical interpretation and philosophical reflection would take place. Now, the Westphalian system itself, which ordered world affairs since the end of the 30 Years War, shows signs of tremendous strain.[footnoteRef:1] [1: . See Henry Kissinger, Word Order (London: Penguin, 2014) pp. 86-96] 

Today’s historical situation, of global complexity, destabilization and crisis, invites a renewed interest in the philosophy of history. How are we to deal with such times? With the rise of structuralism and poststructuralism, the philosophy of history was to some extent eclipsed, along with the existentialism and Marxism that had formed its environment. But with the collapse of the Cold War order, the philosophy of history returns to make sense of a disordered world, although in a very different way than before. Philosophy must itself always arise from its own times, but the philosophy of history has to address its own times as much as it has to examine the past.
Two fundamental approaches to the philosophy of history might be called the epistemological and the existential. The epistemological approach focuses on question like: what kind of knowledge is historical knowledge? Does it admit of objectivity, and what is the role of interpretation in the work of the historian? What is a historical fact, and what are historical explanations? Does causation work differently in history from how it works in nature? How is history a different kind of knowledge from science? Does history require a special, interpretive theory, or is it structured by hypothetical-deductive explanations like the natural sciences? 
[bookmark: _GoBack]The existential approach focuses on the question of the meaning of history for human life. Do human beings have any agency within history? Do we create history, or are we created by it? How are we to bear the smallness of our own lives within the grand sweep of human events? How do we handle the duality of being both historical persons and biological entities, an animal species both like no other animal, but in so many ways also just like any other animal? Then there’s the problem of how historicity can lead to relativism in ethics; do our values and moral sentiments have any objectivity or universality at all, any validity, or are they themselves just historical phenomena, like any other, totally prone to historicity?  

The distinction between the epistemological and existential approaches to the philosophy of history overlaps with that between the critical and the speculative approaches, which in turn reflects the contrast between analytic and continental philosophy in general. Analytic philosophy studies the epistemology of historical knowledge, and continental philosophy addresses the structure and meaning of history itself. We might say that the epistemological approach is empty without the question of history’s meaning, and the continental approach is blind without investigating how history is researched and written.

My comments here will focus on these existential or speculative questions. By briefly surveying the philosophy of history in three central figures, (Hegel, Nietzsche, and Foucault), and looking over the main narrative structures used, we can touch on several of the major themes and see how they inform us about today’s world events.



Hegel: history as the development of reason

Hegel is one of the foundational thinkers in the philosophy of history, and almost everyone follows him by accepting, rejecting, or adjusting his ideas. His is one of the strongest accounts of human progress over the course of historical time. In a famous passage he puts the question of the meaning of human history in especially stark terms:
But as we contemplate history as this slaughter-bench, upon which the happiness of nations, the wisdom of states, and the virtues of individuals were sacrificed, the question necessarily comes to mind: What was the ultimate goal for which these monstrous sacrifices were made? …in this perspective the events that present such a grim picture for our troubled feeling and thoughtful reflection must be seen as the means for what we claim is the substantial definition, the absolute end-goal or, equally, the true result of world history (§ 24).[footnoteRef:2] [2: . G. W. F. Hegel Lectures on the Philosophy of World History H.B. Nisbet, trans. (United Kingdom: Cambridge, 1975) p. 184] 

Hegel’s answer is that history is structured by the progressive unfolding of human freedom, which he defines as rational self-determination. In his Philosophy of History, a lecture course delivered in 1857, he states that “Reason is the Sovereign of the World; that the history of the world therefore, presents us with a rational process…in the pure light of this divine Idea... the illusion that the world is a mad or foolish happening disappears.” (§ 12).[footnoteRef:3] Hegel’s account moves from the ancient civilizations where only the ruler is free, to the ancient polis where only a few are free, through the Protestant Reformation and finally, to the modern state where all are free. And this progress is accomplished through human action, whether the human actors are conscious of the movement toward universal freedom or not. [3: . Hegel’s Lectures, p. 9] 

Hegel is both systematic and historicist; systematic because art, religion and philosophy, for example, are all interrelated, and also historicist because those forms unfold over time in a development that uniquely reflects the structure of their interrelations.  Hegel remarks on how one age is incapable of fully recovering a cultural or artistic element that belongs to another age, another time: “…once the substantial form of the spirit has inwardly reconstituted itself, [he says,] all attempts to preserve the form of an earlier culture are utterly in vain; like withered leaves they are pushed off by the new buds already growing at their roots.”[footnoteRef:4] Any period of culture has an irreducible distinctness, an individuality, by virtue of its place and role within the larger course of spirit’s gradual unfolding into more and more distinct forms of self-apprehension. As with art, philosophy itself is always a product of its own time, its own place in the development of human reason. In the preface to the Philosophy of Right, Hegel famously asserts that philosophical understanding itself is fully historicized: “Whatever happens, every individual is a child of his time; so philosophy too is its own time apprehended in thoughts. It is just as absurd to fancy that a philosophy can transcend its contemporary world as it is to fancy that an individual can overleap his own age, jump over Rhodes.”[footnoteRef:5] [4: . G. W. F. Hegel Science of Logic (Arnold V. Miller, Trans.) N.Y.: Prometheus, 1969 p. 26 n. 2]  [5: . G.W.F. Hegel Elements of the Philosophy of Right ed. Allen W. Wood, trans. H.B. Nisbet (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991)] 

So, Hegel is a strong historicist, but not a relativist, because he has a developmental sense of historical change, a sense of humanity’s tendency toward freedom. History has direction and purpose. In the Phenomenology of Spirit, from 1807, Hegel likens the development of humanity to Goethe’s novel of education (or Bildungsroman) The Sorrows of Young Werther. History has a purpose and a structure not unlike that of the individual person as they develop. As Mandlebaum said, “historicism is [at least] the belief that an adequate understanding of the nature of any phenomenon and an adequate assessment of its value are to be gained through considering it in terms of the place it occupied and the role it played within a process of development.”[footnoteRef:6] It’s this development that governs history. [6: . Maurice Mandlebaum Reason, Man, and History (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 1971) p. 42] 

For Hegel, the “master of the world” is Reason, which enables us to grasp the world-historical purpose as its own self-realization at a certain point in historical time. This is a kind of cognitive privilege. For although made possible by his location at a certain historical point in the development of Spirit, knowledge of the world-historical purpose itself necessarily transcends the specific forms taken by that development at any point. Hegel’s position in history enables him both to conceive the nature of that transcendence and to give an account of how his position in history makes that conception possible. Hegel’s Reason, then, from a more modest epistemological viewpoint, functions just as if it were outside of historical time. Nietzsche’s own assumptions about the limits of human knowledge, at least during the period of 1872-4, make it impossible for him to accept the more speculative aspects of Hegel’s philosophy of history.  The idea of self-knowing Reason, then, assumes a theological position that’s as unavailable to us today as it was to Nietzsche in the later 19th century.









Microhistory vs. Metanarratives

So it is that Hegel’s evolutionary theology has little to do with the contemporary philosophy of history. How, then, is history practiced in the absence of a developmental metanarrative? Today’s strongest historians generally accept the more Nietzschean and Foucauldian program of detailing the local and the specific over grander narratives like those found in Toynbee or Spengler.  That same tendency appears in historical and literary studies like those of Guido Ruggiero’s microhistory and Stephen Greenblatt’s new historicism.  Microhistory, as the name implies, focuses on small-scale, specific human interactions without reference to large historical trends, reacting partly against the longue duree approach developed by Ferdinand Braudel and other members of the Annales School of history, partly against the “great Marxist and functionalist systems.”[footnoteRef:7]  “In particular, we see the emergence in several aspects characterized by analysis, at extremely close range, of highly circumscribed phenomena-a village community, a group of families, even an individual person.”[footnoteRef:8] [7: . Giovanni Levi, “On Microhistory” in New Perspectives on Historical Writing ed. Peter Burke (University Park: Penn State, 1991) pp. 93-4; quoted in Carlo Ginzburg, Microhistory: Two or Three Things I know About It” in Critical Inquiry Vol. 20, No. 1 (Fall, 1993) p. 17, fn. #29]  [8: . Carlo Ginzburg and Carlo Poni, “The Name and the Game: Unequal Exchange and the Historiographic Marketplace” in Microhistory and the Lost Peoples of Europe ed. Edward Muir and Guido Ruggiero, trans. Eren Branch (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1991) p. 3] 

For example, one of the leading microhistorians produced a book-length study of a particular miller who was condemned to death by the Inquisition.[footnoteRef:9]  Ruggiero explores the development of the Renaissance concept of insanity as unreason, but on a smaller scale than Foucault’s considerable sweep in Madness and Civilization.  He traces the theme through Venetian court documents on persons excused for murder or given reduced sentences if determined insane (furiosum).[footnoteRef:10]  Even in his book length treatment of sex crimes in Renaissance Venice, Ruggiero restricts himself to “a close study of such documentation [as should] provide a significant new insight into the role and function of sexuality in one Renaissance city.”[footnoteRef:11]  Because the microhistorians focus on the documentary traces of specific interactions between real persons, and because those interactions always take place within a localized social, cultural, and economic milieu, the philosophy of history behind their studies has little to say about the greater telic properties of human history itself.  The wider sweep of history, where cycles or decline or progress occur, are not simply not addressed. [9: . See Carlo Ginzburg The Cheese and the Worms: The Cosmos of a Sixteenth Century Miller trans John and Anne Tedeschi (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1980)]  [10: . Guido Ruggiero, “Excusable Murder: Insanity and Reason in Early Renaissance Venice” in Journal of Social History Vol. 13, No. 1 (Autumn, 1982) p. 111]  [11: .Guido Ruggiero The Boundaries of Eros: Sex Crime and Sexuality in Renaissance Venice (Great Britain: Oxford University Press, 1985) p. 5] 

Instead, the microhistorian will insist on a pragmatic approach to a local situation.  In a discussion of the special problems involved with treating documents from criminal cases, for example, Ruggiero describes “the crime itself as a provisional and open-ended example of social interaction situated at a particular time and place.”[footnoteRef:12]  Microhistory, then, simply disregards the macro-level at which the relevance of the grand narratives are addressed.  Instead we find only Nietzsche’s “earthly fleas.” There is no world-history, only the real stories of real human beings as they’re found in the available records. And if that’s true, if we can find no grand Hegelian narrative to ground our interpretation of the past and our present, what should we do? [12: . Guido Ruggiero Edward Muir and Guido Ruggiero, introduction to History from Crime Trans. Corrada Biazzo Curry, Margaret A. Gallucci, and Mary T. Gallucci (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994) p. xi] 




Nietzsche

Nietzsche raged against Hegel on many occasions. “…we are not capable of conceiving of beginning and end; so let’s just forget all this crap about ‘development’!  It inevitably sounds ridiculous!”[footnoteRef:13]  Couched in his usual fiery language, Nietzsche’s insight here links the impossibility of knowing world history to that of imputing a world-historical purpose. Quite simply, the limits of human knowledge do not allow for pronouncements on the overall purpose of human history; “even if we assume that there is a world purpose, it would be impossible to know it because we are earthly fleas and not masters of the world.”[footnoteRef:14] This is aimed directly against Hegel’s famous comment about Reason from the introduction to the lectures on the philosophy of history. But that didn’t mean that no philosophy of history could be developed. It’s just that Nietzsche had to overcome the dominance of Hegel in order to develop his own position. [13: . Friedrich Nietzsche Unpublished Writings from the Period of “Unfashionable Observations” Richard T. Gray, trans. (California: Stanford University Press, 1995) p. 216, ¶29 [53] ]  [14: . Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals, translated and edited by Douglas Smith, Oxford: Oxford World's Classics, 1996 p. 226] 

The Untimely Meditations of 1874 contains the classic essay “Advantages and Disadvantages of History for Life,” one of the most important texts in the philosophy of history. For Nietzsche, history “is only desired for the service of the future and the present, not to weaken the present or undermine a living future.”[footnoteRef:15] It’s according to that criterion that we should determine our own use of history, both in terms of approaching the past and in terms of philosophically evaluating that approach. His essay distinguishes among three different approaches to the writing of history, the monumental, the antiquarian, and the critical, each one of which has its own particular advantages and disadvantages for us who live today.  [15: . Friederich Nietzsche, “On the Use and Abuse of History for Life” (in “Untimely Meditations, ” 1874) Adrian Collins, Trans. (Wikisource, 2017)  https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/On_the_Use_and_Abuse_of_History_for_Life (Cited hereafter as Nietzsche, 1874)] 

Monumental history helps us in our “action and struggle” and finds encouragement and instruction in the past, taking the great men and women of other times as exemplars who inspire us to action now. Monumental history provides “the knowledge that the great thing existed and was therefore possible, and so may be possible again” (Nietzsche, 1874). Here one recalls Caesar weeping when he compared his own relatively meagre accomplishments to those of Alexander the Great. What that moment of despair really showed was that the Roman saw himself as equally capable of greatness. It was the other side of the highest, strongest hope.
The disadvantage of monumental history is that it tends to become legend at the expense of accurate, objective understanding of past events; “if we really wish to learn something from an example, how vague and elusive do we find the comparison! If it is to give us strength, many of the differences must be neglected, the individuality of the past forced into a general formula and all the sharp angles broken off for the sake of correspondence” (Nietzsche, 1874). The particularity and complexity of the past, the exact course of causes and effects is ignored in order to extract inspiration and instruction from other periods:
As long as the soul of history is found in the great impulse that it gives to a powerful spirit, as long as the past is principally used as a model for imitation, it is always in danger of being a little altered and touched up, and brought nearer to fiction. Sometimes there is no possible distinction between a ‘monumental’ past and a mythical romance, as the same motives for action can be gathered from the one world as the other. If this monumental method of surveying the past dominates the others—the antiquarian and the critical—the past itself suffers wrong. (Nietzsche, 1874).
And it’s not only the objectivity of history that suffers here, but the quality of present action. When history slides into legend it encourages nostalgia, overconfidence, an enthusiastic lack of realism about what’s possible today. Nietzsche was well aware of this disadvantage, and says that “[m]onumental history lives by false analogy; it entices the brave to rashness, and the enthusiastic to fanaticism by its tempting comparisons. Imagine this history in the hands-and the head-of a gifted egoist or an inspired scoundrel; kingdoms will be overthrown, princes murdered, war and revolution let loose” Take, for example, Mussolini’s absurd project of recovering the greatness of Rome for 20th century Italy, or Erdogan’s crazy ambition to bring back the Ottoman Empire. The world is full of leaders who promise to make their nations great again, which does little except foment the worst kind of nationalism. Here, then, is one of the great advantages of the philosophy of history. It enables us to avoid slipping into legend as we draw on the past for inspiration and instruction, and helps us identify those who have failed to avoid the hazard, thereby endangering everyone.
Antiquarian history is marked by “conservatism and reverence” for all things of the past, but presents the disadvantage of hindering “the mighty impulse to a new deed” (Nietzsche, 1874). But we’re in much less danger of this sort of mummification than Nietzsche’s generation was, and can pass over into the advantages and disadvantages of critical history. Our own time surely suffers less from an excess of history than from a deficiency.
Critical history arises from our “suffering and [our] desire for deliverance” (Nietzsche, 1874). “Man must have the strength to break up the past; and apply it too, in order to live. He must bring the past to the bar of judgment, interrogate it remorselessly, and finally condemn it” (Nietzsche, 1874). It’s the inner impulse of life to change, to develop, and to evolve. The inheritance that holds us back from transformation, from evolution, is burdensome and must be thrown off in order to grow and progress. The critical historian uproots the past, looks to overcome its grip on the present. This is a life-affirming impulse, an aggressive determination to take the next steps. But like the other approaches to history that Nietzsche describes, it has its disadvantages, because like monumental history, it falsifies the present by falsifying the past, albeit in the opposite direction. He writes:
The process [of critically uprooting the past] is always dangerous, even for life; and the men or the times that serve life in this way, by judging and annihilating the past, are always dangerous to themselves and others. For as we are merely the resultant of previous generations, we are also the resultant of their errors, passions, and crimes: it is impossible to shake off this chain. Though we condemn the errors and think we have escaped them, we cannot escape the fact that we spring from them. (Nietzsche, 1874).
Here, one may recall the reactionary stage of revolutions. Look at how the French revolution slipped back into authoritarianism, with Napoleon backsliding on the equal property rights of women that had been declared 10 years earlier by the revolutionaries, or the failure of the Russian Revolution in the figure of Stalin. In both cases the radical aspirations of the revolutionaries ran up against deeply entrenched traditions. A political revolution is not enough to bring radical change if the underlying political culture isn’t transformed. Just look at how the Egyptians succeeded in toppling Mubarak during the Arab Spring of 2011, but failed to prevent the deep state from installing the same system again.
So, Nietzsche’s answer to the falsity of Hegel’s grand narrative (as he sees it) is to approach history according to the particular needs of the present. But his answer is nuanced and cautious; his discussion of the disadvantages of monumental and critical history offer us ways to recover past greatness and to act with hope for the future without falling into nostalgia or enthusiastic excess.
Because we must learn from history; but the question of philosophy of history is always just how to do it. Mark Twain once quipped in his brilliant way that “history doesn’t repeat itself, but it does rhyme.” An advantage of the philosophy of history is to help us discern there rhymes, not for the sake of just knowing, but to structure a good response to the present situation. If we’re now really living through a time that actually rhymes with the 1930s in Europe, that surely gives us reason to fear. But it also gives us clues as to what may be possible and what is to be done. And if our leaders aren’t attuned to how the present may rhyme with the past, they surely can’t make good decisions. So it was that the Weimar republic responded to the crisis of the great depression with an austerity program. We know what happened before; why do it again? The latest issue of Foreign Affairs points out that the word ‘fascist’ “has served as a generic term of political abuse for many decades, but for the first time in ages, mainstream observers are using it seriously to describe major politicians and parties.”[footnoteRef:16] What happened? How is it that we see a return of fascism now, in the first quarter of the 21st. Century? Here, the question of historical cycles, of progress and decline, arises. [16: . Sheri Berman, “Fascism is not Populism” in Foreign Affairs (November-December, 2016) https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2016-10-17/populism-not-fascism ] 




Narrative Structures: Cycle, Decline, Progress, Chaos

Foucault, like the microhistorians, offers only an account of relatively localized events. The wider sweep of history is avoided in favor of a detailed account of individual persons or institutions within specific relations of power, knowledge, and artistic production. But what happens if we do consider the wider sweep of history? Is these such a thing? And if so, what its basic narrative shape? Does history run in cycles of rise and fall, to be repeated over again? Is there a story of decline from a kind of golden age, and if so, can it be recovered by us, today? Or is human history progressive, a learning experience, a kind of evolution? Are we getting more civilized? Is history a story of alienation and redemption, or “a tale told by a madman, full of sound and fury, but signifying nothing?” Is the shape of history more chaotic, a series of clashes, developments, collapses that don’t offer a grand narrative at all?
These are questions for historians as well as for the philosophy of history, because the basic narrative framework is a key to the historian’s research program, as well as to the meaning of history. It’s also true that the selection of narrative pattern is a key to understanding the political convictions of the philosopher of history. Because for better or worse, the philosophy of history is always closely connected to politics.
Many who have reflected on history have suggested a cyclical pattern of rise, apex, decline and fall, followed by another rise and repetition of the pattern. The cyclical account of human history is based on the human experience of the seasons, spring, summer, fall and winter, followed by another spring. It’s very much the oldest view of history, and predates the historicism of the 19th Century Germans. In fact, the cyclical view imputes a basic similarity between human affairs and natural events. 
	In Bk. V, Ch. 1 of Machiavelli’s History Of Florence, written between 1521 and 1525, we find another cycle, where human character is conceived in historical rather than Hesiod’s natural terms: “…valor produces peace; peace, repose; repose, disorder; disorder, ruin; so from disorder order springs; from order virtue, and from this, glory and good fortune. Hence, wise men have observed, that the age of literary excellence is subsequent to that of distinction in arms; and that in cities and provinces, great warriors are produced before philosophers. Arms having secured victory, and victory peace, the buoyant vigor of the martial mind cannot be enfeebled by a more excusable indulgence than that of letters; nor can indolence, with any greater or more dangerous deceit, enter a well-regulated community.”[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Niccolò Machiavelli, A History of Florence and of the Affairs of Italy from the Earliest Times to the Death of Lorenzo the Magnificent (1521-5) https://www.armstrongeconomics.com/library/books/history-of-florence-and-of-the-affairs-of-italy-machiavelli/ ] 


	When we look at theories of decline, we find that they’re often coupled with right-wing politics. Hesiod’s Works and Days from the 8th century BC describes a decline from the golden age to the Iron Age, a deterioration in the moral character of humanity. Ovid gave a similar account in the Metamorphoses. And something like this happens in the Biblical tales of the fall from grace and the floods. The historian Gibbon published his volumes on the decline and fall of the Roman Empire from 1776-1789, which he explained by the loss of civic virtue and the rise of Christianity. His was a pessimistic view of history and human nature, against the grain of the progressive Enlightenment view. The Decline is still a topic for discussion, particularly in America, where ancient Rome has always been mined for guidance, for encouragement, and for warnings that might enable the United States to avoid the course of empire. President Trump’s former campaign advisor Steve Bannon suggested last year that the United States faces an analogous decline, also caused by “mass uncontrolled immigration, decadence among the elite, and the loss of cohesion around societal institutions.”[footnoteRef:18] And The National Review makes similar use of Gibbon’s “central insight that it was an internal decay that most fatally weakened the empire seems more and more relevant to our own times in the democratic, liberal West.”[footnoteRef:19] [18: . Steve Bannon, “Same Causes of Roman Empire’s Decline can be Seen in America Today” in Breitbart Report (November 2017) http://www.breitbart.com/big-government/2017/11/13/bannon-same-causes-roman-empires-decline-seen-america-today/#bbvb ]  [19: . Michael Auslin, “Gibbon, the Muses, and the Decline of Rome” in (National Review, 2014) https://www.nationalreview.com/2014/10/gibbon-muses-and-decline-rome-michael-auslin/ ] 


What we see here is that the narrative structure of decline is a traditional feature of conservatism and of ideologies further to the right. But in a wider context, we are reminded that the philosophy of history is never without a political dimension. Gibbon’s narrative of declining virtue is linked with a criticism of growing autocracy that was as relevant to his own time as to Rome after the Antonines. So it is that conservatives who look to the Decline and Fall avoid its account of the role played by Christianity in Rome’s demise in Gibbon’s account, for that doesn’t suit their ideological purpose. Neither historical research nor the philosophy of history can eliminate the key role of political belief in determining this or that narrative, but both are useful in identifying the interpreter’s ideological commitments. 
In modern times, Spengler’s 1918 Decline of the West became the central narrative of historical decline. Written during WWI, it views the war as the beginning of a period of collapse, an event which is in turn part of a world-historical process. Although he saw himself as working with a cyclical model, Spengler is known as a kind of prophet of doom. The world’s high cultures cycle through a pattern of rise and fall which is inevitable and predetermined, like the life-cycle of an organism. After the culture has peaked, there arise large, sprawling urban centers populated by the disaffected ad alienated. “Elements drawn from all classes and conditions belong to [the city] instinctively—uprooted peasantry, literates, ruined businessmen, and above all (as the age of Catiline shows with terrifying clarity) derailed nobles.”[footnoteRef:20] These are periods of chaos and crisis that accompany the transition from “culture” to “civilization.” [20: . Adda B. Bozeman, “Decline of the West? Spengler Reconsidered“ in Virginia Quarterly Review Vol. 59, No. 2 (Spring, 1983) https://www.vqronline.org/essay/decline-west-spengler-reconsidered ] 

Spengler is a reactionary in his nostalgia for a lost period of more vigorous, natural life. Civilization corrupts and softens the character, weakening the “soul,” “blood” and “destiny” of a people; when a nation experiences comfort and loses its sense of a historical mission, decline results. We can see why his thinking was so naturally taken up by the National Socialists in the 1930s: “In race [writes Spengler,] there is nothing material but something cosmic and directional, the felt harmony of a Destiny, the single cadence of the march of historical Being.”[footnoteRef:21] Of course this is a far cry from the usual work of historians, and Spengler was more of an ideologue than a historian. But the point is that his sense of decline had and continues to have a strong impact on contemporary thought. Even today, conservative American magazines like the Atlantic and the National Review publish articles on Spengler’s relevance for today.  [21: . Oswald Spengler Decline of the West (1918) Chares Francis Atkinson, trans. https://archive.org/stream/declineofwest02spenuoft/declineofwest02spenuoft_djvu.txt ] 

There are also theories of historical progress, as we’ve seen with Hegel. The expression Whiggish history arose from the British Whig party, who believed in the eventual victory of parliamentary democracy over royal power. But Hegel and the Whigs were hardly the first to develop a theory of historical progress. In his Sketch for a Historical Picture of the Progress of the Human Mind of 1743, Condorcet wrote: “Our hopes for the future condition of the human race can be subsumed under three important heads: the abolition of inequality between nations, the progress of equality within each nation, and the true perfection of mankind.”[footnoteRef:22] Montesquieu also held a progressive theory that with the advance of reason humanity would overcome its superstitions and thereby advance. And look at 19th century anthropology, with Morgan’s scheme of humanity’s ascent through savagery, barbarism and civilization, or Compte’s from religion to metaphysics to science. Marx’s theory of the proletariat overcoming capitalism is another such progressive theory; even though Marx stood Hegel’s philosophy upside down, in one sense, he nevertheless retains the more or less Biblical narrative structure of alienation and reconciliation. And we notice that just as the theories of decline are associated with reactionary political positions, so are the theories of progress associated with the left. [22: . The Marquis de Condorcet Sketch for a Historical Picture of the Progress of the Human Mind (1743) http://www.bl.uk/learning/histcitizen/21cc/utopia/revolution1/condorcet1/condorcet.html ] 

A recent example of a progressive theory is Francis Fukuyama’s The End of History, published right after the Berlin Wall fell, which claimed that liberal democracy had won out in the ideological struggles of the 2oth century. The tremendous optimism of that time seemed to have intoxicated Fukuyama and others who were glad to see the demise of the U.S.S.R., but the mood didn’t last long as other challenges to the liberal international order arose. As we saw with Gibbon, Americans are particularly concerned with progress and decline because that nation is an empire. Here, the question of American exceptionalism arises as reflected by choice of narrative structure. The idea of American exceptionalism takes various forms. On one reading, it claims that the U.S. is different in kind from other nations, since it seeks not just its own power or prestige, but is deeply committed to spread and protect democracy worldwide. On that interpretation, what makes the America immune to the pattern of decline suffered by other nations throughout history is that the United States, unlike other great powers, is not a typical empire, that is, committed just to its own aggrandizement at the expense of the world’s peoples.  But if it is such an empire in the usual sense, why should it not suffer the usual cycle of decline and fall? If America’s greatness is based principally upon its military might and economic strength, then it’s not an exceptional sort of greatness at all, and not one immune to typical historical patterns. If America has no special mission, it can claim no escape from eventual decline and fall. But if America is, indeed, a typical empire, prone to the great historical crimes of colonialism and oppressive abuse of power, then why should it not fall? In fact, the current president is perceived by one half of the U.S. population as a strong leader who resists decline and represents progress, and by the other half as a madman who’s accelerating toward crisis. We’ve seen that the selection of a narrative structure by various philosophers and historians is never free of their ideological commitments and political leanings. But the interpretation of history as practiced by the general public is just as much an effect of ideological and political forces, and that’s shown in their selection of a particular writer or theory.

[image: foucault]

Foucault

What, though, if you don’t have a sense of one of these grand narratives, or you think the human mind unable to grasp history on such a great scale? You could still be historicist, but without the framework provided by an overarching, transhistorical purpose, you would be left with a much more localized, specific approach to interpreting historical events and processes. This brings us to Michel Foucault, whose resistance to Hegel and Marx’s grand progressive narratives drew on Nietzsche’s work. It was in fact Nietzsche’s genealogical method that allowed Foucault to account for historical change without recourse to a Hegelian grand narrative. Like other Poststructuralists in the wake of May ‘68, Foucault worked from a desire to get away from Marx, a project which demanded a strong interpretation of the Hegelian foundations of Marxism. To refuse the possibility of a world-historical understanding, a meta-narrative that integrated all of the local narratives into a purposive system, was to depart entirely from both Hegel and Marx. But then, what would the philosophy of history look like?
A clue to Foucault’s philosophy of history lies in a surprising remark about Heidegger from his final interview: “For me, Heidegger has always been the essential philosopher. My whole philosophical development was determined by my reading of Heidegger.”[footnoteRef:23] If we look at The Order of Things, Foucault’s history of the human sciences from 1966, we find that it’s the opposite of Hegel. One historical period doesn’t grow from the previous one. The Renaissance, the Enlightenment, and Romanticism simply follow each other like photographs from different scenes, syntagms which could be sequenced in any random way. Instead of evolution, there are simply paradigm shifts. Something like this is found in Heidegger’s book about Leibniz, The Principle of Reason of 1955-1956. In his later, poetic style, he wrote: “[T]he epochs suddenly spring up like sprouts. The epochs can never be derived from one another much less be placed on the track of an ongoing process.”[footnoteRef:24] This is the same anti-Hegelian structure that Foucault learned: a succession of ages without development, each one simply given. In one of his usual plays on words, Heidegger links the German words for history, the phrase “it is given,” the verb “sending” and so on through their sounds, as people do when they refer to “his-story.” This is as much poetry as philosophy, and the overall vision is of course more mystical, more unscientific, but the succession of epochs is just as random and void of Hegelian evolution as Foucault’s account of epistemic transformation in the human sciences. If anything, Foucault escapes the nostalgia of Heidegger altogether, since different forms of power and knowledge, different events, may have a structure, but history itself has no structure, no grand narrative, at all. [23: . Michel Foucault, “The Return of Morality,” in Politics, Philosophy, Culture: Interviews and other Writings, 1977-1984 Thomas Levin and Isabelle Lorenz Lawrence, trans. D. Kritzman, ed. (New York: Routledge, 1988) p. 250
]  [24: . Martin Heidegger, The Principle of Reason Reginald Lily, trans. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1996) p. 91] 

This brings us to the most famous disadvantage of the philosophy of history, the threat of a certain type of relativism called historicism. But we must distinguish between historicism and historicist relativism. We’ve seen that Hegel believed each age had its own special character, that human nature is itself effected by history. It’s those elements of Hegel’s philosophy that are in tension with his historicist tendencies to which we today are most resistant, including the strongly religious overtones of his thought, and the closely related teleological force that is assumed to structure all of historical change. If we disentangle Hegel’s approach from its theistic or at least telic assumptions, assumptions that must ultimately underlie any developmental account of history, his philosophy can yield the radical thesis that “thought is an inconstant, evolving artifact of cultural history.”[footnoteRef:25] [25: . Joseph Margolis The Arts and the Definition of the Human: Towards a Philosophical Anthropology (California: Stanford University Press, 2009) p. xiv] 

Once the essentialist elements of Hegel’s theory are dropped, what’s left is historicism without a theory of development. That’s what’s in Foucault. In Hegel and Nietzsche, there’s a sense of striving for what is greatest in human kind. Even in Nietzsche’s most relativistic moments there’s always the striving for a higher culture. With Foucault, there is no such universal drive, but rather highly localized, specific events of power, knowledge, and the subjectivity of real persons. As in microhistory, there are complex narratives of human lives, but no trans-historical meta-narrative that can serve to judge those unique narratives. 
The concept of the Weltgeist, of rationality unfolding itself stage by stage, precludes Hegel from adopting a relativistic version of historicism.  Hegel manages to integrate essentialism with historicism, and his innovation established the option for subsequent historicists, so that in the thought of “Humboldt, Ranke, and Droysen, history is given coherence by ‘ideas’ and ‘moral forces’ (sittliche Mächte) which reflect divine will.”[footnoteRef:26] These historicists understood the danger of relativism, which they saw as a moment of crisis. [26: . Georg G. Iggers, “Historicism: The History and Meaning of the Term” in Journal of the History of Ideas Vol. 56, No. 1 (Jan., 1995), p. ] 

The word “historicism” appeared in English at the beginning of the twentieth century to translate the Italian “storicisimo”, as used by Benedetto Croce, and the German “historismus”, as used by Wilhelm Dilthey, Friedrich Meinecke, and Ernst Troeltsch. Croce, Dilthey, Meinecke, and Troeltsch were all involved in the crisis of historicism.”[footnoteRef:27] Nietzsche and Foucault are the heirs of that period in intellectual history. They wrestled with the possibility that normativity itself cannot survive the relativism entailed by radical historicism. Even those who accept the essential historicality of human existence are prone to resist its full implications, relativists like Gadamer and Thomas Kuhn. [27: . Mark Bevir, “In Defense of Historicism” in Journal of the Philosophy of History (2012) Volume 6, No. 1 p. 111] 

Mandlebaum summarized the threat of historical relativism to ethical life: “In the changing perspectives of time and place the intelligence and the morality of almost all actions, the virtues and the vices, the advantages and disadvantages of almost all events can be, and are, differently assessed. The right of one generation is the wrong of another, the right of one nation or class is the wrong of another…The things which we believe to be right, the things which we believe to be true, vary widely from age to age…[Yet if] we make too much allowance for the changing of standards and the and the shifting of opinions we begin to lose all sense of moral stability.”[footnoteRef:28] [28: . Maurice Mandlebaum The Problem of Historical Knowledge: An Answer to Relativism (New York: Liveright Publishing Corporation, 1938) p. 319] 

But the problem here is not exactly relativism, but the error of trying to use relativism as if it were an ethical position. Relativism can only be descriptive, never prescriptive. That different historical periods show different kinds of human nature does not in itself say anything about how any of us should behave today. Relativism isn’t an ethical system, like virtue ethics or deontology or utilitarianism, but a meta-ethical observation about the relationship between those various ethical systems. If radical historicism arises from the work of a philosopher, that itself doesn’t condemn what they have argued or discovered. In reality, historical relativism represents the shock of a recent development in intellectual history. Like other kinds of relativism, strong historicism is only a disadvantage when it’s taken for an ethical position. That other human beings of times past lived in radically different ways and had completely different ethical systems is undeniably true, but doesn’t itself instruct our own moral choices one way or the other.
And the advantage of historicism is that it precludes the temptation of nostalgia. The strong historicist can’t see the advantage of recovering the “good old days” and indeed, denies the possibility. There’s no possibility of returning to a previous age, of “making America great again” or reliving the glories of the Ottoman Empire. In fact, Heidegger’s project of recovering the origins of Western metaphysics in “Being” (with a capital B) was doomed to failure. Heidegger did achieve a strong historicism and gave an account of human being as essentially historical, as Hegel had done. But the withdrawal of Being, unlike Hegel’s progressive history of rationality and freedom, is a tale of alienation, of nostalgia, with no clear way of recovering the lost origin. But notice that the more complete historicism of Foucault isn’t prone to Heidegger’s nostalgia. Foucault offers a more anarchistic view of history, without progress or decline or cycle. The impossibility of recovering the past doesn’t arise, and it also doesn’t constitute a problem. One can, indeed, learn from the past, and be influenced by it. But there’s no point in imitating it. Hegel asserted that the sculpture of Classical Greece was the greatest possible artwork, as did many others of his time. But he also argued that we moderns shouldn’t imitate those sculptures, since it wasn’t the right historical period. The ancient Greeks were too different from us to be taken as a model for our own artistic production. His historicism resolved, in a way, the quarrel between the ancients and the moderns that had shaped decades of aesthetic philosophy. But it also shows how such a philosophy of history frees us from the illusion of nostalgia.



Conclusion

Our investigation began with a distinction between the epistemological and the existential approaches to philosophy of history. But if we ask about the scale of history, the question of whether it’s best conceived at the level of the individual or the empire, or best practiced on time-frame of a generation or of an empire, we tackle a question that arises from both the epistemological and the existential concerns. What is the proper scale at which the historian can give the most objective account of past events? But also, given the absolute smallness of any individual, can we ourselves do anything to have a real effect on what happens? Our own existence as a person is already a completely historical phenomenon, down to our gestures and color preferences. But does that life allow for free action? The question suggests an answer as complex as history itself. We just have no way of knowing that our actions will have the desired impact, or any impact at all. But that doesn’t relieve us of the imperative to act. Our desire for freedom may itself be an artifact of our own place in history. But that needn’t get in the way of pursuing the project of freedom at a political level. We have to accept the past and learn from it without allowing it to completely determine us.
In a poem from 1935, Seferis captured the dilemma of the Modern Greek, unable to forget the achievements and example of the ancient Greeks, but also unable to decide exactly what to do with that heritage:
I awoke to find this head of marble in my arms
Its weight is too much for my elbows and there is
Nowhere to lay it down.[footnoteRef:29] [29: . George Seferis Novel and Other Poems Roderick Beaton, trans. (Athens: Aiora Press, 2016) p. 27] 

And yet we’ve seen the advantage of historicism, and are strongly discouraged from comparing such different cultures as those of the ancient and modern Greeks. There’s no question of forgetting the achievements of the ancients, but also no question of duplicating them. Instead, why not draw on the extensive achievements of the modern Greeks for inspiration? Greece shook off the Ottoman Empire, successfully absorbed millions of refugees from Asia Minor, expanded its national territory, fought four armies simultaneously and then crippled the Nazi’s war efforts, had 2 Nobel Prizes in poetry, and removed a dictator with a minimum of bloodshed. Even under severe economic duress, and in a tumultuous, dangerous region of the world, the Greeks retain a vibrant and stable democracy. These are very considerable accomplishments over a limited period of time. There is a lesson for the Greeks that’s been true since the ancient world, which is that whenever the Greeks are united, their accomplishments astonish the world; yet, they are hardly ever united. These examples and lessons from the past help to make sense of the contemporary situation, and may encourage strong and well-considered action. They lend insight into what may be accomplished, but on the basis of realistic assessments of past experience. One must avoid both the enthusiasm of the zealot and the exhaustion of the world-weary.
We’ve seen that history and its philosophy are never free of biases, ideologies, and interests. That’s partly because the point of any philosophy is action, and the point of philosophy of history is orienting ourselves for action in awareness of, and with an understanding of, our own historical situation. But biases, interests, and ideologies can only reach their intended goals if they have an accurate reading of the historical situation. Our engagement in history both promises and interferes with our understanding of it. Nobody can escape their own place in history, but that limitation also provides a foundation for historical understanding, which is never purely objective, but always informed by contemporary views and concerns. The valid historical understanding of any period is secured only with reflection on those views and concerns.
The cost of forgetting or wildly misinterpreting the past is very high, and a certain kind of caution is required in assessing the effects of our own hopes and fears on our view of history. Historical reflection is caught between the dangers of enthusiasm, as when a past figure or event becomes an exemplum for action now, and despair, as when the greatness of our ancestor’s achievements or the vastness of history is allowed to overwhelm and discourage us. A realistic view of what’s possible is one of the principle benefits of studying history, but that’s only earned by serious reflection on our own viewpoint, which is itself a historical artifact.
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