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To Gabri

forever



 

The time is out of joint; – O cursed spite,

that ever I was born to set it right!



William Shakespeare, Hamlet, I, v
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PREFACE TO THE ENGLISH EDITION (2024)

My now forty years of philosophical reflection on the question of time is punctuated by a trilogy consisting of three books: Power and Secularization: The Categories of Time; Minima temporalia: Time, Space, Experience; and, finally, Kairós: Towards an Ontology of Due Time.

Power and Secularization (Potere e secolarizzazione 1983; new expanded edition 2005; translated into German, Spanish and Portuguese) represented a decisive turning point in my intellectual itinerary. With this book, the philosophical problematic of time comes to occupy a neuralgic position. Time, in an axial relationship with the question of power, will from then on come to constitute the core of my reflection. In the perspective I outlined, the ‘theorem of secularization’ offered the most effective analytical pattern for reconstructing the genealogy of power: starting from the ‘long wave’ represented by the rupture produced in the body of Western civilization with the irruption of the symbolic constellation of linear time of the Judeo-Christian matrix. A cumulative, irreversible and future-oriented temporality thus broke the paradigmatic and synoptic circularity of the Greek conception of time, making the prophetic word the first form of disenchantment of the world and historical time the trajectory of a progressive secularization of éschaton. In line with Max Weber and Karl Löwith – and in spite of Heidegger and his ‘history of nihilism and metaphysics’ – both Athens and Jerusalem encapsulate the destinal cipher of the West. The metaphorical and symbolic constellation of the ‘infuturating’ time (with the pillars constituted by the ideas of Progress, Revolution, Liberation) was thus delineated as the inescapable reference horizon of the modern concept of universal history or ‘world-history’ (Welt-Geschichte) which, beginning with Kant, was destined to permeate the entire vicissitude of the philosophy of history between the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In reconstructing the stages of Western rationalism from the perspective of the metamorphoses that had invested the intuition and experience of time, the book called into question philosophic, artistic and literary references. It dealt with the Schmitt-Blumenberg controversy around secularization, with the ‘history of concepts’ (Begriffsgeschichte) of Otto Brunner, Werner Conze and Reinhart Koselleck, and with not only German, as in the case of Hans Blumenberg’s complex work, but also research in the Anglophone world on metaphorology, starting with Hayden White’s seminal Metahistory. But it included in its trajectory the very story of the natural and social sciences: from the first scientific revolution to the epistemological turn represented by Niklas Luhmann’s systemic paradigm and René Thom’s catastrophe theory. Moving against the tide of philosophical postmodernism, to which it contrasted the category of hypermodernity (understood in a sense not far removed from the term surmodernité adopted a few years later by my dear friend Marc Augé), the book took its starting point from Ludwig Wittgenstein’s thesis that the cumulative and ‘infuturative’ temporality of progress is not a mere character of the Modern, but on the contrary constitutes its form: a ‘typically constructive’ (typisch aufbauend) form, whose activity consists in erecting ‘an increasingly complex structure.’ From this premise, I had come – through a philosophical reconversion of Koselleck’s ‘semantics of historical times’ – to the conclusion that the hypermodern experience of time, punctuated by an ever more intense and dizzying acceleration of innovations, was represented by the syndrome of the ‘past future’: of a future no longer expected or intended as a hope for change but experienced as déjà-vu and repetition-reminiscence of the identical. All of this goes to show that the motif of ‘acceleration’, before it was discussed more recently as novissimum by sociologists like Hartmut Rosa,1 was as well present since the 1970s–1980s in Koselleck’s conceptual genealogy as in the philosophical reconversion I made in works on secularization and the experience of time. In a later volume, Heaven and Earth (Cielo e terra 1994; translated into German and French), I traced the long series of semantic shifts and metaphorical extensions through which the lemma ‘secularization’ – whose horizon is represented by a typical Western dualism the eternity/secular pair – has been transformed from a terminus technicus that originally arose in the legal sphere into a theological and philosophy of history notion, until finally denoting the crisis of any model of ‘oriented history’: in a hypermodern climate bounded at the two poles by the disenchantment operated by science and the overbearing return of the myth of Origin that characterizes both the various forms of religious fundamentalism and the ‘invention of tradition’ that presides over the formation of imagined communities (as the title of a famous book by Benedict Anderson sounds). While the theses of Power and Secularization became the subject of intense international discussions (particularly in Italy, Germany, France and Spanish- and Portuguese-speaking countries), a stricto sensu theoretical deepening of the question of time was being carried out by me in two subsequent works, Minima temporalia (1990–2005–2022; translated into German and Spanish) and Kairós.

In these works, which somewhat anticipated the themes of the spatial turn, I was operating a ‘lateral shift’ of the viewpoint adopted in my genealogical research on secularization. In controversy with the conceptions of Bergson and Heidegger, who postulated – with, admittedly, very different declinations – a pure or ‘authentic’ form of temporality, more original than its representations/spatializations, I argued for the inseparability of the time-space nexus and, referring to contemporary post-relativistic physics, traced the structure of time to an aporetic and impure profile, with respect to which the dimension of space constitutes the inescapable formal reference for thinking its paradoxes. The philosophical alternative I advanced was thus coming to be outlined – through a cross-comparison with the languages of art and science – as a post-metaphysical ontology of difference, conceived in open rupture with the current declinations of the theme of nihilism. Unlike postmodernism, it was no longer played out on the usual surpassings and reversals, but on a ‘perspectival deangulation’: on a radical displacement of the optics with which the entire Western philosophical tradition – from Plato to Bergson, from Aristotle to Leibniz, from Nietzsche to Foucault, from Baudelaire to Benjamin – has so far visualized the question of time. A decisive strategic role has since come to be played in my work by the category of difference. This category, derived from a confrontation with the variegated archipelago of feminist philosophical thought that began since the 1970s (I am thinking particularly of the pioneering work of Carla Lonzi, Luce Irigaray and Luisa Muraro), is taken up as a reconstructive criterion of a non-identitarian universal (understood not only in plural but also in inherently conflicting terms) in my more recent works: from The Passage West (2012; also translated into Spanish) to The Passion of the Present (2008; translated into Spanish) and Against Power: For an Overhaul of Critical Theory (2016). In these works, a welding is made between the genealogical and theoretical perspectives, represented by Minima temporalia and Kairós, in order to shed light on the conceptual and symbolic constellation of our global present.

But a further moment of clarification is necessary. The perspective of a universalism of difference, already outlined in the first Italian edition (2003) of The Passage West, is resumed and developed in La passione del presente (2008): a work orchestrated in a series of keywords intended to serve as a possible lexicon to circumnavigate, moving from different conceptual locations, the logic and structure of our world-modernity. A famous sentence by Hegel assigned to philosophy the task of understanding its own time in thought. This specifically philosophical responsibility, characteristic of the modern age, is not, in my view, devolvable to other knowledge, much less surrenderable to those who
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