The Texts of the Convivium

THE IDEALITY OF BEING

Interior experience and metaphysical implications

C O N T E N T S
1.   We can define the ideality of being as follows: the affirmation that nothing can exist unless it receives the sense of being from an act of consciousness. 
2.  The affirmation of the ideality of being that springs from an interior experience has metaphysical implications: these include the affirmation that the itineraries of the becoming human consciousnesses must ultimately flow together into an absolute Consciousness. 
3.   The ideality of being in the thought of Descartes and Berkeley.
4.   The ideality of being in the thought of Fichte. 
5.   A not by any means peregrine comparison with the idealist Vedanta. 
6.   How Fichte seeks to justify the real existence of an exterior world. 
7.  The development of consciousness is pursued by Fichte in an infinite progress, whereas Hegel assigns it an ultimate goal. 
8.  In concrete terms, however, the ultimate goal that Hegel assigns to consciousness seems rather inadequate. 
9.   Consequent need for a corrective. 


What does “idealism” mean in philosophical terms? Every philosophical dictionary that respects itself will answer the question by specifying, one after another, the various meanings that have been attributed to this term by a long theory of illustrious thinkers from Leibniz to Gentile, not forgetting Berkeley, Kant, Fichte, Schelling, Hegel, the Italian neo-Hegelians, the Anglo-Saxon idealists, the criticists, the phenomenologists and a wide range of other epigones who yet have something of a “family air” about them.


It is not my intention to review these definitions, and even less so to outline a history of philosophical idealism, were it even in abridged form, an extremely lapidary synthesis. I shall refer to just a few authors, particularly two of them: Fichte and Hegel. And just a brief mention of Descartes and Berkeley and then Schelling will be de rigueur. I shall also make an only seemingly peregrine reference to Shankara’s “non-dualist” Vedanta.


Here I only propose to clarify – first of all to myself, but also any readers willing to follow me – what my own particular sensitivity makes me understand by that term. Having done that, I propose to see whether and how some metaphysical implications can be derived from certain idealistic premises acquired by experiential means.

1.   We can define the ideality of being as follows: 

      the affirmation that nothing can exist 

      unless it receives the sense of being 

      from an act of consciousness


“Idealism” is derived from “idea”. Everything is idea, everything is thought, everything is consciousness. Substantially, this affirmation is idealism. Of course, the terms of the concept have then to be further clarified. And also founded.


Someone may ask: “In that case, this stone that I have picked up and taken in hand would be consciousness? And this bottle, this bicycle, this sewing machine…? They are obviously things, are matter. How could they be consciousness?”


One may reply:  “Everything is consciousness”, in the sense that “nothing can exist unless it receives sense of being from a thought; from an act of consciousness, indeed”.

The act of consciousness that thinks some reality precisely as it is in se cannot remain outside it; it must in some way coincide with it, form a single whole with it. Both of the statements that follow must therefore be considered to be proper correct: “All, every thing, every matter, even a stone, is inasmuch as it is brought into being by a consciousness”; and further: “All, every reality, essentially is consciousness”.


At this point somebody could ask me: “You say that all is consciousness, etcetera, but on what grounds do you make this affirmation?” A correct reply could not but be: “I say it because I have an intimate experience of it”. It is an experience that one either has or does not have. It is a fact of interior maturation that one may or may not have attained.


Realism is to affirm that something can exist independently of a thought. Idealism is to affirm that nothing can exist unless it be by virtue of a thought that “poses” it or “gives it sense of being”.


Let us now see together whether it is possible to validate the idealist option by means of a reciprocal confirmation. Therefore I say to my reader: “You, too, should try to think of a stone –  or of any other material thing that exists without any consciousness that thinks it”.


I confess that personally I simply cannot think in those terms. For me it is physiologically impossible. I am made that way. That’s the way I am as a human person. And you, can you manage to think that way? If not even you manage to do so, there would already be a mutual confirmation among at least two subjects, at least of idiosyncrasies, of subjective tastes and the visceral refusals that go with them.


Somebody could object: “But truth is something that cannot depend on the physical constitution of the subject who affirms it. What has happened to its objectivity, if everything depends on such subjective, such personal conditions?”


In actual fact, however, there are subjects who are more sensitive to certain things, and others who are less so. Therefore it is not a matter of indifference if the more sensitive subjects agree on  the object of certain experiences, and that the disagreement comes precisely from the less sensitive ones.


There are experiences that can be more readily objectivated than others. A measurement tape is good, and all normal persons are capable of using it to note that this table is 260 centimetres in length and 105 in width. If the balance is good, all are capable of determining the weight of an object subjected to that measurement. Likewise, if the speedometer functions properly, all are capable of ascertaining the speed with which a car is moving: all they have to do is to see what the pointer is indicating.


But there are also things for which there is no objective yardstick. This man is a poet. I can measure his height and weight, I can record his electrocardiogramme, and from all this I can obtain what are undoubtedly objective indications.  But do I have as objective a yardstick for measuring his poetry? Certainly not. I shall be able to value his poetry in an appropriate manner only to the extent to which I personally have matured an adequate poetic sensitivity.


There is somebody who agrees with me as to something that cannot be defined in an objective manner. But who? A wise man or an idiot? An expert or somebody or someone who decidedly lacks the necessary insight? 

The problem is therefore to mature a spiritual sensitivity deep within us. The problem is to transform ourselves as men, to become better men.


And who are the best men, the men who are spiritually most sensitive? They are men whom I admire and esteem, men by whom I greatly want to be esteemed and coopted.


But many others regard as “true men” the worst intriguers and delinquents, and do not even notice the truly positive qualities of individuals who to me seem incomparably more praiseworthy and deserving.


Here, once again, it is the sensitivity of each one of us that is called upon to judge. And it has to do this well. For it does not by any means follow that feeling is a pure and simple subjective fact, and that the feeling of each one is the same as that of all the others.


As far as values are concerned, it does not follow that all tastes are the same: there is good taste and there is bad taste. Even gourmets have their academies. Just as the manner of perceiving values can be more or less limpid, and can also be clouded. And it is clear that the limpidity of the look makes us see better and in greater detail. It will therefore be as well to enhance this limpidity.


When one grasps a value, its affirmation is not a simple expression of some frame of mind (pleasure, pain, fear or anger), but a witness: it is the affirmation of a reality that we live and about which we want to say something so that others may learn something about it, something that is in itself true and valid.


Coming back to idealism, if I affirm that every reality is such in relation to a consciousness that thinks it, I attest a truth that I undoubtedly grasp in a subjective manner, but is valid in itself and independently of the subjects.


It is a truth about which many subjects may agree. About which there may come to be constituted an intersubjectivity. About which the different points of view are nothing other than different ways of knowing, of  learning one and the same truth that transcends them.


The considerations I have made so far induce me to affirm even more decidedly the “consciential nature of being”. Or, better, its “ideality”, if we prefer to use a slightly less disagreeable expression. Whoever shares the interior experience by which my affirmation is underlain will understand me; and the others will have to be patient until they themselves will have matured a similar experience.

2. The affirmation of the ideality of being 

      that springs from an interior experience 

      has metaphysical implications: 

      these include the affirmation 

      that the itineraries 

      of the becoming human consciousnesses 

      must ultimately flow together 

      into an absolute Consciousness


I am in my study, with my faithful, but at times capricious computer on the table, and shelves full of books all around. All these things are in front of me, I think them, and with my act of consciousness give sense of being to them.


But then I leave the room, pass through the front door of my home and go for a walk in town or even on some journey further afield, and for a certain period of time don’t think about the things I have left in my study, or think of them only every now and again.


Now, if the sense of being of this room and of all the things that are in it depends on the fact that a consciousness thinks them, what becomes of them when I no longer think about them? Will they cease to exist, and then resume their existence only when I think about them again?


And what shall we say about all the tings that are not thought by anybody: for example the stars and planets that have not yet been discovered, though astronomers have valid reasons for affirming that they have existed for millions of years? Hence the need for postulating a divine Mind that thinks everything that we think and also what we do not think, thus giving sense of being to all realities.


Such a divine Mind has to be postulated also for another reason. I think of things as they appear to me, not as they are in themselves.


In my library there are many books that I have not yet read, books that patiently wait for their turn, some of them for many years. Of this table I see the surface, certainly not the intimate structure of the wood, and even less so the molecules, atoms, electrons and other even more infinitesimal particles of which it is made up.


A divine Mind that thinks all things, just as they are in themselves, in all their aspects and modes of reality, including their intimate constitution, has therefore to be postulated also in order to give sense of being to all the things we do not see or are even unaware that they exist.


This divine Mind, this divine Consciousness has to be all-embracing  and therefore one, universal and eternal, not becoming. To comprehend all things and all events it must transcend not only every multiplicity, but also every temporal succession.


As an aside, I shall here limit myself to merely mentioning a problem that, if treated, would distract us from our present theme.


Inasmuch as it thinks its own being totally and in a perfectly adequate manner, a consciousness is but one with its being. Now, if there are many beings, it is necessary that the respective consciousnesses that correspond to them are also many, just as numerous as the beings with which they coincide and to which they give sense.


Hence the need that the divine Consciousness should be articulated into a multiplicity of consciousnesses,  each distinct and autonomous in itself. If it were not so, the divine Consciousness would absorb all existence, and no being would have any reality of its own. The divine Consciousness would be all and the beings nothing at all.


But let us close the aside and return to what we were saying about the divine Consciousness and its being absolute, all-embracing and eternal. 


As can be seen, I have made a deduction, commencing from the experience of the ideality of being to affirm the reality of an absolute Consciousness that is implied by that experience. This deduction is a simple logic operation of the intellect. A implies B, therefore, if  A is true, that is also the case of B, which is implicitly asserted in the proposition A. 


In our particular case, can we really say that we affirm B by pure and simple deduction from A? Can we affirm the reality of an absolute Consciousness by pure and simple deduction from the asserted general principle of the ideality of being (i.e. that nothing can exist unless it is thought by a consciousness)?


I think that the affirmation of the reality of a God is not only deducible from the experience of the ideality of being, but also inducible from a metaphysico-religious experience.


It is a question of the experience of the Absolute that can be had in various forms not only by religious and mystics, but also by metaphysicians. Even the latter have to feel the Absolute in some way, must have some perception of it, if the Absolute is to have some sense also for them. 


This and that experience – i.e. experience of the ideality of being in general on the one hand and the metaphysico-religious experience on the other – are undoubtedly to be considered different aspects of a comprehensive experience, but nevertheless may also be kept clearly distinct.


What I am anxious to stress is that our iter is not a mere deduction; and that, even though we are going ahead with the pure reason of a deductive procedure, the further steps receive confirmation also and above all from further experiences. This also applies as regards the conclusions we shall subsequently reach.


We now have to take a third step forward. Given that each man or woman is a consciousness in the process of becoming, in evolution in the course of time, we may ask ourselves: are all these becoming human consciousnesses, as also the absolute, eternal Consciousness, destined to remain separate for ever or could they at some time or other become joined, merge with each other?


The answer I feel like giving is this: between the divine Consciousness and the becoming and progressing human consciousnesses there has to be unity and not irreducible separation. The sole unity that can be conceived between a human consciousness that from nothing progresses to the fullness of all and the all-embracing divine Consciousness is that of continuity: a continuity given by the progress of the human consciousness towards the goal of absoluteness, that is to say, its becoming total in order to eventually merge with the divine Consciousness. This means that the becoming human consciousnesses would be destined in the end to flow into the eternal divine Consciousness like rivers into the ocean.


And this, too, is an answer at which I have arrived by means of another deduction. With the previous deduction I had come to postulate an absolute, all-embracing Consciousness. At this point I note that if such an absolute Consciousness is to be really one and all-embracing, it must also comprise all the individual consciousnesses and reduce them to the unity of one and the same consciousness. The Consciousness has to be just one and one only. This can only be if the individual consciousnesses flow into the absolute Consciousness without any solution of continuity.


Each individual human consciousness is born imperfect and limited; and if it turns its attention to its own past, it cannot remember itself as being any thing other than limited and imperfect. The fullness of the consciousness, its adequation to the universal Consciousness cannot but be projected into the future, an ultimate future.


This means that each man is destined to make himself God. One may ask how this is possible. And one can answer that, if everything is possible with divine help, in general principle such an outcome is not impossible and cannot be excluded a priori.


God gives himself to his creatures, and this is a total gift. God is not jealous of us, but gives us everything. It is up to us to recognize the Spring of all good in God and to dispose ourselves to receive everything from Him and to collaborate, because in Him we can attain every perfection, to the point of totally flowing together into Him


At this point we shall wonder: can we reach this conclusion only by deductive reasoning or could we also arrive there by an experiential itinerary?


To give myself an answer to this question I can interrogate my feeling at the very level at which its seems to become intuition.


It is not just a question of my own personal feeling, but of a common feeling: the one that induces humans to pursue the perfection of knowledge, as also the fullness of power over themselves and things.


All those who make efforts to know more pursue – in the limit – the goal of omniscience, which alone can ultimately slake the thirst for knowledge..


And, likewise, those who seek to obtain ever greater power over themselves and the earthly and cosmic environment pursue – again in the limit – the goal of omnipotence. Omnipotence is a goal valid in itself, but is also a means for another end: the transformation  of ourselves and the entire universe in order to establish everywhere the kingdom of God, infinite perfection.


Someone may object that man aspires to knowledge in order to be able to come to grips in an adequate manner with limited practical problems, the solution of which is always rendered more readily possible by knowledge of certain things.


But here one may ask oneself  for what practical end we seek to know everything and with all the possible details about all the innumerable animal and vegetable species, as also about the buried civilizations and about all the ancient and even prehistoric peoples, whose memory has today been wholly lost.


Indeed, a kind of ideal spring seems to be at work in the sciences and drives them to know absolutely everything and without limits: well beyond what could be the needs of a better life according to the rather circumscribed idea that we can have of it, given our present mentality.


Those who pursue knowledge ultimately pursue omniscience. Even without knowing it, even without posing the problem for themselves. And they would be highly surprised if anybody attempted to open a discussion of this kind with them. Omniscience is a very profound human aspiration and underlies every cognitive action of men.


If we humans were really to meditate our condition to the full, learning that we can arrive at omniscience and the divinity  would be a thoroughly gratifying discovery: the discovery of what can be defined as our loftiest implementation. 


This work of excavation within ourselves could lead us to further deepen a metaphysical intuition of fundamental importance for knowing what we really are, where we are ultimately destined to arrive. Here we have the intuition that in experiential terms can confirm, be it even in its own particular way, the conclusions that we previously reached by deduction.


I should also like to underscore a point that for me is of great importance. Starting from the intimate experience of the ideality of being, I arrived at affirming an idealism that is far removed from enclosing all reality within the ambit of myself, human subject. Unlike other forms of idealism – not only Western, but also Eastern, like the particular one I propose to examine further on – “my” idealism affirms at one and the same time the reality of the exterior world, the reality of nature and the reality of the other human subjects.


All this validates by reducing everything to consciousness: by posing my imperfect, deficient and becoming consciousness to be in continuity with the absolute, divine Consciousness, into which eventually will flow, together with my own, all the human consciousnesses, and without solution of continuity. 


I can therefore conclude that the idealism at which I have arrived is certainly not a negation of realism. Rather, it aims at being a synthesis of both.


This makes me feel authorized to assume a critical attitude vis-à-vis, for example, the approach of any philosopher who, though basing himself on the experience of the ideality of being (which would render him interesting for me), then hastened to enclose himself in an idealism that denied reality to the external world.


It may be that a thinker who has become entrapped in such a subjectivist-solipsist cage subsequently manages to get out of it by means of some conceptual expedient, or possibly even merely by inferring something that may be supposed to lie beyond, but of which we have no experience whatsoever. For my part, however, I think that idealism has to open to realism as such, precisely because it is idealism and without ceasing to be idealism even for a single moment; and without any need for excogitating “bridges” that permit one to pass from the subject to the object by simple argumentation and without the suffrage of any direct experience of the latter.

3. The ideality of being 

      in the thought of Descartes 

      and Berkeley


At this point I should like to turn our attention to some exponents of idealist philosophy, and particularly to two of them: Fichte and Hegel. But first I want to make at least a brief mention of two figures representative of what we might call an idealism ante litteram.


Modern idealism has its first beginnings in René Descartes. He looked for an unquestionable principle, a kind of Archimedean point on which all science could be founded. He therefore sifted all his knowledge, both the knowledge that can be obtained from sense experience and the knowledge relating to entities of logic and mathematics obtainable by pure deduction.


He called it all into doubt; not because he was sceptical, but methodically and with a view to discerning whether by chance there was something that could not be doubted. In the end he discovered that even the selfsame doubting subject could never doubt himself as thinking subject.


Cogito ergo sum, I think, therefore I am. In spite of the “therefore”, which is somewhat misleading, we are not here concerned with a reasoning, but something that is immediately obvious.


“I think–I am“. And what am I? Undoubtedly, a subject who thinks. In actual fact, Descartes ended up by enclosing the experience of the cogito a little too much in his concept, in the “clear and distinct idea” he had of it. He thus ended up by conceiving even the cogito as a reality closed within itself. And he concluded: “Therefore, to be precise, I am nothing but a thing that thinks”. That “thing” (res) is indeed a disagreeable word if we want to use it to define a mind, and we post-Cartesians are far more inclined to call it a “subject”.


In any case, “what exactly is a thing that thinks?”, Descartes asked himself. “It is a thing that doubts, that conceives, that affirms, that denies, that wants, that does not want, that imagines also and feels” (Descartes, Metaphysical meditations, II)


By intellectualistically enclosing the cogito in his concept, by excluding from it everything that it is not, Descartes deprived it of God, the external world and the others. And he recuperated them only with a procedure that seems strained and reckless, though in our present context there is no point in discussing it further. Only in this way did he avoid what would otherwise have been an irreducibly idealist or, rather, solipsist position (which can be expressed in the words: “I exist only as a subjective consciousness”).


Whereas Descartes is, as it were, a quasi-idealist and solipsist, but effectively a non-idealist and non-solipsist, Berkeley insists a little more on idealism, having already prepared for himself an “emergency exit” that would eventually permit him, if not to affirm the reality of matter, at least to rationally infer the reality of the others as pure spirits and the reality of a God who creates all of us, albeit always and only as spirits.


Reviewing the objects of human knowledge, Berkeley defines them as respectively: ideas actually impressed in the senses, ideas perceived by reflecting about the passions and operations of the mind; and, lastly, ideas formed with the help of memory and imagination.


Now, in each concrete act of knowledge there is added to the variety of the ideas – objects of knowledge – “something which knows or perceives them”, a “perceiving, active being”. This, says Berkeley, “is what I call mind, spirit, soul, or myself” (Berkeley, A treatise concerning the principles of human knowledge, Chapter 2).


It will be worthwhile to quote the next chapter in full, for there Berkeley defines the idealism in which he was to enclose himself (though he subsequently evaded therefrom by means of a pure argumentation) precisely on the basis of a concrete experience of what I have here called “ideality of being”: “That neither our thoughts, nor passions, nor ideas formed by the imagination, exist without the mind, is what everybody will allow. And it seems no less evident that the various sensations or ideas imprinted on the sense, however blended or combined together (that is, whatever objects they compose), cannot exist otherwise than in a mind perceiving them. 


 “I think an intuitive knowledge may be obtained of this by any one that shall attend to what is meant by the term exists, when applied to sensible things. The table I write on I say exists, that is, I see and feel it; and if I were out of my study I should say it existed – meaning thereby that if I was in my study I might perceive it, or that some other spirit actually does perceive it. There was an odour, that is, it was smelt; there was a sound, that is, it was heard; a colour or figure, and it was perceived by sight or touch. 


“This is all that I can understand by these and the like expressions. For as to what is said of the absolute existence of unthinking things without any relation to their being perceived, that seems perfectly unintelligible. Their esse is percipi, nor is it possible they should have any existence out of the minds or thinking things which perceive them” (ibid., 3).

4.   The ideality of being 

      in the thought of Fichte


To pass to Fichte, the great German idealist thinker, I shall begin by recalling that earlier on we talked about the pursuit of omniscience that would crown all human efforts to acquire knowledge. Now, there are those who oppose this idea with the idea of infinite progress of man: progress in search of truth that man will approach, but without ever fully attaining it. That is the position of Fichte.


In Fichte’s thought the I is considered to be the principle that “poses” all things. Coining another expression to complete the concept, we could say: the I is the principle that gives its sense of being to every reality.


Now, when we speak of the I, we have to distinguish an empirical I (my personality, for example, the personality of Mario Rossi or Rosina Bianchi, with all its human limits) and a pure I, with God himself).


Guido De Ruggiero comments that Fichte continuously sought to merge these two I’s, but never succeeded in doing so (De Ruggiero, Storia della filosofia [History of philosophy], Laterza, Bari, 1946, Part IV, Vol. IV, p. 195). The two thus remain perennially separate and as if suspended in a void (p. 196).


Fichte’s empirical I, the thought I (i.e. the concrete personality of each human subject) is engaged in an unceasing action to conquer the Non I and, little by little, overcomes all obstacles, but without ever arriving at a complete and definitive attainment (p. 195).


On the other hand, the pure I, the thinking I that founds the empirical I, remains apart, as if enclosed within itself. It brings the Non I into being, but we cannot understand how it does so, because this operation remains unconscious.


When defining how I personally conceive the ideality of being (“Nothing exists unless it is thought, unless it receives sense of being from a consciousness”), I asked myself on what basis I felt authorized to affirm this: and my answer was that I affirm it on the basis of an interior experience. It is an experience, I said, that a subject may or may not have, depending on his interior maturation.


In other words, having or not having that experience depends on one’s own human maturation. Working on myself, I have turned myself into a man with certain characteristics. Therefore the fact that I have the intimate experience and the intimate sense of the ideality of being depends on the type of man that I am, the type of man I have made of myself.


Now, these concepts have a rather precise counterpart in a famous affirmation made by Fichte: between idealism and realism (which he calls “dogmatism”) the choice depends on what one is as a man. Fichte adds that a philosophical system is not an inert object that may or may not be used, but is animated by the spirit of the man who adopts it, who formulates it (Fichte, “Prima introduzione alla dottrina della scienza” [First introduction to the doctrine of science], in Prima e Seconda Introduzione alla dottrina della scienza [First and Second Introduction to the doctrine of science], edited by C. Cesa, Laterza, Bari 1999, p. 19).


I find that Fichte, too, regards what I call the ideality of being as a primary evidence that does not have to be justified in any manner or wise.


He certainly does not in any way place idealism and realism on the same plane. Affirming one or the other depends on the type of man one is, but it is clear that the two types  are not by any means equivalent. Fichte undoubtedly privileges the idealist. As far as he is concerned, the sensitivity of the idealist is more searching, grasps the substance of things more profoundly.


One may be born with that kind of sensitivity, and in this sense one is privileged, just as one may come into the world with a certain sensitivity for philosophy, religion or music. That sensitivity can also be developed, just as one can develop gifts with which one was endowed at birth, but which had not yet revealed themselves fully or even had not come to the fore at all.


Those who are made – or have made themselves come to be – in a certain way, those who have developed in themselves a certain spiritual and, let us say, metaphysical sensitivity are capable of seeing in the I the principle that poses all things; and are capable of seeing it in a kind of originary evidence. Such an evidence does not in any way derive from any other evidence that implies it. It is a primary, originary evidence. We are here concerned with a fundamental spiritual experience.


Albeit in his peculiar language, Fichte expresses a rather similar concept. In his thought, once again, the I knows itself, grasps itself in its own metaphysical reality by virtue of an intellectual intuition.


“Pay attention to yourself”, says Fichte to his reader, “turn your eyes away from everything that surrounds you, and turn them inside yourself” (ibid. p. 7). The first thing that has to be done is to analyze the “immediate determinations of one’s own consciousness” (ibid.): what Husserl was later to call “lived experiences”, that is, the phenomena of consciousness.


We are here induced to distinguish between “representations” that we can freely give ourselves (with the fantasy, with our free will) and other representations that we are given independently of our will and which we are therefore obliged to suffer. The latter are accompanied by the sense of necessity, the former by the sense of freedom (ibid., p. 11).


Only in connection with the latter is it licit to ask oneself what explains them, what is their underlying principle. They are contingent representations: they can be thus, but also in a different manner; now, it is the task of philosophy to explain to us why we have these particular experiences and not others.


As far as Fichte is concerned, there are essentially two possible answers and therefore two possible philosophies: idealism and dogmatism.


According to idealism, “the representations accompanied by the sense of necessity are products of the intelligence that has to be presupposed in explaining them” (ibid.). 


According to dogmatism, on the other hand, “these representations are products of a thing in itself that has to be presupposed” (ibid.). 


The concept of a thing in itself is the mere product of an excogitation, while the “I in itself” proposes itself as “immediate self-consciousness” (ibid., p. 14). 


The “I in itself”, as we may say, proposes itself, but certainly does not impose itself: “nobody can be given the visible proof of consciousness; each one has to produce it freely within himself!” (ibid.). And I would add: with the spiritual sensitivity with which he is endowed.


The idealist cannot confute the dogmatic, nor can the dogmatic confute the idealist by means of any rational argument.  If there is to be a discussion, there must first be an agreement as to certain principles, but opting for idealism or for realism means choosing between two radically different, opposite and incompatible principles.


As Fichte explains: “It is not possible for the motive of the decision to be culled from reason; here, indeed, it is not a question of inserting in an argumentative series, for which rational motivations would be sufficient, but of the beginning of the entire series, which, being an absolute first act, depends only on the freedom of thought. This act is therefore arbitrarily decided; and since an arbitrary decision must have a motive, it is determined by inclination and interest. The ultimate reason of the difference between the idealist and the dogmatic is therefore the diversity of their interest (ibid., p.17).


The supreme interest, as Fichte goes on, is the interest we have in ourselves. The philosopher, even though he is not always conscious of it, aims at affirming himself. Now, there are two levels of humanity and two fundamental types of man. There are those who rise to the full level of their liberty, and these are the idealists. And then, at the opposite end of the scale, there are the dogmatics, who find themselves only in the representation of things. Their image comes to them from things as through a mirror. 


Those who are nothing other than “a product of things” could never see themselves in any other manner. “But those who are conscious of their autonomy and their independence of everything that is outside them – and one becomes so only because, by one’s own work and independently of all the rest, one has rendered something to oneself – have no need of things to sustain themselves and, indeed, could not have need of them, because they suppress that we spoke about and transform it into an empty appearance. The I they possess and in which they are interested deprives them of the faith in things; they believe in their autonomy by inclination, they embrace it with passion. Their faith in themselves is immediate” (ibid., p. 19).


Fichte’s I poses itself, validates itself and justifies itself, is an originary act of the intelligence: “…The posing of itself of the I for itself is its pure activity – The I poses itself and is by virtue of this pure posing of itself for itself; and, vice versa: the I is and poses its being by virtue of its pure being, – It is, at one and the same time, the agent and the product of action; what is active and what is the product of the activity; action and fact are one and the same thing; the I am is expression of an act, but also of the only possible act, as we shall see from the whole of the doctrine of science. The I is, because it has posed itself… The I poses itself simply because it is… The I originarily absolutely poses its own being” (Fichte, “Foundations of the doctrine of science”, I, 1; in the volume La dottrina della scienza [The doctrine of science], edited by F.Costa, Laterza, Bari 1971, p. 77).


And that is why, always in Fichte’s perspective, those who think with adequate idealist sensitivity recognize the absolute originariness of the I by virtue of an immediate intuition, quite independently of any argumentative reasoning: “…Idealism makes one see in immediate consciousness what it affirms” (Fichte, “First introduction to the doctrine of science”, p. 30).


It is a question of finding something that is, but one must want to find it. Performing the mental act that permits one to “see” is something that depends on the free will of the subject, and “those who do not perform it do not see anything of what the doctrine of science presents” (ibid., p. 30). 


Therefore “those who perform this act of freedom become aware of it, and by their consciousness open, as it were, new ground” (ibid. p. 33). All the rest is presupposed, is a necessary condition and will be explicated by means of a rational deductive procedure.

5.   A not by any means peregrine comparison 

      with the idealist Vedanta


At this point I should like to open a parenthesis and make reference to a discovery that in its substance is not so very different from the discovery of the I that Fichte, albeit in his own manner, made in the terms that have just been set out. It is the discovery of the Atman as Witness realized by the non-dualist (i.e. monist, idealist) Vedanta within that great and most original vein of Hindu spirituality that springs from the Upanishad and leads to the Yoga.


In human interiority, the Atman is the pure Self, the pure I that gives itself as pure source of sense of everything that we see, perceive, feel, think, and so on, as also of every phenomenon of consciousness.


The Atman is in each one of us: but as an interior light that penetrates into each individual by the interior windows of which each one of us disposes and which he can always open wider to acquire ever greater consciousness thereof .


The Self, the Atman, is therefore personal and also, at one and the same time, common to all men. It is like the I that makes each one of us say “I am Mario Rossi” or “I am Rosina Bianchi”, but, at one and the same time, it is also a pure I common to all: a common light that illumines us all from within and enables each one of us to have a spiritual life of his own and to give sense to both himself and the external world.


Quite apart from the fact that we find ourselves in two profoundly different cultural contexts, it would be difficult to overlook the analogies between the Hindu conception of the Atman and Fichte’s idea of the I.


Let us now see in what way the Atman can be characterized as Witness: that is to say, as the mental act, or act of consciousness (the look, if I may so express myself) that in the interiority of each one of us gives sense to all lived experiences, to all phenomena of consciousness, to everything we perceive and feel and think. Here I can refer to a very significant text of the idealist Vedanta, namely the Shankara’s Vivekacudamani.


The Atman is defined as “witness of all things (Vivekacudamani, il gran gioiello della discriminazione [Vivekacudamani, the great jewel of discrimination], edited by Raphael, 2nd edition, Ashram Vidya, Rome 1981,  sutra 98-99).


“Witness” in what sense? Shankara explains the term as follows: “The fact that a thing is perceived means that there is a witness (sakshi) behind that perception”. And then he asks most significantly: “But when the perceiving agent comes to lack, how is it possible to perceive something?” (Sutra 215)


“This [atman] is the witness of itself., who knows himself by himself (svasakshin)”. It is the individual soul, the individual self (pratyagatma) and, at one and the same time, the Supreme [brahman] (216).


“What manifests itself in the three states of waking, dream and profound sleep (jagratsvapnasushuptishu), what in different ways is interiorly perceived as an uninterrupted series of impressions of the sense of the I, what inasmuch as it is Witness observes all the impression of the I…, know that it is the atman that dwells in your heart” (217).


“A fool, observing the image of the sun reflected in the water of a jug, believes it to be the true sun. Thus, due to the effect of the illusion, he identifies himself with the reflection of the pure intelligence… considering it to be his own reality” (218).


“The wise man puts away the jug, the water and the reflection, to observe only the sun, which is of itself resplendent and, even though it illumines these three, remains separate from them (219).


“There exists an absolute reality, which is the eternal substrate of differentiated consciousness, witness of the three states”, namely waking, sleep and profound sleep (Sutra 125). The Atman “knows everything that happens in the states of waking, sleep and profound sleep”. It is also “conscious of the presence or the absence of thought and its modifications”, And it is “the support of the selfsame sense of the “I” (126).


“It observes everything, but is not observed by anybody” (127). “It is the interior Self (antaratma)… always identical with itself even though it is reflected in the manifold mental modifications” (131). “It has the nature of pure consciousness” (135).


The Atman “is the true Witness, illumined, unqualified (nirguna) and without activity” (196).


The Atman is within us, and each one can become conscious thereof by paying particular attention to his own entity and undertaking a true and proper ascesis. This may vary from one school to another, but always consists of work to be performed on oneself.


The Atman will always render itself evident to the subject to the extent to which the latter, working with both discrimination and tenacity, succeeds in opening himself interiorly to fix himself on the indwelling spiritual principle.


This will be made possible for man by a profound transformation of his own nature. According to the type of man he makes of himself, the subject will or will not be able to become conscious of the Atman, which is somewhat like what Fichte says about that synonym of the Atman that is the I in its purity.

6. How Fichte seeks to justify 

      the real existence of an exterior world


The pure I, the absolute I brings into being everything that exists: both the empirical I (the I as I of Mario or Rosina, that is) and the Non I, i. e. the whole of the environment in which Mario, or Rosina, acts and lives, an environment that is formed not only by entities of nature (stars and planets and our own planet Earth with its rocks, its seas and lakes and rivers, its meadows and woods, the living beings, plants and animals), but also by the men and women who populate it and with whom our subject  will enter into various relationships.


The pure I is consciousness. Everything that a consciousness brings about is conscious. How can one then explain the activity by means of which the pure I brings into being the world, activity that the (empirical) I attributes to itself (as pure I), but of which it concretely knows nothing?


Fichte is obliged to conclude that the production of the world (empirical I, plus Non I) by the pure I is unconscious. The objects of consciousness are brought into being by what Fichte calls “productive imagination”: “…The I cannot be conscious of its activity in this production of intuition as such, activity that, not being reflected, is not attributed to the I (Only in philosophic reflection… which we must always carefully distinguish from the necessary common reflection, is it attributed to the I)” (“Fondamenti dell’intera dottrina della scienza” [Foundations of the entire doctrine of science], 2nd part, Deduzione della rappresentazione [Deduction of representation], II; La dottrina della scienza, cit., p. 181).


Fichte wants to give us an idea of how the productive imagination works, and compares it with the psychic process from which dreams draw their origin. These are, as it were, suffered by a subject who has unconsciously created them himself with his own imagine left free and unfettered (cfr. De Ruggiero, op. cit., p.221).


With its productive imagination the I poses itself as empirical subject and also poses the external world, the Non I (inclusive of all beings and all the other human subjects). And it is for this reason that the I, at least in a first moment, illudes itself that the cause of the world is extraneous to it. And, as empirical I, feels itself to have been put into the world by extraneous forces.


These are forces that, according to obviously different points of view, can derive either from a primigenial chaos or – on the contrary – a transcendent  and decidedly other God (“totally other” as such an illustrious phenomenologist of religion as Rudolf Otto would have put it).


What remains difficult to explain is how objects, though brought into being by the I, act on it in a traumatic manner. What the I finds difficult to explain is the “impact” (Anstoss) that things have on it; the impact of the Non I on the I (De Ruggiero, op. cit, pp. 226-227).


Nature seems anything other than a dream of the I. It proves to be of very different ontological compactness and consistence and density.


Although starting from a position in line with Fichte’s thought, Schelling later accentuated the ontological consistency of Nature and turned it into what, with respect to the empirical I, was no longer its simple negation (Non I), but something far more substantial and, at one and the same time, endowed with an autonomous spirituality of its own.


In other words, Nature is not a mere antithesis of the  empirical I, brought into being as an obstacle to it, so that the empirical I, overcoming it, might realise itself. Just like the empirical I, albeit in a different manner, Nature is a full, strong, live reality, analogous to the spirit. It is an autonomous process of organization. It is a subjectivity in fieri, still in the making. 


Thus the empirical I and Nature are conceived by Schelling as two expressions of the same pure I, but, as it were, of equal standing. This pure I was to be called Absolute by Schelling. With respect to the empirical I and Nature, Schelling conceives the Absolute as in an equidistant position; no longer unbalanced in favour of the empirical I as in Fichte’s vision.


Schelling’s Absolute comes more and more to be configured like God, as the God of religion and, let us even say, Christianity. 


But Fichte himself had already been orientated towards a reinterpretation of his philosophy in a theist, mystic and Gnostic sense. At a certain point, the I appeared insufficient to Fichte to explain what this selfsame I perceives of itself, of the other subjects and of the world. All these phenomena appeared to Fichte as images to be referred to a reality to which they adhere as a source of being. Knowledge refers to being. Knowledge is something that becomes, develops, deepens, while the truth to which it tends proposes itself – by definition, as I would say – as stable and immutable. 


The immutable I expresses itself in the variety of the phenomena, which are multiplicity and continuous mutation. Man can transcend the phenomenal world and elevate himself to direct contemplation of the absolute with a love that entrusts itself to grace and vivifies his selfsame reason, converting it into the organ of a gnosis.


That a Fichte and, after him, Schelling should eventually arrive at God and religion does not seem to me to be a betrayal or a weakening of their inspiration, but in a certain way an inevitable consequence, since a changing I in continuous transformation is too weak to erect itself as a universal metaphysical principle and by the very nature of things refers us to a  different principle that, even though connected, is of adequate metaphysical consistency.


Nevertheless, in this philosophy of action that becomes philosophy of being, of an unchangeable being, Guido De Ruggiero sees an involution, a regression. He does undoubtedly accept that the being at which Fichte arrives at a subsequent moment (see Exhortation to beatific life of 1806) “be it even in the mystic transcendence with which he conceives it, suffers too much from the nature of the I of which it is the sublimation to be capable of being confounded with the intellectualistic being of the dogmatics”. But it seems that De Ruggiero, quite in general, has difficulty in conceiving a true life without change. To him immutability seems almost synonymous of death or of the crystallization to which death preludes. 


But why should we have to consider the immutable being as something dead? Certainly, when we try to enclose it in a logic formula, we run the risk of reifying it, i.e. reducing it to a res, a “thing”. Theory is grey: and the concept undoubtedly has the air of something abstracted from life, of something dead, let’s admit it even. But God, the Absolute, can also be the term of a spiritual experience anything but dead, on the contrary, very much alive, as I would say. 


Let us consider the religious and mystic experiences by means of which God is perceived as Spirit, as Person, as Creator, and Host of the soul in which He dwells, and first Author of every good inspiration.


Side by side with the experiences of the saints, let us consider those of the yogi, the seekers of God as pure Self.


Nor should we forget the experiences of those who discover in God the dimension of the One-All subtracted from all becoming. Such a discovery has within it certain particular ecstasies of the mahayana Buddhists and the Taoists and also the satori of the Zen.


There can be no doubt that all these are extremely live experiences. But they are cultural worlds to which a neo-idealist philosopher like De Ruggiero seems wholly closed. They are doctrines that he spontaneously rejects on account of a kind of visceral refusal of every possible idea of transcendent and non-becoming realities.


On account of his own formation and mentality, De Ruggiero seems more inclined to appreciate – as, in any case, one should rightly appreciate – the manifestation of the infinite in the finite, of the absolute (a dynamic absolute) in the relative.


It is true that Schelling’s Absolute seems too undifferentiated to be able to generate on its own the dialectics of the real, the gradual progress of the Spirit (the empirical I, that is) by means of a series of ever greater implementation.


On the other hand, there is a strong originary dynamism in Hegel’s Idea. The essence of the Idea is logic. The Idea is rationality. Not static rationality as the rationality of Greek philosophy and the expressions of thought that derive therefrom, On the contrary, dynamic rationality inherent in the real and therefore its principle of transformation.


Hegelian dialectics represent the progress of the Idea, which passes through nature and leaves it behind, to realize itself in the spirituality of man. It is in man that the Idea returns into itself.

7. The development of consciousness 

      is pursued by Fichte in an infinite progress 

      whereas Hegel assigns it an ultimate goal


In the dynamic perspective of Hegel’s dialectics, the Absolute is encountered at the end of the dialectic elevation process of the Idea. Here, too, one may say that in a certain way the Idea flows into the Absolute.


Therefore, if the progress of the Idea is to be understood as the progress of the individual human subjects in whom the Idea becomes incarnated, it becomes individual consciousness and as such develops, we might say that in the end those individual consciousnesses, which are becoming and developing, flow together in absolute knowledge.  


Let us see how Hegel conceives this final arrival point. First of all, he rejects the idea of an infinite progress that never attains an ultimate conclusion. It is what he calls false or bad infinity. To this he counterposes the true infinite. True infinite is what men attain at the end of their progress, when the Idea reveals itself to them not only as the ultimate end, but as first cause that impresses its originary impulse upon the entire dialectic.


It seems to me that in Fichte there is precisely what Hegel calls bad infinity. It is true that on several occasions Fichte speaks of an “activity of the I” that “proceeds to infinity” (for example, in “Foundations…”, vol. cit., pp. 179, 199, 218, etc.).


It is an activity, as Hegel would reply, where “everything becomes another; but the other is also a something; therefore it likewise becomes another; and so on, to infinity” (Encyclopaedia of the philosophic sciences, § 93).


Let us try to clarify this in Hegel’s own words: “This infinity is false or negative infinity, since it is nothing other than the negation [purely verbal and in intention, but not effective] of the finite, which is however reborn and, consequently, is not yet overcome (Encyclopaedia of the philosophic sciences, § 94). To bad infinity, “to the extent to which it remains mere progress towards the infinite, there remains attached the beyond as something that is unattainable” (Science of logic, V, 97).


“It may seem”, as Hegel notes, “that this progress must continue to the infinite: quite the contrary, however, it has an absolute end” (Introduction to the history of philosophy, A, III, a). 


In bad infinity the finite and the infinite are in “antithesis”. Now, we “have to free ourselves of the nightmare of the opposition of finite and infinite” (Lectures on the philosophy of religion, XV, 211).


True infinity, on the contrary, is “unity of the finite and the infinite”, where the finite is “overcome” (Encyclopaedia of the philosophic sciences, § 94). The true infinite is the “unity of the infinite in which there is contained the finite” (Lectures on the philosophy of religion, XV, 210-211).


Though philosophically pregnant, these are difficult expressions that should be looked at more closely for further clarification. As Nicola Abbagnano explains, “the fundamental theme of the philosophy of Hegel, as also that of Fichte and Schelling, is the infinite in its unity with the finite. This unity that in his youthful theological texts is recognized and celebrated in religion, is recognized in philosophy in his subsequent works. But both in the former and the latter it is understood in the sense that the infinite, as the one and only reality or substance of things, is not beyond the finite, but rather exceeds it and annuls it in itself”.


It is “what immediately establishes the essential difference between the doctrine of Hegel, on the one hand, and that of Fichte and Schelling, on the other. Fichte’s I and Schelling’s Absolute (both infinite activities) themselves pose the finite as such and in some way justify it and make it subsist as finite; but in this way the finite, in order to align itself with the infinite and become merged with it again, is launched into an infinite progress (the world of nature and history), which as such never attains its end.


“Now, according to Hegel, this infinite progress is the false or bad infinite or the negative infinite; it does not really overcome the finite, because it continually resurrects it and only expresses the abstract need of overcoming it (Encyclopaedia of the philosophic sciences, § 94). The infinite cannot be placed  side by side with the finite, because in that case the finite would constitute its barrier and its limit and it would not be truly infinite, but only finite.


“What, according to Hegel, is ‘the fundamental concept of philosophy’, the true infinite, must therefore annul and cancel the finite, recognizing and realizing it own infinity behind its appearances” (Abbagnano, Storia della filosofia [History of philosophy], II, 2, pp. 73-74).


“The true infinite” is “the absolute idea” (Hegel, Faith and knowledge). After Fichte and Schelling, Hegel, too, longs to repose in the Absolute. However, his Absolute is at the arrival point of human progress, at the ultimate arrival point of all evolution. Certainly, the Absolute that is eventually attained is the same eternal Absolute that has been ever since the beginning, has always been.


As we have already seen, the fact that the philosophy of Hegel, be it even in a manner different from Fichte and Schelling, eventually arrives at an immutable Absolute is decidedly not to the liking of De Ruggiero, for whom only movement is life.


De Ruggiero greatly prefers the infinite progress that Hegel considers bad infinity to the merging of movement into a definitive, perennial stasis. It seems to me that our illustrious historian of philosophy would willingly free Hegel’s dialectics of that final outcome that, to his mind, would suffocate and betray their intimate spirit.


On the other hand, I, who personally believe in the Christian God and am an equally convinced asserter of the metaphysics of the Absolute, find Hegel’s arrival point to be extremely interesting. Just as I had found extremely interesting the fact that both Fichte and Schelling had arrived at God conceived as the Eternal.

8.  In concrete terms, however, the ultimate goal 

       that Hegel assigns to consciousness 

       seems rather inadequate


Unlike Fichte and Schelling, for whom the eternal Consciousness does not merge with the becoming human consciousnesses, Hegel proposes a progress of the Idea incarnated in men that in the end debouches into a static condition of ultimate accomplishment, after which there substantially is no further progress, no further history, because things have arrived at perfection.


The only thing that arouses some perplexity is the fact that in Hegel’s vision the arrival point of human ascent is not in any way identified with a divine or – as one might say – super-paradisiac condition, but seems set in a historical epoch in which, indeed, men continue to live in a manner that in many  respects is not so very different from the way they lived in other epochs.


Let us assume, though without conceding the point, that with Professor Hegel thought arrives at the loftiest and truest expression ever attained by it, as he himself claims. Let us also assume, again as he says, that the Kingdom of Prussia has realized the best ever level of a modern state informed by reasonableness, of state as promoter and tutor of authentic liberty. In actual fact, however, far too many men continue to live in conditions of hardship and privation, if not in the most abject misery, in ignorance and oppression, amid toil, suffering and disease, amid ills and injustices of every kind. One can say anything but that humanity is close to the goal of perfection, of full implementation of the Idea in the world.


As far as I am concerned, I think that, if the ascent of humanity is really destined to attain an ultimate goal of perfection, this has to consist of a divine condition: capable of being defined precisely in these terms, even though not really capable of being concretely imagined.


If Hegel really intended to identify the peak of human progress with the situation in his day and age, that would seem a joke to me. But that the human ascent cannot resolve itself in a “bad” infinite race to reach a goal that is always further away and must rather have a supreme peak as its ultimate goal is a hypothesis that I find to be preferable, indeed, a hypothesis that fully convinces me.


I like to imagine it as a peak from which men can contemplate the entire road they have travelled, all the different personal itineraries, re-actualizing every moment, every fact, every experience just as it was subjectively lived. In short: assuming spent time in the attained eternity.


Such a retrospective look will not be a simple and more or less faded memory, but, let me say it once more, an authentic and full re-actualization, and this in all the vivacity that an act conceived in this manner can imply.


True eternity, be it clear, not “bad” eternity!. Not an infinite succession of time, but authentic eternity that in the panoramic and all-comprehensive look of a single and timeless moment recapitulates all the epochs, as also the separate existences of all the individuals. Epochs and lives of individuals will remain open like the lines of a page and the pages of a book, which are successive and yet contemporary, gathered in a global vision.


As far as De Ruggiero is concerned, the fact that for the great German idealist philosopher history should have a point of ultimate arrival constitutes an “undigested theological residue”. In the volume of his monumental History of philosophy dedicated exclusively to Hegel, De Ruggiero repeatedly draws attention to the subsistence of such a “residue”, which is undoubtedly not well in keeping with idealist thought, which seeks to resolve everything in consciousness.


Personally, however, I repeat that I have absolutely nothing against the affirmation of an eternal and immutable divine Consciousness with which the itineraries of the human consciousnesses that become in time will ultimately merge.


That something of that kind could in some way happen is inconceivable for De Ruggiero. As noted on several occasions, it is something similar to dying. And, indeed, Hegel seems to confirm him in this feeling every time he tries to illustrate what happens at that final goal of the human adventure.


De Ruggiero comments that, reading the final chapters of the works of Hegel, one is always left with more or less the impression that the author has arrived there tired and exhausted. “The affirmation that philosophy is a tranquil refuge from the toils and agitations of life and may spread its wings in brief flight at dusk [like Minerva’s famous bat] is not a sign of repose after a long walk, but of collapse. This vision is worthy of a Boetius, not a Hegel, who has learnt and taught to cement philosophy in the drama of the world (De Ruggiero, op. cit., IV, V, p. 255).


Our eminent historian of philosophy lingers to tell us something that, in the iter of Hegel’s dialectics, seems to him the “the limp and worn-out quietism of the epilogue” (ibid., p. 255). He asks himself what there remains to do for the Spirit that has at long last attained full self-consciousness and comments: “Its fate seems similar to that of the souls of paradise, who conclude a life of tribulations and breathlessness in immobility and inertia – at least inasmuch as man manages to imagine that state with human means” (ibid.).


But Hegel’s is a philosophical paradise, where humanity, having achieved full consciousness of itself, turns to retrospective contemplation of the work done to attain that goal (ibid.).


And thus philosophy becomes history of philosophy. But as De Ruggiero observes, the task of the history of philosophy and history in general is not only to determine the past. The most important thing in historical consideration is that this knowledge of our past should help us to become conscious of our roots, of what we really are deep within us, and that it should therefore prepare us better for facing the future: the future that the men who have arrived at Hegel’s ultimate goal no longer have (p. 256).


I would feel like objecting: but the final entry of mankind into the kingdom of God is really the dead mill-pond that De Ruggiero has in mind? Do the souls of paradise really lead an existence of “immobility” and “inertia”?


It is so, “at least inasmuch as man manages to imagine that state with human means”, our historian immediately recognizes.


We can thus ask ourselves: would such a representation of “paradise” as the ultimate goal of human ascent be really adequate?


And then: would the identification that Hegel seems to make – at least according to a certain interpretation – of the ultimate point of arrival of dialectics, of the ultimate goal of the human ascent and of every authentic evolution possible with the status quo of Prussia in the second and third decade of the nineteenth century after  the revolutionary and Napoleonic tempest  be right?


Referring to the beginning of § 549 of the Encyclopaedia, Armando Plebe notes that “Hegel here speaks of an ‘absolute scope’ that becomes achieved in the world and suggests that this scope is to be identified with the self-consciousness of the spirit”.


Now, as Plebe continues, “two fundamental questions are implicit in this concep-tion: 1) Is this end completely realizable in history? In that case the end (purpose) of history would also imply the end (conclusion) of history, because once the end is realized, the human spirit would no longer have any real purpose to pursue and could not but repeat itself. 2) If one assumes a positive response to the first question, one would have to ask oneself: did Hegel believe that the realization of that end coincided with his own age, or even with his own philosophical system (as some interpreters think) or that it was, in any case, close at hand?”


It is interesting to quote Plebe’s reply in his own words: “The answer to the two questions is not easy, because Hegel is purposely imprecise as far as this matter is concerned. But it seems to me that a comparative examination of his texts must lead one to the following conclusion: Hegel deemed the end of history to be realizable, but not for this reason did he think that its realization was punctual and determinate in a given moment of history.


“Even less so did he think that this realization implied an end of history, since he understood this realization not as a suffocation of the energies of nations, but as a strengthening of the dialectics of their relations, which, rather than being suffocated, would receive a new impulse from a more or less partial realization of that end.


“On the other hand, Hegel’s insistence on the realizability of the end of history is, above all, of a polemical character, since it is directed against the indeterminacy of the ideal of the enlightenment as regards its ‘perfectability’...


“As far as the second question is concerned, believing that Hegel considered his work to  mark the end (purpose) or, worse, the end (conclusion) of history, is derived from a misunderstanding of the greater part of his interpreters, who wrongly understood Hegel’s expression that his epoch represented ‘the culminating moment’ of history.


“He was so far removed from wanting to say with those words that history would end, that elsewhere he repeatedly speaks of America as ‘country of the future’”.


But Plebe recognizes that the interpretation opposite to his own is found among the greater part of Hegel’s interpreters (Plebe, Note 99 on pp. 192-193 of the Enciclopedia delle scienze filosofiche, Laterza, Bari, 4th edition, 1968, edited by him in anthological form).


If not precisely an end (conclusion) of the history of the world, Hegel seems to speak of an end of the historical travail of philosophy. In the words in which Luigi Pareyson couches his thought regarding this aspect, for Hegel his personal philosophy is “the philosophy”, “the absolute philosophy”, “absolute and definitive philosophy”. It is “knowledge of total truth”, it is “truth itself that has become conscious of itself”. It is “the totality of the history of philosophy” that flows into it as its ultimate goal”. Hegel’s philosophy “closes the further progress of philosophical research” and therefore “the history of philosophy is there only as completed and concluded” (Pareyson’s afterword to Hegel’s Introduzione alla storia della filosofia [Introduction to the history of philosophy], edited by A. Plebe, Laterza, Bari, 6th edition, 197, pp. 148-149).


Rather, Pareyson comments as follows: “Hegel wanted to prevent the absolutization of philosophy, and did not succeed in doing it otherwise than by absolutizing his own philosophy”. Indeed, he “cannot take account of the historicity of the human point of view other than by placing himself in the perspective of God” (ibid. pp. 149-150).

9.   Consequent need for a corrective


We can undoubtedly refuse as ridiculously disproportionate an identification of the perfective completion of human history with a particular historical epoch,  characterized by, as we might say, such an imperfect situation.


We can also refuse the equally swollen words with which Hegelian philosophy, as it is normally interpreted, proposes itself as the total and definitive revelation of truth itself.


But it does not by any means follow that this, by itself, must prevent us from assuming an end of time and an ultimate goal of the cognitive process, in which the human itineraries converge and flow together into the absolute and omniscient perfection of the divine Consciousness.


It is to be understood that an event of this kind, if it should really happen, if it should truly represent the full, total, absolute, exhaustive implementation of the Spirit, would constitute something qualitatively very different from the historical goal that Hegel sets in concrete terms: Prussia after 1815, where there are said to have been created the conditions of authentic “liberty” more propitious for the ultimate revelation of absolute truth by the Berlinese professor!


Now, even though the representations in the Bible are symbolic rather than intended to be taken literally, the idea of a deified humanity seems to me incomparably better expressed in the images and the concepts of Christian eschatology. I am referring in particular to the idea of the advent of “a new heaven and a new earth” (Is 65, 17-25; Acts, ch. 21); the powerful images that Paul gives us of the final universal resurrection (1 Thess 4, 13-18; 1 Cor 15, 20-28; Rom 8, 18-22); the idea of a corruptible body that will rise incorruptible and therefore immortal, transformed, no longer animal and material, but spiritual, glorious (1 Cor 15, 35-58; Rom 8, 18-22). 


If we do not want to continue pursuing something better, an even better, ad infinitum, if we truly expect to see man’s long and toilsome forward march ultimately crowned by the word “end”, we have to make the effort of imagining a condition from which no further progress would be thinkable, this for the simple reason that all has been realized, that there has been realized the maximum possible and conceivable. 


Contesting every idea of “bad infinity”, Hegel substantially tells us that, if it is to have sense, the progress of the human spirit must tend towards an ultimate goal. This suggestion seems to me to be truly precious in se. Here it seems to me that Hegel’s idealism usefully corrects and completes that of Fichte.


Hegel does not content himself with the knowledge of the Absolute that one can have of the Absolute in art, because there the Absolute reveals itself in sense forms, as something finite.


Nor does he content himself with the knowledge of the Absolute that one can have in religion. It is true that there man fuses with the divine and in this sense realizes the unity of the finite and the infinite. There one undoubtedly has an immanent revelation, where the Absolute reveals itself intimately to the consciousness in its plenitude. In religion, nevertheless, the Spirit grasps itself in sentiment, through representation and images, but does not yet realize the authentically rational, theoretical consciousness that one can only obtain by means of the critique of thought.


In Hegel’s thought the unity of the finite and the infinite is realized in philosophy. But this time, overcoming at last the limits of art and religion, in philosophy we no longer have the mediation of sense forms and not even the mediation of images and sentiments, but there we have full rationality, full theorization. 


The Spirit, which in art and religion already made itself absolute – absolutus, re-assuming within itself every reality and can therefore no longer be dependent on anything, unconditioned – , in philosophy becomes wholly transparent to itself., conscious of itself. Here the Spirit acquires full consciousness of itself in concrete thought.


At this point one comes to ask oneself: is it really thinkable that philosophy should be the place where we can achieve a full, immediate, perfectly adequate consciousness such as to represent the ultimate goal of all cognitive activity?


Full self-consciousness by means of philosophy? Immediate knowledge? I don’t think so. I would say rather: mediated by the concept. It is said that philosophy overcomes all mediation of sense realities, sentiments and images. However, there remains the mediation of concepts.


Be it clear that I am here using the term “concept” in the widest acceptation, ignoring the significance that the term assumes in a particular Hegelian triad.


Even this concept is a conspicuous mediation that undoubtedly helps knowledge to progress. But it is equally undoubted that, at one and the same time, it limits it. The subject who excessively insists on this mediation will risk becoming enmeshed in a mesh, a grid of concepts. And this could constitute a great and nasty obstacle to what is desired to be full, immediate and adequate knowledge.


We should remember, for example, the distinction that is made by Henri Bergson between two essential manners of knowledge, between what he calls “intuition” and “analysis”: “We here call intuition the sympathy with which one transports oneself into the intimacy of an object to coincide with what it may possess that it is unique and therefore inexpressible.


“Analysis, on the other hand, is the operation that leads the object back to already known elements, namely elements common to this object and others. Analyzing therefore consists of expressing a thing in terms of it not is.


“Every analysis is thus a translation, a development in symbols, a representation taken from successive viewpoints from which one notes a like number of contacts between the new object that is being studied and others that are believed to be already known.


“In its eternally unsatisfied desire of embracing the object around which it is condemned to revolve, analysis endlessly multiplies the viewpoints in order to complete the ever incomplete representation; it unceasingly varies the symbols in order to perfect the ever imperfect translation. But intuition, if it is possible, is a simple act”.


Just a little earlier, Bergson had said that “an absolute could not be given except in an ‘intuition’, while everything else belongs to ‘analysis’”.


Coming back to our theme: “This said, we can readily see that positive science has the habitual function of analyzing. It operates, first and foremost, on symbols. Even the most concrete of the sciences of nature, the sciences of life, abide by the visible form of living beings, their organs, their anatomical elements. They compare the forms the former with the latter, trace the more complex back to the simpler, and lastly study the way life functions in what, as it were, is its visual symbol” (Bergson, Introduction to metaphysics, I, 1).


I have dwelt at some length on this citation from Bergson in order to show that on the basis of a thought contribution of his authority and standing one could well sustain the following.

Firstly: The most adequate conceivable knowledge is not knowledge of the analytical type, but rather the intuitive knowledge that grasps its object alive and beyond all conceptual mediation.

 Secondly: Even with the due distinctions, one cannot deny that the procedures of Western philosophy in general, as also Hegel’s own philosophy, no matter how illumined it might be by intuitions that vie with each other as far as profundity and fecundity are concerned, remains predominantly entrusted to analysis.


Thirdly: It follows that Hegelian philosophy, even if one presumes it to be capable of grasping the absolute truth of things, could never grasp it more adequately than the way in which it can be gripped by a truly exhaustive divine intuitive knowledge that is all-comprehensive , direct, immediate, where subject and object come to form a full and perfect unity. 


Now, for the rationalist Hegel, the concepts of reason, no matter how dynamic they might be, are truth itself. For example, he writes that “while thought is formal, the concept is the most determinate thought, and lastly the idea is thought in its totality and in its determination in itself and by itself. The idea is therefore the true and only the true. Now, it is essential to the nature of the idea that it should develop, understand itself only through development and becoming what it is” (Hegel, Introduction to the history of philosophy, A, II).


But the question has to be further deepened. We have to see whether and to what extent such an identification of Hegelian reason with truth itself is justified.


We also have to see clearly what may authorize a philosopher to hypostatize the concepts of his own thought in the manner in which Hegel does this: whether an attitude of this kind does not have to be defined as apriorism, or fideism or pure and simple presumption.


Lastly, we have to see whether in truth there is not something more, a great deal more to be grasped in a far more adequate manner in a knowledge that far exceeds any kind of philosophy.


I have tried to determine this “more” in some manner, no matter how imperfect it may be. I have taken courage in both hands and also tried to come to grips with the question whether it is possible for the human spirit to arrive there. Lastly, I considered what can be obtained from idealist philosophy, concentrating attention, above all, on two of its great exponents, Fichte and Hegel.


In idealist and also Western philosophy of the nineteenth century I did, indeed, find important indications. But also limits: limits, be it said, of an intellectualist nature, in spite of the best intentions; limits of which I firmly believe that we have to free ourselves.


Only in that way will the experience of the ideality of being, which is at the basis of every idealism, be able to free itself of the all intellectualist fetters and emerge into the light of its full significance.
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