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Published in 1710, Giambattista Vico’s groundbreaking On the Most
Ancient Wisdom of the Italians argued, against Descartes, that know-
ledge is more about making and producing than speculating and
theorising. Historicised activities precede any kind of ethereal
abstraction. Maurizio Esposito situates Vico’s epistemology of praxis
within the long-standing tradition of the maker’s knowledge perspec-
tive and shows how Vico transformed the ancient idea that know-
ledge is a form of making into a humanist and existential principle.
Humans do not merely fabricate tools and transform nature; they
also create symbolic spaces in which different forms of thinking and
understanding evolve. Esposito explores the possibility that Vico
envisioned a non-Cartesian version of modernity, where praxis, rather
than reason, drives human history. This alternative modernity has
directly or indirectly influenced some of the most significant philo-
sophical traditions of the past two centuries and is more relevant
today than ever.
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Just fancy that! One does depend
On one’s own creatures, in the end.
Goethe (1994, 79)
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Preface

It is not easy to establish when a book starts to take shape, but if I had to
name a moment, I would choose late 2010, when I read the news that the
J. Craig Venter Institute had synthesised the first synthetic bacterial cell,
JCVI=syn 1.0, more prosaically called Synthia. No doubt, this technological
and scientific feat was itself significant. Still, my impenitent humanist
inclinations drew my attention toward something much less sensational:
a coded watermark inserted in the genetic sequence of Synthia conveying
the following message — “What I cannot build, I cannot understand.” I was
particularly captivated by this sentence and started to investigate its origins
and history. The makers of Synthia took the phrase from the American
physicist Richard Feynman. The sentence was found on Feynman’s black-
board after he died in 1988, and it did not take me long to realise that
Feynman represented only the latest example of a venerable tradition tying
the virtue of making something to the privilege of understanding it. The
history of such a tradition could most obviously be traced back to the
seventeenth century, when the philosopher and lawyer Francis Bacon
emphasised the importance of intervening, manipulating, or making to
the extortion of secrets from nature. But I soon understood that even
Bacon himself was drawing on older sources that went back to the
Renaissance and antiquity.

Historians of science have been particularly busy tracking down the
connection between making and knowing from antiquity to the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries. Seminal works as different as L. Olschki’s
Galilei und seine Zeit (1927), B. Farrington’s Science in Antiquity (1936)
and Head and Hand in Ancient Greece (1947), E. Zilsel's The Sociological
Roots of Science (1942), E. Dijksterhuis’s De mechanisering van het wer-
eldbeeld (1950, translated in English in 1961 as The Mechanization of the
World Picture), F. Forbes’s Man the Maker (1959), P. Rossi’s I Filosofi
e le Macchine (1962), L. White’s Medieval Technology and Social Change
(1962), A. E. Musson and E. Robinson’s Science and Technology in the

ix
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Industrial Revolution (1969), A. Clegg’s ‘Craftsmen and the Origin of
Science’ (1979), A. C. Crombie, ‘Science and the Arts in the Renaissance:
The Search for Truth and Certainty, Old and New’ (1980), A. Pérez-Ramos’s
Francis Bacon’s Idea of Science and the Makers Knowledge Tradition (1988)
and many others opened a fascinating window on the dynamic links between
mechanical arts, technology, experimentation, and scientific knowledge
in many disparate disciplines.” They all have emphasised the fundamental
epistemic relation connecting making and understanding, or the insight that
we only really know what we are able to produce. Since then, many other
studies have followed, and it would be virtually impossible to name them all.
Nowadays, historical, philosophical, or social studies that emphasise the role
of practices and arts in creating particular forms of knowledge have become
common wisdom. Thanks to more recent works as different in time and
content as A. Pickering’s Mangle of Practice: Time, Agency and Science (1995),
Peter Damerow’s essays collected in Abstraction and Representation (1996),
H. ]J. Rheinberger’s Toward a History of Epistemic Things: Synthesis Proteins in
the Test Tube (1997), P. Galison’s Image and Logic: A Material Culture of
Microphysics (1997), A. W. Crosby’s Measure of Reality: Quantification and
Western Society, 1250—1600 (1997), P. Smith’s The Body of the Artisan: Art and
Experience in the Scientific Revolution (2004), C. D. Conner’s A People’s History
of Science: Miners, Midwives, and Low Mechanicks (2005), or collective mono-
graphs like 7he Mindful Hand: Inquiry and Invention from the Late Renaissance
to Early Industrialisation (2007), edited by L. Roberts, S. Schaffer, and
P. Dear, and the recent effort of J. Renn, 7he Evolution of Knowledge
(2020), we know much more about the constitutive epistemic relationship
between practice and theory or action, fabrication, and manipulation as
the primordial step toward knowing.”

However, the historical evidence showing the constant relationship
between making and knowing from antiquity onwards was not what first
inspired this research. Instead, beyond or behind history, I was much more
intrigued with how philosophers themselves had justified the idea that we
know through making. In other words, I wanted to know how philoso-
phers had articulated, conceived, and justified the relationship between
making and knowing before and after Bacon. While historians of science
could teach me a great deal about how natural sciences had originated and
developed through the constant combination of hands and brains, they did

" Rossi’s book was translated in English in 1970. See Rossi 1970.
* The list of authors who explored the multiple connections between making and knowing, action and
thinking, can be extended indefinitely and I only mention a few of them.
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not throw much light on how philosophers had actually backed the
combination. Histories of philosophy and epistemology are the most
obvious candidates to explore, yet they rarely mention debates addressing
the relation between making and knowing.” My initial suspicion was that
the epistemological, and extremely intellectualistic, tradition we inherited
from Kant had somewhat obscured other philosophical traditions that
valued the roles of practice, labour and making in knowledge and science.
My suspicion intensified when I unwittingly discovered, in a Buenos Aires
second-hand bookshop, an old copy of a short book published back in
1971 and tited Verum factum: desde antes de Vico hasta Marx (Verum
Factum: From Before Vico to Marx). The copy was a Spanish translation of
an Italian edition published two years earlier. Back then, I did not know
that its author, Rodolfo Mondolfo, had been an erudite socialist and
philosopher who had to flee from Italy to Argentina after the Italian
Fascist government issued racial laws that explicitly targeted Jews.
Overseas, Mondolfo continued his productive career, publishing many
studies of the history of ancient, modern, and even contemporary philoso-
phy. He died in 1976 in Buenos Aires, a few months after the infamous
coup d’état that had brought a right-wing military dictatorship to power
in Argentina.

By reading Mondolfo, I discovered that Giambattista Vico held a
privileged place among all those who believed that we know through
making. Although I was not an expert on Vico, I knew he had written
The New Science in the eighteenth century. I knew he was one of the
founders of the philosophy of history or the human sciences and a sceptic
of the intrinsic powers of modern rationality. Yet I could not imagine that,
through Vico, one could eventually connect Bacon, Marx, and eventually
Feynman and Synthia’s coded watermark! In short, I realised that there was
a fascinating story to be told: a philosophical history of what Antonio
Pérez-Ramos has called the ‘Maker’s knowledge tradition” (MKT). Since
then, I have read all I could about Vico and the implicit or explicit
ramifications of his insights in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
Through these readings (which took me almost a decade), I began to
understand that Vico’s Verum Ipsum Factum principle — namely, the idea
that the true and made are convertible — was much more than an inspired
maxim. It hid an entire Weltanschauung that includes a theory of know-
ledge and a specific conception of history. The idea that there was a special

3 Notable exceptions are Cassirer [1929] 1955; Child 1959; Hintikka 1974. Pérez-Ramos 1989; de
Souza Filho 2002; Floridi 2011 and a few others will be duly mentioned in this book.
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relationship between making and knowing was originally discussed in the
fifth century BC by Hippocrates and some of his disciples. It was enthu-
siastically assessed, criticised, approved, rejected, and reconsidered for
centuries until Bacon and Vico updated it in quite different and original
ways. Behind Feynman’s blackboard scribble and Synthia’s coded water-
mark were centuries of sophisticated philosophical discussions of how the
natural world had emerged out of our makings. This book is itself the
outcome of the realisation that not enough attention had been dedicated to
the history and philosophy of this apparently simple idea.

But while I was reconstructing the ways the MKT resurfaced in different
moments and debates in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, I came to
the conclusion that the whole history of the tradition and the history of
Vico’s verum/factum principle were much more than a chart of the con-
tinuities and discontinuities of an interesting idea. To wonder whether we
know by making means to reconsider the role of practice in knowledge and
science and, in turn, the relationship between concreteness and abstrac-
tion. I gradually understood that the history of the MKT was also the
history of a particular philosophy — a philosophy that distrusts ethereal
abstractions and privileges the analysis of the concrete. It is philosophy that
supposes the primacy of practical activities over the power and purity of
theory. It is a philosophy obsessed with the idea that the world emerged
through our collective praxes. The dialectic links between the artificial and
natural worlds, between human practice and theory, between knowing
how and knowing that, all stem from the same underlying philosophical
concern: to show that our most successful abstractions are untimely rooted
in human affairs, which are eminently historical, situated, and directly
accessible to us because we are their makers.

Vico did expand on a very ancient insight: that the human world is
practical and historical and, as such, is the veritable foundation for any
cogitation. We cannot hope to ground this human world on a sort of
independent nature because this nature has been humanised since the
beginning. In short, for Vico, the fact that humans are essentially makers
does not only imply an epistemic condition for a reliable knowing of
nature, as it was the case for Bacon. Rather, ‘making’ is an existential
condition, fate, or necessity of humanity itself. As makers, humans get to
know their environments and, therefore, themselves. Vico’s Homo faber
was not simply the man or woman who fabricates tools, manipulates
things, and transforms nature, but was someone who generates the sym-
bolic and meaningful space in which all actions, productions, and cogita-
tions occur. In short, from a Vichian perspective, the maker’s knowledge
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approach supposes a philosophical anthropology, a philosophy of history,
culture, and existence, which inform human epistemic possibilities,
strengths, and limits. From this more general outlook, I started to engage
with the possibility that the history of the MKT epitomises an alternative
history of thought that informed important aspects of some of the most
important philosophical traditions of the nineteenth and twentieth cen-
tury: Marxism, Pragmatism, and Phenomenology.

Before plunging into the content of this research, it is important to
clarify its scope and limits. First, this is a book not on Vico’s philosophy
but on Vichian philosophy. This book does not aim to provide a new and
precise exegesis of Vico’s texts, but rather aims to explore some aspects of
his philosophy, as they can be relevant for contemporary readers. Back in
1982, Giorgio Tagliacozzo aptly defined Vico as a philosopher of the
eighteenth and twentieth centuries (Tagliacozzo 1982). Along with
Tagliacozzo, I am particularly interested in Vico’s reverberations over the
past two centuries and also how his insights remain relevant in our own
century. In other words, rather than recovering what Vico thought in his
own time (which is itself an important and never-ending task), my aim is
to show the pertinence, significance, and actuality of some of Vico’s ideas
which transcend his own epoch and conform what I see as a Vichian
approach to knowledge. No doubt, this approach may involve a degree of
historical anachronism, but it is the necessary price we pay to revive and
engage anew with a classic author from the distant past through the lens of
our own questions and concerns.” In this spirit, I quite literally follow the
suggestion of Enzo Paci, who, in a particularly inspired work on
Vico, wrote:

Vico owes his greatness to the immense philosophical potentiality of his
thought ... To understand him is almost always to betray him — as a
result, Vico’s thought will always speak to each new philosophy. One
might even say, paradoxically, that the ongoing evolution of European
thought continuously reshapes its deeper meaning. (Paci 1949, 129,
my translation)

Second, I consider the Maker’s knowledge tradition, which informs
some fundamental aspects of Vico’s epistemology, as a vast ‘jungle’ with
many charted, uncharted, and partially charted areas. Because exploring
the whole place in one book would have been impossible, I cut my path

* Cecilia Miller was right when she claimed that Vico would have been horrified by many of the later
conclusions drawn from his ideas (Miller 1993).
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through the ‘jungle’, which crosses both familiar and less familiar ‘sites’.
More prosaically, I do not intend to address every principal text and
thinker or to analyse in detail all the arguments and contexts surrounding
them. I see this book as a journey and, as with any journey, I had to make
decisions that inevitably involved painful exclusions, quick overviews, and
unexpected detours. Some readers will probably feel that some ‘places’
should have been scrutinised more thoroughly, while others would com-
plain that some ‘sites’ do not deserve the attention I have granted them.
Some more critical readers might find those exclusions unforgivable; others
would have justifiably explored other paths. Yet even with all its short-
comings, I hope that, by reading this book, readers will come away with a
general sense of the maker’s knowledge tradition as well as the many
fascinating threads that connect Vico’s philosophy to nineteenth- and
twentieth-century philosophies.

I also hope that the rough paths traced by this book may inspire other
scholars to clear new, larger, and more solid intellectual roads that will
eventually lead us to a better geography of the whole ‘forest’. In this sense,
the book is embarrassingly incomplete and distressingly fragmentary. But
more than a comprehensive historical reconstruction, I see it as an incipi-
ent exploration of one of the most fascinating and equally problematic
ideas of epistemology: that we know something as long as we can make it.
But I also see it as a long reflection on an even more perplexing thought
that it is what we make and do, and not what we think, that defines who
and what we are as biological species and as human beings.
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Introduction
The ‘Maker’s Knowledge Tradition’ through and beyond Vico

I.x  Vico and the Maker’s Knowledge Tradition

In 1710, Giambattista Vico published a small treatise with a lengthy and
rather uninspiring title: De antiquissima italorum sapientia ex linguae lati-
nae originibus eruenda (On the Most Ancient Wisdom of the Italians
Unearthed from the Origins of the Latin Language). While the book
slipped out largely unnoticed, it was one of the most fascinating texts on
the philosophy of knowledge ever written. Against Descartes, Vico argued
that knowledge was not about having clear and distinct ideas but rather was
about making. Humans know insofar as they produce the object of inquiry.
The limit of our understanding lies in the constraints of our creations. Vico’s
view implied a host of remarkable corollaries: knowledge was more about
creativity and invention than rationality and speculation, more about
ingenuity and imagination than analysis and calculation, and more about
tinkering and experimenting than inferring and judging. Vico called the
intertwinement of making and knowing the Verum Ipsum factum principle
(hereafter the VEP): the true (verum) and the made (factum) are interchange-
able. Vico’s epistemic agenda did not attract an immediate following; it was
like a supernova exploding in the sidereal void. We can appreciate its shining
light today because his perspective is surprisingly contemporary. Vico’s work
was largely ignored until the nineteenth century when it was discovered by
scholars who were busy debating the distinction between natural and human
sciences. As a keen advocate of historical knowledge, Vico was immediately
hailed as one of the fathers of the humanities. But his premature and
anachronic classification as a hero of the human sciences obscured one of
his main agendas: to construct new foundations for empirical and non-
empirical knowledge.

I call Vico’s philosophy of knowledge ‘praxis epistemology’. Yet, this
particular kind of epistemology had not born an adult in the head of Vico
as Athena had been born from the head of Zeus. It grew slowly and

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009436007.002



2 Introduction

clumsily within what Antonio Pérez-Ramos has appropriately called the
‘maker’s knowledge tradition” (Pérez-Ramos 1988). The figures who con-
tributed to this tradition emphasised, in one way or another, the funda-
mentality of making and producing in the process of knowledge. Francis
Bacon was certainly one of the most eminent protagonists of the tradition,
and Vico was deeply indebted to his intellectual agenda. Yet Vico’s version
of ‘praxis epistemology’ was different, and perhaps more radical, for three
main reasons." First, unlike Bacon and many of his followers, who con-
ceived ‘making’ as an activity aimed to know something, Vico identified
knowing with making. With the verb ‘to make’, Vico did not refer to the
activity of the experimenter who ‘tortures’ and ‘extorts’ the secrets of
nature. For Bacon, experiments were tools aimed at truth. He held that
naturalists should put forward hypotheses and then observe and experi-
ment to rule out possible explanations. Once the naturalist has ruled out
alternative explanations, she might reach some consensus regarding a true
representation of nature (Farrington 1966; Zagorin 1999; Rossi 2008).
Vico, instead, argued that experiments were tools for truth only as expedi-
ents for reproducing natural phenomena. In De antiquissima, Vico suggests
that by reproducing natural phenomena, we can grasp them partially
because we are somewhat rehearsing God’s creative activity on an infinitely
smaller scale. Vico believed that natural phenomena could be controlled
and predicted but that they could never be fully understood because only
God, as a maker, knows them. Vico did not expect that we could provide
timeless and definitive knowledge of nature. Because we know what we
make, and we cannot make nature, we only really know our own produc-
tions, whether artefacts, languages, codes, theorems, games, myths, reli-
gions, or poems.”

Second, for Vico, human knowledge was not at the service of material
development but instead at the service of human self-understanding.
Bacon believed that sciences had to improve the material conditions of
humanity; Vico was rather sceptical about the virtuous connection
between knowledge and power. To him, technical power without philo-
sophical wisdom was the symptom of historical decadence, not an epi-
stemic virtue. Third, unlike Bacon, Vico did not believe in any linear

* On the intellectual differences and continuities between Bacon and Vico, see De mas 1959 and
Barnouw 1980. On the profound influence of Bacon on Vico, see Fattori 2020.

* As will be explained in Chapter 2, Vico’s notion of ‘making’ in de antiquissima is different from the
notion of ‘making’ in the New Science. The former is broader than the latter.
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progress prompted by the wise use of a powerful scientific method. For
Vico, humans would never free themselves from dogmatism and the
alluring powers of the received traditions. No ‘Year One’ from which a
definitive new modern world could blossom. No redeeming utopia would
expect us at the doors of technical society. For Vico, any civilisation was
doomed to fall back to previous stages of human development. In this
context, Vico conceived his ‘praxis epistemology’ not as a tool for
prompting unlimited progress but as an antidote against human arrogance
and as a therapy against any quest for misplaced dogmatism. ‘Praxis
epistemology’ was meant to emphasise the intrinsic limits of human
cognitive possibilities.

But besides his important divergences with Bacon, there is a further,
perhaps more important, reason why I consider Vico’s epistemology
particularly important and worth our attention: his philosophical grammar
is entirely at odds with most of what we normally read about traditional,
modern epistemology, which is squarely divided between rationalists and
empiricists, mind and world, theory and experience. Isaiah Berlin
expressed very clearly this point when he observed that Vico’s notion of
knowledge was ‘neither inductive nor deductive (nor hypothetico-
deductive), neither founded on the direct perception of the external world
nor a fantasy which lays no claim to truth or coherence’ (Berlin 2013).’
While Vico’s contemporaries quarrelled about impressions, judgements,
reason, representations, and beliefs, Vico talked about ingenuity, making,
poetry, metaphors, inventions, instruments, institutions, history, and
imagination. Vico’s open stance is interestingly unsettling because it cannot
be easily squeezed into one of our historiographic categories. That is why
Vichian scholarship is a kaleidoscope of disparate and often contradictory
interpretations. There is an ‘idealist’, a ‘materialist’, a ‘pragmatist’, a ‘histori-
cist’, an ‘and-historicist’, a ‘reactionary’, a ‘revolutionary’, a ‘pagan’, ‘devout

? Roger Hausheer complemented Berlin’s characterisation of Vico’s idea of knowledge by saying;: ‘It is
sui generis and can be described and analyzed only in terms of itself. It cannot be yielded by or
translated into a Cartesian or a Newtonian or any similar system which correlates things and events
from “outside” in terms of causal regularities . . . a familiar activity or an intimate aspect of our lives,
which we have hitherto seen from inside in terms of human goals and aspirations, can be alienated
from us by being, as it were “objectified”: it is suddenly seen as alien and external to ourselves, a
causal product of forces beyond our control’ (Hausheer 2013, Iv). Tagliacozzo observed that one of
the reasons why Vico was largely neglected in the histories of philosophy was that it was very
difficult, if not impossible, to situate him within any current or tradition: ‘Introducing Vico
appropriately into any history of philosophy was an almost impossible task. At what point, and in
whose company, should Vico be placed?” (1989, 4).
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catholic’, ‘premodern’, a ‘modern’, an ‘unmodern’, and a ‘postmodern’
Vico (together with other possible hybrid versions).*

No doubt, the complexity of Vico’s texts feeds such hermeneutical
pluralism.” However, beyond the virtues and shortcomings of Vico’s
several interpretations, I think that any of those categories can hardly
embrace the contents of his philosophy and, in particular, his epistemol-
ogy, for a simple reason: we have forgotten (or dismissed) many of the
philosophical alternatives that were available to Vico back in the eight-
eenth century.® We might try to force Vico’s philosophy into one of our
intellectual pigeonholes, whether we refer to realism, rationalism, empiri-
cism, constructivism, pragmatism, relativism, internalism, externalism, or
even historicism. Still, Vico’s cogitations slip away constantly through
these categories, touching all and none.” By confusing and mixing our
received convictions, Vico allows us to realise that most of our current
interests and debates result from a contingent history in which particular
approaches and concepts survived while others were discarded. There are
other options beyond empiricism or rationalism, realism, or constructiv-
ism. We only need to reopen the Pandora’s box of philosophy’s history.
To study Vico today, in fact, means also to be available to question many
of our cherished beliefs about the roles, methods, concepts, and ideals of
philosophy itself and human science more generally.

But how should we situate Vico in the history of Western philosophy
and, more specifically, epistemology? In other words, was Vico a lonely
genius who put forward an entirely new philosophy of knowledge that is
now widely forgotten? Could Vico’s epistemology be the outcome of an
isolated, contingent, and instant spark of inspiration? Furthermore, could
Vico have really thought things other philosophers had only suggested
much later, in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries? In Chapters 1 and
2, I deflate the myth of an isolated genius and show that Vico’s view
resulted from an eclectic — and confusing — synthesis mixing ancient and
modern sources.” Vico was far from being alone, and his insights reflected

IS

On the difficult task to situate Vico in the history of philosophy, see Rockmore 1989 and Luft 1996.
I refer to the different versions of Vico offered by Benedetto Croce and Fausto Nicolini, Isaiah
Berlin, Leon Pompa, Donald Phillip Verene, Eugenio Garin, Max Fisch, Stephan Otto, Peter Burke,
Nicola Badaloni, Paolo Cristofolini, Mark Lilla and many others.

On the relationships between Vico, Locke, and Hobbes, see Munz 1983.

As Palmer aptly noticed: ‘As is often the case with debates of this type — and Vico scholarship is
notorious for them — the either-or position is easy to refute simply because one of Vico’s
characteristics as a philosopher is to escape any either-or classification’ (Palmer 1988, 15).

For a critical overview of Vico’s epistemology, see Zagorin 1984 and Gaukroger 1986. See also

Appendix.
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the environment in which he lived. Vico did not invent the idea that we
know what we make.” His ‘praxis epistemology’ was a sort of ‘chimaera’
composed of diverse ideas taken from many disparate authors. What was
new in Vico’s thinking was an original articulation of ideas that coherently
connected the identification of making with knowing and a conception of
human knowledge as something socially and historically produced — a
conception that was reconsidered or rediscovered and unpacked several
times in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, especially as developed in
the Marxist, Pragmatist, and Phenomenological traditions.

I.2  Situating Vico’s ‘Praxis Epistemology’

In 1969, the Italian scholar Rodolfo Mondolfo published Verum-Factum:
From After Vico to Marx. Mondolfo was a renowned philosophy historian
based at the University of Bologna. In 1939, as a Jew, he had to flee from
Italy after the fascist government issued its racial laws. He found asylum in
Argentina, where he died forty years later after publishing several books
about the history of ancient and modern philosophy. Mondolfo’s book
outlined the entire story of the MKT, and the account consists of a
sweeping condensation of more than 2,000 years of cogitations while
covering less than 100 pages. He pulls together an ambitious narrative,
beginning with Hippocrates and ending with Marx. The book is a very
old-fashioned intellectual history based on a hasty list of significant figures,
ideas, and arguments, yet we might still find it inspiring for two reasons.
First, it provides a general overview of how the VFP had been discussed
several times over two millennia. He showed, quite convincingly, that
Vico’s epistemology needed to be contextualised into a long tradition of
scholars going back to Hippocrates. Secondly, and more importantly,
Mondolfo’s old book is a goldmine of fascinating references. While going
through the thick lists of sources, we can realise that, in the 1930s and
thereafter, there was a vibrant community of historians and philosophers,
many of them now forgotten, who were committed to reconstructing the
history of this apparently ‘marginal’ tradition that had been much less
marginal than one might have expected.

Through Mondolfo, we discover that many seminal scholars interested
in the history of the ‘Maker’s knowledge tradition’ (MKT onwards),
framed their narratives around Marxist coordinates. This is not surprising.
Since the nineteenth century, both Marx himself and later Marxists had

? As Benedetto Croce noted long ago. See Croce 1912.
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emphasised the fundamentality of praxis, of human action, in tying
human’s collective will with nature, transforming both the latter and the
former over time. Through the concept of praxis, Marxists questioned the
idea that humans approached reality as contemplating minds. Humans are
already into reality as acting, flesh-and-blood beings. ‘Reality’ itself, and
our comprehension of nature, is the outcome of a constant, historical,
dialectic relation between practice and theory. The insight spurred a host
of new studies emphasising the categories of ‘practice’, ‘labour’, and
‘making’ in the history of human thought. Some, like Mondolfo or
Benjamin Farrington, were persuaded that the unity of practice and theory
typical of the philosophy of praxis could be traced back to the ancient
Greeks (Farrington 1936; Mondolfo 1971). Others, like the American
literary critic Edmund Wilson, argued that the history of European
socialism began with Vico’s verum/factum and, especially, with Michelet’s
rediscovery of it in the nineteenth century (Wilson [1940] 1972)."° Marx’s
son-in-law Paul Lafargue and the socialist engineer Georges Sorel and the
Austrian philosopher Max Adler saw Vico’s concepts as precursors of many
Marxist ideas precisely because they saw Vico as a philosopher of praxis
(Jay 1984). For all of them, Vico had produced a fundamental milestone in
the overall history of socialist thought with his emphasis on making
(interpreted in Marxist terms) and his supposed ‘cyclical’ historicism.""
But Marxist-inspired narrative of the MKT hid two fundamental short-
comings: first, by stressing the continuity and persistence of some specific
ideas, they provide misleadingly unified narratives leading directly to
Marx. They tend to overlook the fact that many ideas composing the
tradition had been reinvented several times in different places. Such
reinventions mirrored different cultures, languages, and needs, whether

' Also, the Czech Marxist philosopher, Karel Kosik, in his Dialectic of the Concrete (first edition
1967), hailed Vico as one of the precursors of the socialist thought. He wrote: ‘Every theory of
history and of social reality therefore falls back on Vico’s seminal discovery of the historical character
of human nature’ (1976, 91).

Antonio Labriola, for example, in his essay commemorating Marx and Engels’s Communist
Manifesto, observed: ‘Even long before Feuerbach gave a final blow to the theological explanation
of history (man makes religion and not religion man) the old Balzac had made a satire of it by
making men the puppets of God. And had not Vico already recognized that Providence does not act
in history from without? And this same Vico, a century before Morgan, had he not reduced history
to a process which man himself makes through successive experimentation consisting in the
invention of language, religion, customs and laws?’ (Labriola 1908, 76). On this account, Martin
Jay commented: “This stress on making was, as many commentators have observed, Vico’s seminal
contribution to historical thinking, and by extension to Marxism, and, in particular, to Western
Marxism’ (1984, 34). Even though, as he sensibly concluded a few pages later: “The rediscovery of
Vico by certain Western Marxists, in fact, thus posed almost as many questions as it resolved’
(1984, 37).
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they had surged in Miletus, Athens, Rome, Naples, Paris, London, or
Boston. In other words, no linear history of the MKT could be plausibly
written to place Vico or any other of its protagonists unequivocally and to
form a coherent sequence of great minds leading directly to Marx’s
revolutionary notion of praxis. The very notions of ‘making’, ‘art’, ‘action’,
‘work’, ‘production’, and the like had changed dramatically over time.
Hippocrates’s techné is not identical to Aristotle’s zechneé, and Nicholas of
Cusa’s facere is not the same as Bacon’s opus, Vico’s facere/factum and then
Marx’s produktion."> As the MKT has been paved by too many breaks and
reinventions, the very concept of ‘making’ seems hopelessly ambiguous
and prismatic. There is no one stable concept — say ‘labour’, ‘art’, or
‘making’ — moving through history but a galaxy of many fundamentally
vague concepts that are approximately related.”> But there is a second
shortcoming, which directly touches the scopes of this book: Marxist
narratives use the very philosophical framework that was itself the histor-
ical upshot of the MKT. In fact, in this book, I show that we should not
frame ‘praxis epistemology’ into Marxism but, on the contrary, we should
contextualise Marxism into the MKT."* Marxist epistemology is a particu-
lar kind of praxis epistemology. We do not have a Marxist history of the
MKT but instead a more comprehensive history that includes Marxism
itself. If anything, the MKT’s history reveals the deep connections of
Marxism to older traditions that also fed important aspects of pragmatism
and phenomenology in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

I think there is a more promising and non-teleological alternative with
which to approach the history of the tradition, and that comes from the

** On the relation between Nicholas of Cusa and Vico, see Garin 1977.

'3 In this book, for the sake of analysis, I decided to subsume all these different concepts under the
Greek eclectic notion of praxis, which conveys both the idea of action or activity and the idea of
practicing or making something. As it is well known, the word praxis derives from the Greek verb
prassein, which refers to both doing or making something. The concept of praxis is ambiguous
enough to cover all sorts of human activities, while it is specific enough to define a philosophy of
knowledge that is overtly anti-speculative, i.e., an epistemology that focuses on the situated,
concrete, and historical elements that surround, constitute, or nurture beliefs, representations,
arguments, and theories. On the history of this concept, especially in the Marxist context, see
Wainwright 2022. On the concept as employed by Aristotle, see Adkins 1978 and Dehart 1995.
Max Fisch aptly observed that among Latin-speaking scholars and writers, the nuanced distinctions
between theoretical, practical, and productive science gradually faded. Their terminology became
even more ambiguous than it had been among Aristotelian scholars. As the Greek polis declined,
Aristotle’s identification of praxis with politics grew increasingly problematic. Without this equation
of praxis with political action, the distinction between praxis and poiesis — practical and productive
knowledge — tended to blur. Vico’s notion of pratica reflected the broader ambiguities of Latin
usage. See Fisch 1976.

Of course, with ‘Marxism’ here, I am not referring to political economy but to the Marxist
conception of knowledge and its relation between practice and theory (making and knowing).
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first American scholar of Vico, Max Harold Fisch.”> The biography of
Fisch, like that of Mondolfo, is inherently fascinating. He was born in a
small town near Seattle in 1900 and died ninety-five years later in Los
Angeles. He came across Vico in the 1930s while writing a dissertation on
Stoicism and Roman law at Cornell University. He was so intrigued by
Vico’s hypothesis about the origins of Roman law that he decided to learn
more about it even though no English translations were available (Marshall
2016). At the beginning of World War II, Fisch managed to travel to Italy
to meet two of the most outstanding Vico scholars, Benedetto Croce and
Fausto Nicolini. They encouraged him to translate Vico’s Autobiography
and his opus magnum, 7he New Science, into English. While in Naples,
with the crucial support of Thomas Goddard Bergin, an authority in
Italian studies at Yale, Fisch began to translate Vico’s convoluted prose.
Together, they produced the first complete translation of Vico’s New
Science after the war in 1948. Fisch rightly became the first and foremost
North American expert on Vico. Yet his unique expertise was comple-
mented by another professional devotion: Charles Sanders Peirce and the
pragmatic tradition. Not surprisingly, Fisch’s considerations about Vico
and the pragmatic philosophy are extremely interesting.

First, Fisch argued that there were extraordinary coincidences between
Vico’s philosophy and pragmatist epistemology. Yet he did not expect any
direct line of influence between Vico and the pragmatists. Neither Peirce
nor James or Dewey had probably ever read Vico; and even if they had,
Vico’s influence was essentially nil. To Fisch, if we wish to explain their
intellectual coincidences, we should not hunt for improbable direct influ-
ences connecting Vico to pragmatism. He believed that something deeper
and perhaps more interesting was at stake: both Vico and pragmatists were
reacting against the same philosophical tradition. They had a common
enemy, and the enemy was the Cartesian theory of knowledge. Fisch
observed that Vico and the pragmatists rejected the idea that to know
meant representing the world outside us in our minds in the best possible
way. They refused to believe that we could reach certainty and that such
knowledge would relate to an objective description of the world. They
reacted against the idea that truth involves transparent relationships among
our thought, our language, and the world. Vico did not influence pragma-
tists, but the latter unwittingly revisited some Vichian ideas while ques-
tioning what John Dewey called ‘the spectator theory of knowledge’.

" See in particular Fisch 1969.
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In short, by challenging traditional epistemology, pragmatists had unin-
tentionally resurrected Vico.

Fisch’s insight can be pushed even further and expanded. More than
tracking down the network of influences that eventually led the ancient
world to many other philosophical traditions — and then providing an
unrealistic teleological narrative of the MKT, as many Marxists did — we
might explore the possibility that Vico’s epistemology is a sign of a recur-
rent tension between two philosophical approaches: a clash between two
ways of conceiving the nature and aims of knowledge. Following Fisch, we
might test the hypothesis that ever since the seventeenth century, philoso-
phers have been struggling between two opposite notions of knowledge,
with Vico representing one branch. On the one hand, we have what
Dewey called the quest for certainty — a quest superbly pursued by
Descartes and his avatars. The quest consisted of the idea that knowledge
needs to be grounded in universal, eternal, and objective principles. The
dangerous enemies of knowledge are subjectivity, contingency, and, there-
fore, history. On the other hand, we have Vico’s more modest option that
as basically limited beings, we can only know what we make. Thus, if we
wish to understand how and what humans know, we cannot wander in the
frictionless worlds of abstraction; we need to get our minds ‘dirtied” by
history. The epistemic act cannot be grasped through introspection, intu-
ition, or pure reasoning but rather through its genetic reconstructions.
We know something, Vico observed, not when we have a distinct repre-
sentation of something inside our heads but instead when we can identify
the causes behind its development, whether it is an idea, an institution,
or an artefact. More generally, all of this means that philosophy (and thus
epistemology) cannot be reduced to a critique of abstractions, as Whitehead
wonderfully put it, but instead assimilated into a critique of human practices
and institutions, as Fisch emphatically replied on Vico’s shoulders (Fisch
1956).

This is an exciting frame for telling a counter-history of epistemology.
Such a history was not a procession of minor or great figures who defended
an idiosyncratic theory of knowledge based on a unique notion of
‘making’. Rather, it was a history of a struggle between two camps inspired
by powerful perspectives. In antiquity, the opposition had been between
Platonists and materialists, as the Irish historian Benjamin Farrington
wonderfully illustrated in his too-often-overlooked studies of the history
of science in the ancient world (Farrington 1947). The clash continued
with different strengths and intensities until the Renaissance, when scholars
as diverse as Juan Luis Vives, Marsilio Ficino, Francisco Sanches, Giordano
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Bruno, and Francis Bacon reinforced the crucial relationship between
theory and practice in the history of knowledge. Yet, in the seventeenth
century, Descartes renewed the ancient trust in the absolute powers of the
mind. Vico’s ‘praxis epistemology’ was a reaction against the excesses of
abstraction and the overenthusiasm for any form of universal mathesis.
Vico denounced the limits of a pure and ahistorical philosophy of know-
ledge a century later. But if we want to get to the core of such a conflict,
beyond and behind a dry confrontation of philosophical arguments, we
need to zoom out our analysis and reconsider the agenda of what we call
‘modernity’. Once we do that, we realise that Fisch’s suggestion of a clash
between ‘universalists’ and ‘historicists’ had been provoked by a persistent
continental ‘rift’ that was much deeper, larger, and more complicated.

I.3 Two Modernities?

In 1970, an American historian of the Renaissance, William Bouwsma,
defended a fascinating hypothesis about the origins of secularisation in
Europe.”® He observed that what we call ‘secularisation’ began with an
interdict imposed on Venice by the Pope in 1606. The interdict aimed to
force Venice’s secular authority to bow to the spiritual will of the church.
The resistance of Venice triggered a series of deep philosophical discussions
addressing political, moral, and epistemic issues. For Bouwsma, the real
concern was whether ‘it was permissible to conduct the various affairs of
this world in accordance with the principles derived only from the human
ends they served or, on the contrary, whether they must be controlled by
and made to serve larger spiritual ends’ (1990, 114). The Venetian leaders
contended that temporal issues had to be considered as autonomous from
spiritual ones, and the former could not be subsumed under the latter. The
clergy, instead, argued that the cleavage between temporal and spiritual
issues was a blow against the divine and universal order of the world.
While Venetians insisted that ‘eternal truths are inaccessible to the human
intellect, and that only the limited insights afforded by experience in this
world are relevant to the earthly career of the human race’ (1990, 114), the
clergy condemned the supposedly impious view that human reason could
be thought to be detached from the divine plan endorsed by the Pope and

his emissaries. What makes Bouwsma’s analysis particularly fascinating for

"¢ The paper was first delivered at the XII International Congress of Historical Sciences in Moscow
(1970). See Bouwsma 1990.
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the purposes of this book is his insistence that the difference between
secularised and non-secularised thought could not be reduced to the
distinction between religious and non-religious sensibilities. On the con-
trary, for him, the distinction referred to two conceptions of human nature
and knowledge, which were equally religious. However, while Venice
represented the pragmatic, unsystematic, concrete, modest, and more
pietist mentality of the temporal sovereignty, Rome embodied the highly
abstract, systemic, absolutist, and generalising intellect of the spiritual
power. Whereas Venice emphasised the limits and situatedness of human
experience and knowledge, Rome stressed the universalising power of
reason over everyday affairs. Bouwsma asserted that the success of
Cartesianism in the seventeenth and then in the eighteenth century lay
in the fact that this philosophy could be effectively used for grounding the
clergy’s pretentions to universality. In the seventeenth century, the reac-
tion against the spirit of the Renaissance embodied by Venice was the
revival of the systematising approach of Descartes:

Both pre-and post-Cartesian rationalism represented the impulse toward
the systematic integration of all experience. Both, therefore, tended, in
principle, to reject the autonomy of the secular. The significance of
Descartes’s own dualism may still be debatable, but his followers found
the Cartesian method useful rather for establishing relationships than for
preserving distinctions; in the hands of Malebranche, Cartesianism seemed
as suitable as Aristotelianism to reconstitute a philosophy of universal order
on Christian principles. (1990, 121)

The offensive against Venice was a philosophical attack against the secular
values of the Renaissance. What we normally call ‘modernity’ was, for
Bouwsma, a sort of counterrevolution against temporal scepticism. The
traditional cleavage between human affairs and spiritual certainties was
solved in favour of the latter, which had to orient and underpin the former.
Twenty years later, in 1990, the British philosopher Stephen Toulmin
pushed Bouwsma’s insights further. Like Bouwsma, Toulmin argued that
the Cartesian philosophical obsession with certainty and immutability had
arisen from specific historical conditions. Yet he explored the possibility
that the bloodshed of the Thirty Years’ War, which killed between four
and eight million Europeans from 1618 to 1648, caused humanism, as
well as the largely sceptical philosophies of the Renaissance, to go out of
fashion. The end of the ‘secularised’ Renaissance was not determined by
the victory of Rome over Venice but by the tragic and collective trauma
prompted by war’s religions. Toulmin suggested that a moderate and
tolerant attitude could be easily accepted in a relatively peaceful
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environment, but that scepticism had become a luxury no one could afford
amid violent ideological and religious clashes. Toulmin believed philoso-
phers such as Descartes and later Leibniz embraced a quest for certainty to
provide an intellectual framework in which people of different persuasions
(and religions) could discuss and eventually agree rather than cutting each
other’s throats.

There are significant shortcomings in Toulmin’s argument, yet his central
insight is deep, provocative, and heuristically fruitful.”” He suggested that
modernity had two stages. The first one was the humanism of the
Renaissance in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, and the second
consisted of the surge of scientific rationality in the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries. Toulmin’s narrative partially (and interestingly) coincides
with the Bouwsmanian idea that the philosophical and scientific revolution
of the seventeenth century was, in truth, a Counter-Renaissance. “Modern”
philosophy was not a direct response to medieval dogmatism and fanatism
through the light of reason and science. Instead, it was a reactionary
response against the weakness of the humanists’ ecumenic pluralism. For
Toulmin, the epistemology of the Counter-Renaissance, as epitomised by
Descartes, was a sort of ‘politics of certainty’ prompted by the endless
carnage of the seventeenth century. The new science, rooted in mathemat-
ics and geometry, offered a privileged model for overcoming all sorts of
destructive diatribes. Before the Thirty Years’ War, the philosophers of the
Renaissance — imbued with the recently rediscovered ancient sceptic
tradition of Pyrrhus, Sextus Empiricus, and Carneades — had inclined
toward tolerant, open-minded, ecumenic, and practically oriented philoso-
phies. Figures such as Erasmus, Rabelais, Montaigne, and Bacon had
upheld a humanist worldview in which absolute certainty had no place.
Their epistemology was a sort of politics of ‘relaxed tolerance’. Toulmin
concluded that the significant difference between humanists and rational-
ists lay in how they addressed praxis. While the formers were essentially
interested in mundane, situated, particular, and concrete issues that could
never be arranged and solved once and for all, the latter idolatrised univer-
sality, eternity, abstraction, systematicity, and inflexible rigour. Whereas
humanists embraced ambiguity, most seventeenth- and eighteenth-century

'7" First, Toulmin opposed a Platonic view to a more tolerant Aristotelian tradition. Yet while Aristotle
discovered the distinctive domain of praxis, he still believed that the most important business of
philosophy was eternity and universality. Second, the quest for certainty is much older than
Descartes and his followers. It follows the whole history of philosophy. Third, the idea that after
the 1640 Renaissance, humanism was dead in Europe is questionable, as I suggest in Chapter 2.
On Toulmin’s view of Vico, see Toulmin 1982.
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rationalists proudly despised it. Rationalists, Toulmin added, were ‘theoretic-
ally centred’, and humanists were ‘practically minded’ (Toulmin 1990, 34)."*

Toulmin felt that Descartes’s response to tolerant scepticism was bril-
liant but ineffective. We do not need to go deeply into the Meditations to
grasp Descartes’s strange and brilliant strategy to defuse scepticism.
To challenge the sceptic, Descartes invented an imaginary ego as a pristine
mind stripped of all bodily elements: a pure speculative substance entirely
opposed to any material thing, an ethereal mind attached to an ephemeral
body thrown into a cryptic and foreign world. The problematic offshoot of
this remarkable invention is that the extreme separation between mental and
physical substances leaves the ego wondering how she can ever know
anything beyond herself. While the life of the mind and the life of the body
are astutely cleaved to guarantee the certainty of pure thought, external reality
becomes something distinctively puzzling. Descartes’s strategy rested upon
shaping a very peculiar idea of an ego which dismissed all practical issues that
could trigger human disagreements by feeling the world. The mind and body
dichotomy consists of a modern and perhaps more radical restatement of a
Platonic epistemology. Descartes’s man, like Plato’s philosopher, was once
again the transcendent ‘spectator’ witnessing the world from above and
beyond it. But the modern Cartesian ‘spectator’ was not Plato’s aristocrat
seeing the light out of the cave. Instead, she was a shy solipsist chasing a small
rational light deep into the furthest corners of her mind.

Not surprisingly, the entire philosophical attitude of overcoming doubt
by escaping the world was at odds with the Renaissance’s sensibility. The

"8 Another effective way to grasp the difference that both Bouwsma and Toulmin emphasised between
the two modernities is to compare Montaigne and Descartes on the notion and role of ‘experience’
in knowledge. The French essayist conceived ‘experience’ as something essentially practical that
humans accumulate while dealing with the world and other human beings. Descartes, instead, saw
‘experience’ as the basic and immediate material which the subject uses to make his representation
of the world ‘in the head” (Toulmin 1990, 42). The two conceptions of experience engendered
distinct philosophical perspectives. For Montaigne (and most humanists), there could not be a
unique proper representation of the world: “There is no quality so universal in the appearance of
things as their diversity and variety’ (1990, 344). Our experiences, prompted by an alliance to one
particular culture and community, produce distinct representations and beliefs: ‘No two men ever
judged alike of the same thing, and it is impossible to find two opinions exactly similar, not only in
different men but in the same man at different times’ (1990, 347). This implies that we can never
abstract ourselves from our environment and look at it from the outside. We cannot be disinterested
‘spectators’ of the world, as we are closely connected. A practically minded philosophy entails that
no external or transcendent position is achievable. For Descartes, instead, the subject must do
precisely what for Montaigne would have been impossible: to abstract himself from the noise of
tradition and community. ‘Experience’ was not what shapes our identities but something to distrust
and overtake for the sake of disembodied, and therefore genuine, knowledge.
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sceptic physician Francisco Sanches, for example, argued that the act of
cognition was both physical and mental. To him, an intangible knowledge
produced by a disembodied subject was an oxymoron: ‘It is futile to say
that the mind understands, just as it is to say that the mind hears. It is the
human being who does both, using body and mind in both instances’
(1988, 262). Vico, in his first inaugural oration, delivered in 1699 and
dedicated to self-knowledge, would wryly state that ‘the human mind in
the ear hears, in the eye sees, in the stomach shows anger, in the spleen
laughs, in the heart discerns, and in the brain understands...” (Vico
in Pinton 1993, 41). As we will see in Chapter 2, Vico felt that the
modern quest for certainty implied the fabrication of an ethereal ego.
He understood that to overcome scepticism, modern philosophers had
invented a ghost detached from and uncontaminated by the vagaries of
practices, ambiguities, traditions, and contexts, that is, an alienated ego
incapable of living and thriving in a flesh-and-blood community of fellows.
The price for having a kernel of certainty within a self-fashioned ‘ghostly’
subject was very high, and many immediate post-Cartesian philosophers,
like Vico, were unwilling to pay it."”

We may disagree with most of Bouwsma’s and Toulmin’s narratives,
and, in fact, I partially do. There have been countless studies charting the
history of enlightenment and modernity, and it would not be difficult to
find a good number questioning Bouwsma and Toulmin. I selected these
perspectives because they clarify Vico’s place in the history of modern
philosophy instead of confusing it.*® In fact, those scholars who have
classified Vico as a champion of anti-modernism have assumed that only
one modernity is possible, and that is the ‘modernity’ promoted by
Descartes (Berlin 1979a, 1979b, 1992; Lilla 1994). In that case, we are

' Hannah Arendt unpacked this point in her The Human Condition (first published in 1958), perhaps
more than anyone else. She observes that Vico was the first to flag out the lack of ‘common sense’ in
Descartes — the existence of this common world, which is the ineliminable background we share
and that is behind all sort of cogitation and, therefore, doubt. As she puts it: ‘For common sense,
which once had been the one by which all other senses, with their intimately private sensations,
were fitted into the common world, just as vision fitted man into the visible world, now become an
inner faculty without any world relationship’ (Arendt 1998, 283).

The word ‘modernity’ is as ambiguous as ‘enlightenment’. On the discussion about whether we
should (or should not) consider the existence of more modernities as well as diverse enlightenments,
see Golinski 1986; Reill 2005; Robertson 2005. For more philosophical explorations of modernity
and postmodernity, see Berman 2010; Jameson 1991, 2013; Harvey 1991; and Habermas 1987.
Jameson, in particular, observed that we will be vainly disappointed if we seek a definite or definitive
character of modernity or a unique and absolute beginning. Modernity cannot be consistently
periodised because it is a ‘narrative category’, tied to the way we continually reinterpret our past.
Vico would likely have agreed.

24
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left with two equally unappealing alternatives, which, in my view, mislead
Vico’s aims. Vico was either an uncompromised anti-modern, a sort of
conservative crank rowing against the tempting lights of modern science,
or an obscure rhetorician who had nothing really worth saying about his
world and ours (Lilla 1994).>" But if we assume that more ideas of
modernity were imagined back in the seventeenth and eighteenth centur-
ies, Vico’s philosophy of knowledge immediately becomes much more
interesting. His arguments acquire a new light, and his intentions become
more intelligible. We realise that Vico was not only reacting against
something (viz. Cartesianism) but was also proposing something different
and, especially, something that could complement or even transcend
Descartes’s philosophy.”* In short, Vico wished for ‘modernity’ as
Descartes did, but he did not wish for Descartes’s modernity. Vico was
not against a new modern world in general (after all, he wrote a book titled
The New Science), but he was against one reduced version of modernity, a

> As will be shown in Chapter 3, Horkheimer’s interest for Vico lied in the fact that he saw him as
one of the few philosophers who resisted the alluring enchantment of cartesian modernity. Isaiah
Berlin, who had discovered Vico through Robin Collingwood and Edmund Wilson, put forward a
very similar argument. A more fascinating hypothesis was put forward by Hannah Arendt in her
The Human Condition. Arendt did not see Vico’s philosophy as a reaction against modernity but as
a consequence of the scepticism that modern natural sciences, with their mathematisation of nature,
had unwittingly produced. For Arendt, Vico’s New Science was a response to the Cartesian universal
doubt which, in turn, was triggered from Galileo’s mathematisation of nature. The replacement of
sensual qualitative empiricism with pure quantitative parameters caused a hyperbolic scepticism on
human capacity or possibility to experience nature. The ‘nature’ of modern science was a
hypothetical/abstract nature alienated from the actual and concrete world’s experience embodied
in the Aristotelian cosmos. If our senses fail, Descartes reasoned, then the only thing we can be
certain is our inner self. The only way to overcome the Cartesian alienation, Arendt argues, was to
accept the fact that humans can only know what they make. Provided that they cannot make
nature, they cannot understand it. In short, the way out of the scepticism induced by modern
science was Vico’s verum ipsum factum principle applied to the human sciences: ‘One of the most
plausible consequences to be drawn from Cartesian doubt was to abandon the attempt to
understand nature and generally to know about things not produced by man, and to turn instead
exclusively to things that owed their existence to man. This kind of argument, in fact, made Vico
turn his attention from natural science to history, which he thought to be the only sphere where
man could obtain certain knowledge, precisely because he dealt here only with the products of
human activity. The modern discovery of history and historical consciousness owed one of its
greatest impulses neither to a new enthusiasm for the greatness of man, his doings and sufferings,
nor to the belief that the meaning of human existence can be found in the story of mankind, but to
the despair of human reason, which seemed adequate only when confronted with man-made
objects’ (1998, 298). The conclusion for Arendt was that while nature became unintelligible,
although controllable ad predictable, the human world became comprehensible, although largely
unpredictable.

I entirely agree with Pons study that regards Vico’s philosophy as a radical complement of Descartes
and is not mere overthrowing. See Pons 1961.
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version emptied of all those elements that constitute the kernel of human
experience (myths, rituals, languages, artworks, poetry, and the like).*?

The argument I put forward in this book is that if we understand Vico’s
version of modernity, we realise that it was much more radical, and more
successful in hindsight, than most readers might expect. But the radicality of
Vico’s view can only be seen when we put his proposal in the proper historical
frame. Fisch’s, Bouwsma’s, and then Toulmin’s historical and philosophical
frameworks are on the right track. Descartes’s ‘modernity’ is much less
straightforward than previously thought. Yet I think that their views are still
misleadingly incomplete and need to be further unpacked. By focusing all
attention on the dichotomy such as certainty versus uncertainty, they have
missed an important point: the very notion of ‘certainty’ more equivocal and
ambiguous than one might think, especially in the light of Vico’s contribu-
tions. We can consider at least two kinds of ‘certainty’ that we can identify in
these debates, one speculative (theoretical) and the other situated and practical.
More specifically, we have a propositional and non-propositional kind of
certainty. I suggest that more than distinguishing between absolutist versus
historical or pragmatic philosophies, Vico aimed to differentiate between these
two kinds of certainties: the propositional certainty of Descartes and the familiar
and practical certainties of our historical and social world. He noted that the
Cartesian certainty was the result of a method that began with what was directly
familiar to us and transcended it with the sheer power of our reasoning. When
we properly apply this method, we eventually arrive at some undoubtable
premises from which we can build our theoretical knowledge. In this case, all
qualitative experience can be ‘abstracted’ into quantities and thus generate the
absolute and universal ‘objectivity’ we are seeking.**

The second kind of certainty, instead, begins with the awareness that we
are social beings who live in an historical world. In this case, what is certain
is not the undoubtable formal sentence we might extract from our meth-
odological inquiry, but the cognisance that we are part of a meaningful
world that we have made and continue to make. In other words, certainty is

*3 Mazzotta, in his New Map of the World (1999), rightly noticed that ‘modernity’ itself was the
concern that affect most of Vico’s philosophy: “There is no doubt that modernity is the true
destination and the real, abiding concern of Vico’s thought' (1999, 4). But, as Mazzotta also
remembers, Vico was not against modernity per se, but against its unilateral pretentions.
As Mazzotta writes: Vico knows well that he is not one of the founders of modernity. The
founders of modernity are for him Machiavelli, the Tacitists of the seventeenth century, Galileo,
Descartes, Bacon, and Spinoza’, and concludes: “The New Science is written against the theories of
the founders, and it purports to be a new discourse for modernity or a ricorso — a recourse or appeal,
as one might say, using Vico’s term in its primary juridical sense’ (1999, 4—5).

On the difference between natural and historical science, see the seminal study of Pons 1961. For a
thorough discussion of the distinction between primary and secondary qualities, see Chapter 6.
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not something that can be wrapped up into one undeniable proposition (or
a set of sentences), but it is something that we identify once we realise that
we are part of an entire, irreducible nexus of meanings. This notion of
certainty was first glimpsed by Vico while criticising Descartes’s Cogito: it is
one thing to be aware of something (i.c., that we exist and think) and
another thing to know that something (i.e., to explain why and how we exist
and think). We are cermainly aware that we exist in a world even though we
are uncertain about what this world is and how it came about.*’

But Vico develops further the insight through three editions of the New
Science: not only we are certainly aware of our existence, but we are also
certainly aware that we are part of a history we have made. As Vico famously
wrote in the last edition of the New Science, ‘In the dense and dark night
which envelops remotest antiquity, there shines an eternal and inextinguish-
able light. It is a truth which cannot be doubted: The civil world is certainly
the creation of humankind (Marsh 2013, [331] 119).2° To Vico, what is
certain are our stories, myths, languages, and laws, as well as our concrete
and material productions. What is cermin are the cultural, linguistic, and
material facts that we produce and that give sense to our surrounding world.
In short, what is certain is the product of our praxis, which not only
anticipates but also provides meaning to any abstract or theoretical cogita-
tion.”” Again, this praxis is not certain in the sense that it involves some
indubitable or absolute beliefs but rather in the sense that praxis is the very
condition for having any meaningful belief at all. Philosophical games that
play with scepticism already presuppose a previous engagement with a
shared meaningful world made of languages, concepts, and histories. All
the knowledge that we might obtain regarding nature and natural processes
is ultimately rooted in the human collective world, which is the veritable
source of our ‘certainties’, including the Cartesian ones.*®

25

As Vico responded to the criticism of his On the Most Ancient Wisdom of the Italians, ‘1 don’t
confute the “analysis” as you report, by which Descartes arrives at his first truth. Rather I approve
it ... But I say that thinking is an indubitable sign of my existence; yet since it is not its cause, it
does not lead me to a science of being’ (Palmer 1988, 123).

In the third italian 1744’s edition the passage is as following: ‘Ma in tal densa notte di tenebre,
ond’¢ coverta la prima da noi lontanissima Antichité, apparisce questo lume eterno, che non
tramonta, di questa Verite, la quale non si pud a patto alcuno chiamar’ in dubbio; che questo
Mondo Civile egli certamente ¢ stato fatto dagli uomini...” (Vico, ed. 2020, 114, p. 894). The
passage emphasizes twice the undeniable fact that the human world is of our own making. What is
indubitable is not that we think, but that we are embedded in the grand drama of human history.
We should not forget that Vico called certum as eventually opposed to verum, or true, referred to
what is more evident for us in contrast with the abstraction of principles or philosophical concepts.
See Chapters 1 and 2.

Jérg Volbers, who followed Sami Pihlstrém (2004), who in turn followed Daniéle Moyal-Sharrock
(2003), called practical certainty ‘certainty in action’. They characterised Dewey’s and Wittgenstein’s as
the first who put forward the idea that propositional certainties are rooted in non-propositional
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Thus, by considering different conceptions of ‘certainty’, we can explore
the possibility that the difference between the two modernities — the
Cartesian and the Vichian — did not lie in the clash between universalism
and historicism. It did not refer to what Richard Rorty called the quest for
mirroring nature, as it is opposed to more tolerant historical perspectivism.
Rather, we have a clash between those who wanted to transcend the
human world and observe it from ‘nowhere” and those who believed that
we could comprehend ourselves and our historical world from within.*”
Vico understood that a new science, whatever it could be, could not start
with an abstract ego who reckons his or her bare existence, but with the
concrete and living human being, who shares a common history, society,
and tradition.’® This new science should not start with abstract certainties,
but with the practical certainty that we are historical beings who make and
remake the world in which they live.’” A new science, accordingly, was not
inherently anti-foundationalist but foundationalist from a practical

(practical) certainties. In the case of Dewey, Volbers observes: ‘For Dewey, the destruction of the
traditional barrier between knowledge and action frees our minds for a better (or more justified)
appraisal of knowledge’s real value. It helps us to see that we do, as a matter of fact, possess quite
numerous certainties. There is knowledge; but it cannot be found where philosophy has looked for
it. It is embodied in those impure and ordinary works of artisanry which have been ignored by the
tradition’ (Volbers 2012). Volbers’s argument would inevitably lead toward the conclusion that to
classify Dewey, and, for that matters, Vico, as anti-foundationalists would not be entirely correct.
In fact, they were rather pragmatic foundationalists. As will be shown in Chapter s, both Vico and
Dewey believed that knowledge could only be grounded in ‘praxis’. I argue that before pragmatism
and pragmatists, and even before Wittgenstein, Vico introduced an incipient version of ‘certainty in
action’, which grounds any other, more speculative, certainties.

And that, of course, believed that the whole project of transcending it was a deadlock.

As Pons emphatically put it, for Vico: ‘Man is the living, concrete, and historical reality of the
transcendental, to use the Kantian term, because he is both an operating category and a comprehensive
category, he makes history and allows us to understand it. It constitutes, in fact, the point where the
opposites combine, nature and reason, singular and universal, immanence and transcendence, and, if it
makes history, it is precisely because of the meeting in it of these opposites; a dynamic opposition that
generates movement. Animals and angels have no history; only man has one. He is an historical Being
par excellence, and its history allows us to understand history. Each moment of this history expresses a
realization of the nature-reason synthesis operated by man at a certain level, and not in the abstract, but
in the concrete of the societas gentium in the making’ (Pons 1961, 45, my translation).

It is instructive to reconsider the conclusions of Tom Rockmore, who, in a paper published in 1989,
reflected over the different meanings of ‘foundation’ for Descartes and Vico (Rockmore 1989).
He rightly noticed that the differences parting the two philosophers are relative and not absolute
(although, I insist, they are significant). As Rockmore argues: “There is a clear, but limited parallel
between Vico’s famous discussion of knowledge in the New Science and the Cartesian view,
particularly in the Discourse of Method. We can summarise the parallel between Vico and
Descartes in terms of four propositions which they share: (1) philosophy is science; (2) science
has universal principles; (3) the correct use of these principles leads to knowledge in the full, or
traditional, philosophical sense; (4) science begins with an indubitable first principle’ (1989, 24).
But we should keep in mind that the universal and indubitable principles are basically different in
the two philosophies. As a matter of fact, for Vico, what is undoubtable is not the fact that we think,
but the fact that we are part and parcel of a historical world we have contributed to shape.
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viewpoint. In other words, knowledge is not grounded in some undoubt-
able, universal, and necessary proposition, but rooted in our surrounding,
historical, and cultural world. The world of zechné, and more specifically,
our world of praxis, is the cerrain condition for having all sort of
propositional knowledge.

No doubt, the two modernities responded in radically different ways to
the challenges of dogmatism and scepticism. The modernism of Descartes
aimed to transcend both by contriving a universal formal method. The
Cartesian bet was to reach ‘objectivity’ by eliminating any trace of history,
subjectivity, culture, and quality through quantity and abstraction. The
vagaries of qualitative experiences needed to be tamed by the precision of
mathematics and geometry, which would deliver the best ‘clear’ and
‘distinct’ ideas. On the contrary, the goal of Vichian modernism was not
to transcend dogmatism or scepticism through any formal method but to
understand them as cultural and historical products. What is ‘really real’ in
the Vichian world are not quantities or geometrical figures we sift from the
chaos of human experience, but human history itself and its products.
From a more general perspective, the radicality of Vico did not merely
consist of severing two kinds of sciences, the natural and the human, but it
consisted of subsuming the latter under the former. Insofar as the natural
world is something we have not produced, it is only partially intelligible to
us. Instead, the human historical world is fully visible because it is our own
creation. As we will see particularly in Chapters 2 and 3, Vico glimpsed the
idea that it is the human historical world that can ground human abstrac-
tions and cogitations, including any of those employed in the natural
sciences. But the profound insight required another two centuries to
flourish. The insight was in fact unpacked by Marxists, pragmatists, and
then phenomenologists in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

In the twentieth century, Dewey, then Richard Rorty, and Toulmin
argued that modern philosophy, with its quest for foundations and cer-
tainty, had led us to a dead end.’* They pointed out that the problem of
whether our representations determine the world (anti-realist) or vice
versa, whether the world determines our representations (realist), was the

** In his Human Understanding, published in 1972, Toulmin recognised: ‘Many of the arguments by
which Vico himself vainly tried to hold back the tide of Cartesianism have been integrated into
twentieth-century thought’ and concluded that ‘the idea of timeless, eternal standards, applicable to
arguments-in-general in abstraction from their practical contexts, was always (as Vico claimed) a
Cartesian delusion. Over-reliance on the model of Euclidean geometry has led philosophy into dead
ends before now; since the mathematicians themselves have reappraised the status of their
knowledge, philosophers too should reconsider their own standards of certainty’ (1972, 23).
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outcome of this unnatural (and unnecessary) separation between subject
and object (and, therefore, theory and practice), which began with
Descartes’s clever invention. They suggested that once we challenge this
dichotomy, the quest for certainty loses ground. Instead, I suggest going a
few steps back and then a step further: first we go back to Vico to
understand how the Cartesian agenda was first concocted and enforced
upon the philosophical world. Then we go forward and realise that the
crucial philosophical quest has never been a struggle between those who
want certainty and those who deny its very possibility. The struggle has
been between those who seek formal and atemporal certainties and those
who focus on situated and practical cersainties. The radicality of Vico’s
proposal consisted in replacing a quest for a view from ‘nowhere’ —
whether the view was rooted in an all-powerful God, an eternal universe,
or a rational ego — with an agenda based in the fundamental belief that the
‘now’ and ‘here’ is the outcome of our history itself. The human world, the
real world for human collectives, is nothing but history: praxis and history.
Since Descartes and Vico, we have been stuck in a permanent swaying
between those two modernities: one obsessed with the source of ahistorical
certainty and the other grappling with the source of historical meaning.
The constant failure of the former explains why Vico is constantly resur-
rected after the repeated failures of the latter.

I.4 Plan of the Book

This book addresses three related concerns. It engages with the long and
complex history of the MKT, it introduces the crucial contribution of Vico
to this tradition, and it shows how many of Vico’s ideas have resurfaced in
three important philosophical traditions in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries: Marxism, pragmatism, and phenomenology. 1 argue that,
through his broad and original synthesis of ancient and Renaissance
sources, Vico formulated one of the first versions of what I call ‘praxis
epistemology’. This approach consisted of connecting five main ideas: the
idea that practices (making) precede theories (speculation); the idea that
knowledge is a collective — social — enterprise situated in history; the idea
that human knowledge, as historically situated, cannot aspire to transcend
the cultural and material conditions from which it emerges; the idea that
any analysis of our knowledge must begin with scrutinising and compre-
hending our prejudices, and more generally our presumed everyday
world, rather than dismissing or transcending them; and, finally, the idea
that there are no definitive rational foundations in knowledge because
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knowledge (including scientific knowledge) emerges from our intentional
and meaningful engagements with the world. These thoughts have been
directly or indirectly resurrected through the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries in different forms, contents, and combinations.

The book’s structure is the following: in Chapter 1, I explore the history
of the MKT preceding and informing Vico’s cogitations. We will see that
ever since antiquity, philosophers, naturalists, and scholars of different
persuasions have been deeply concerned about the relationship between
making and knowing. From Hippocrates to Plato and from Alexander of
Aphrodisias to Marsilio Ficino to Giordano Bruno, a fascinating and
twisted history of the MKT remerges. The history is vast and complex,
and in Chapter 1, I could only provide a selective and partial account,
which condenses more than 2,000 years into a handful of pages. I thus
devised an episodic history, focusing on what I consider five decisive
moments of the tradition. As a voracious reader of ancient and modern
sources, Vico was one of the most distinguished heirs of such tradition.
Chapter 1 also introduces the main conceptual thread that will connect all
the chapters: since its very beginnings, the MKT has been characterised by
the intuition that through human art or practice (techné), our natural and
social world is revealed and made intelligible. In Chapter 2, I reconstruct
the intellectual world of Vico in Naples and explore the philosophical
content of the Verum/factum principle, as he stated in 1710. I delve into
Vico’s radical philosophical message, which can be briefly stated as follows:
while we have no access to the world sub-specie aeternitatis, we move and
muddle through it. Knowledge is not the true representation of something
out there; instead, it refers to our capacity to address ourselves and the
world. The scope and limits of our understanding rely on our own
operations and productions. Once we renounce the ideal of ‘truth’ as the
correspondence between our representations and the world, we are free to
inquire how humans obtain reliable — albeit local and unstable — know-
ledge of their worlds and themselves. Again, the realm of practice (techneé)
precedes and reveals physical and social realms. Then, in the final part,
I address the relationship between history and epistemology in Vico’s
magnum opus, 7he New Science, and assess the limits and implications
of the Verum/Factum principle and its relation to ‘praxis epistemology’.

Chapter 3 charts the fortunes of Vico’s ‘praxis epistemology’ in the
nineteenth century when it was rediscovered by the French historian Jules
Michelet. I briefly describe the French (Parisian) context in which Vico’s
ideas were discussed. I connect ‘praxis epistemology’ to what John Tresch
has called ‘the labour theory of knowledge’. I argue that Vico’s philosophy
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was rediscovered in France precisely because Paris was at the centre of
industrial modernity, where new cogitations on the relation between
making and knowing were hotly debated. The idea that we know through
action and transformation was shared by thinkers as different as Maine de
Biran, André-Marie Ampére, Karl Marx, Auguste Comte, and Georges
Sorel. I will particularly focus on Marx’s and Sorel’s engagement with
Vico’s philosophy. Marx shared with Vico the idea that theory and practice
are parts of the same endeavour. Marx emphasised the importance of
considering human beings in concrete historical situations. He believed
that human nature is historically determined while history moves around
multifarious and ever-changing human needs, both material and non-
material (Tagliacozzo 1983). Not surprisingly, Vico has also been a con-
stant source of influence for many of Marx’s followers, whether he was
correctly read or widely misinterpreted.’”> Profoundly inspired by Marx,
the polytechnician Sorel used Vico’s philosophy to reshape Marx’s histor-
ical materialism to introduce a new agenda for the social sciences and
imagine a new philosophy and history of science based on human labour.

In Chapters 4, 5, and 6, I examine how ‘praxis epistemology’ spread in
different forms through the later nineteenth and twentieth centuries. I relate
it to three great philosophical traditions: Marxism, pragmatism, and
phenomenology. The order is largely arbitrary. While Marxism (broadly
understood as a wide-ranging philosophical doctrine disseminated by Engels
after Marx’s death) and pragmatism (usually rooted in Peirce seminal papers
published in the 1870s) are products of the late nineteenth century, phe-
nomenology is admittedly more recent (it often associated to Husserl’s
seminal two-volume work, Logical Investigation, originally published in
1900-1901). But beyond the chronological order, what I want to highlight
is that each tradition developed singular aspects of the relations between
making and knowing. I suggest that those philosophical approaches repre-
sent three possible paths emerging from a Vichian ‘pragmatic’ epistemology.

Marxists stressed how labour and industry had changed our relationship
with the world and our understanding of it. They observed how collective
needs and practices had produced particular forms of knowledge. Marxist
scholarship in the history and philosophy of science was particularly fertile
in the twentieth century: from Nikolai Bukharin to Boris Hessen, from
Edgar Zilsel to Benjamin Farrington, from Gy6rgy Lukdcs to Alfred Sohn-
Rethel and Max Horkheimer, there is an entire intellectual continent to

?3 Through the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, from Georges Sorel, Paul Lafargue, and Leon
Trotsky to Antonio Gramsci and Gydrgy Lukdcs.
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rediscover and reassess. Pragmatists, by contrast, underscored the experimen-
tal and adaptive strategies we employ to adjust to different environments.
In criticising the so-called spectator theory of knowledge, instrumentalists
such as John Dewey argued that knowledge did not concern a subject
contemplating an external object but an experimental process by which a
particular problem or collective concern was solved. Like Vico, pragmatists
were deeply suspicious of the dichotomy of subject versus object, as well as
experience versus nature. Although the philosophical affinities between
Vico and the pragmatists are easily identifiable (Palmer 2002), it is
improbable that the latter were familiar with Vico’s cogitations. I will
introduce a new, counter-history of pragmatism that emphasises the strong
relationships between American and European scholars variously imbued
with Vichianism, Nietzscheanism, and Bergsonism, to name just a few.
I argue that the outcome of these relationships was a fascinating debate
that attempted to redefine pragmatism as a sort of neo-humanism.

In Chapter 6, I focus on phenomenology and neo-phenomenology.
I show how phenomenologists and hermeneuticists, especially after
E. Husserl’s Crisis, emphasised the relevance of activities and practices in
providing the conditions which made human understanding possible.
Deep and rich philosophical concepts such as Husserl's Lebenswelt,
Heidegger’s Dasein, and Gadamer’s reinterpreted notion of praxis highlight
the fundamentality of pre-theoretical experience for underpinning any
kind of human cogitation and, therefore, all types of knowledge. The
practical, often unnoticed, everyday world shapes and underlies our most
abstract concepts. Our ordinary dealings and makings precede our con-
scious understanding and rational, a posteriori, reconstructions of our
behaviour, aims, and theoretical knowledge.’* I show how the idea that
practices and things precede concepts and theories is reminiscent of Vico’s
famous statement in axiom LXIX of his New Science: “The order of ideas
must follow the order of things.””’ Against Descartes, Vico argued that we
could never transcend our own situated traditions and cultures. To him,
any form of rationality emerged from a network of values and conceptual
presuppositions that could not be bracketed or suspended at will in the act
of knowing. They were part of an irreducible and hardly analysable
‘common sense’. In these three chapters, I frame the three traditions

* Then, the most recent post-phenomenological perspective put forward by Don Ihde stresses the
importance of individual experience as mediated by the instruments and technologies we constantly
build to grasp and deal with the surrounding world (Ihde 1990).

3> An insight that Vico got from Spinoza’s Ethics. See Israel 2001.
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within the history of the MKT (and praxis epistemology). I argue that they
highlight disparate aspects of the making—knowing relationship and
enrich, in different ways, Vico’s general insight that the verum and factum
are convertible. I claim that those traditions highlight different aspects of
the link between zechné and physis, where, again, practice anticipates and
provides the fundamental frame to understand physis. I conclude that the
approaches are not contradictory but complementary.

The Conclusion chapter returns to Vico. It addresses the historicisation
of knowledge and practices that began with him and ended with historical
epistemology. I return to the discussion of two modernities: one based on
the idea that knowledge aims to domesticate, order, and reduce human
experience to a few rational principles, and the other grounded in the
notion that knowledge is something we use for engaging with the social
and natural worlds in a meaningful way. The understanding of ourselves as
inherently historical and situated beings is not less modern than the
understanding of ourselves as basically rational beings. I argue that Vico,
on the shoulders of other ‘humanist’ scholars, concocted a powerful
version of modernity in which human knowledge consists of historicised
‘practices’ aimed to navigate an uncertain and increasingly complex world
an uncertain world. I claim that this view is timelier than ever and should
be seriously readdressed, whether seen from social (Marxist), experimental
(pragmatist), and noetic (phenomenological) perspectives or some ingeni-
ous synthesis of them. In fact, I believe that a ‘praxis epistemology’ fit for
the twenty-first century should eclectically merge those traditions in one
coherent combination. This merging would involve combining economic,
social, instrumental, existential, and hermeneutical aspects of knowledge.



CHAPTER I

Maker’s Knowledge Traditions between
Ancients and Moderns

1.1 From the Visible to the Invisible

How can we make visible what is in nature invisible to us? How can we
have any knowledge of something that we cannot directly see? Is there any
strategy to reveal what is naturally concealed from our sight? These
philosophical questions were seriously addressed by the ancient physician
Hippocrates and his school throughout the fifth century BC. In the
answers provided by Hippocrates and his disciples, we find the first
rudiments of the maker’s knowledge tradition and therefore the embryonic
seeds of a theory of knowledge based on human labour. The text where we
find the beginnings of the MKT has little to do with philosophy and
everything to do with human diet: the pseudo-Hippocratic Peri Diaites
(On Regimen), probably written around 400 BC (Bartos 2015). One
thing was immediately clear to the Hippocratic physician: to prescribe
the right treatment or the proper diet, the physician should have some
general idea about the natural features of a patient’s body. But how are we
to obtain reliable knowledge about the nature of the human body, since
living processes are not immediately and directly visible to us? The solution
of the Hippocratic scholar was to provide an assorted battery of analogies
binding human activity (fechneé), which is the thing most evident to us,
with nature (physis), which is less accessible to our gaze. If there is continu-
ity between human art and nature, the former could illuminate the latter.
In this sense, zechné might be the very condition for having any science of
our bodies and, more generally, of nature.

In the Peri Diaites, artisans’ works become many metaphorical windows
through which physicians can glimpse the inner working of nature.
We find in fact quite a varied list of manual professions as relate to specific
characteristics of the human body. For instance, as the craftsmen ‘melts the
iron with fire, constraining the fire with breath; they take away the
nourishment it has already; when they have made it rare, they beat and
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weld it ... alike is the treatment of a man by his trainer. By fire the
nourishment he has already is taken away, breath constraining him. As he
made rare, he is struck, rubbed, and purged’ (Hippocrates 1959, 253). And
as ‘cobblers divide wholes into parts and make the parts wholes; cutting
and stitching they make sound what is rotten. Man too has the same
experience. Wholes are divided into parts, and from the union of the parts,
wholes are formed. By stitching and cutting, that which is rotten in man is
healed by physicians’ (Hippocrates 1959, 253). And again: “When carpen-
ters saw, one pushes and the other pulls, in both cases doing the same
thing . .. when they press the tool, this goes up, that goes down. When they
diminish, they increase. They are copying the nature of man’ (Hippocrates
1959, 255). And finally: ‘Builders our of diverse materials fashion a har-
mony, moistening what is dry and drying what is moist, dividing wholes and
putting together what is divided ... it is a copy of the diet of man;
moistening the dry, drying the moist, they divide wholes and put together
what is divided. All these being diverse are harmonious’ (Hippocrates 1959,
255). The list continues and involves cooks, curriers, goldsmiths, sculptors,
pottery makers, and other manufacturers. One powerful conclusion follows:
there is a fundamental intertwinement between making and knowing.
Labour is itself the analogy we use for making natural processes visible.
Genuine knowledge of nature can only be obtained in the framework of
human art. Reality manifests itself through human action.

Before Plato and Aristotle canonised the differences between practical
and speculative knowledge and eventually distinguished between inferior
and superior sciences, Hippocrates had meditated on the constitutive
relation between the practice of medicine and the theoretical representations
we can obtain of the human body. He determined that the only way to
make visible the invisible was by considering human practice. But more
than a philosophical and scientific project, the Hippocratic analogies
between knowledge and labour were ingenious rhetorical strategies for
communicating something that readers might find hard to grasp. After
all, in a world without experts, textbooks, and institutionalised learning,
the best approach one could use if wishing to be understood was to provide
vivid images taken from everyday life. To tie theoretical views with manual
work was a brilliant expedient for making abstraction intelligible to all
those who were not experts in the field. It is important to emphasise that
for a physician like Hippocrates and, much later, for a refined polymath
like Galen — who had also been an enthusiastic interpreter of the philoso-
phies of Hippocrates, Plato, and Aristotle — medicine was an art in which
practice and speculation coexisted (Isnardi Parente 1966). Medicine was an
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art and a science, in which making and knowing were fundamentally
intertwined.

In what follows, I do not intend to tell the whole history of the relation
between making and knowing. The narrative I frame here is neither linear
nor progressive, much less teleological. Rather, my goal is to explore five
specific paradigmatic moments during which the fundamental intertwine-
ment between making and knowing was problematised. The purpose of
this chapter is to describe the non-schematic intellectual framework that
informed Vico’s epistemology, which will be the object of Chapter 2.
I emphasise here the notion of a ‘non-schematic’ framework because the
legacy of antiquity regarding the relation between practice and theory,
making and knowing, was complex, ambiguous, and far from consistent.
Even the famous attempts of Plato and Aristotle to provide a notion of
‘pure’ episteme — a science devoid of practical and experiential elements —
were studded with exceptions, idiosyncrasies, and contradictions. I claim
that the philosophical grammar of the MKT was concocted over centuries
of inconclusive and fragmentary philosophical debates addressing the place
of techné (art) in human knowledge and, more specifically, in science.
By focusing on specific moments from the ancient and modern world,
I show that the MKT crosses the whole span of Western culture, from the
first Greek physicians and mystical philosophers to the magicians and
humanist thinkers of the Renaissance, before drawing the attention of
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century philosophers. As a voracious reader of
ancient and Renaissance scholars, Vico was aware of many of the elements
I introduce here. His ‘praxis epistemology’ was itself an original and
eclectic synthesis of many of those historical ‘debris’ he diligently collected.

My historical reconstruction hinges on one basic premise: the MKT is
rooted in the ambiguous and unstable relationship between the notions of
techné (art) and episteme (science), which, in turn, supposes the more
fundamental continuities and contrasts between natural and artificial
entities as well as human and non-human worlds. In Section 1.2,
I briefly introduce Plato’s and Aristotle’s desperate — and ultimately
unsuccessful — efforts to separate art (practice) from pure science (theory).
In Sections 1.4 and 1.5, I focus on post-Aristotelian attempts to reconcile
making and knowing, which led to the formulation of concepts such as
‘stochastic arts’ and the analogy that we know by making as God known
through his own creations. In Sections 1.2 and 1.3, I explore medieval and
Renaissance ideas about the productive interrelation between hands and
minds, which ultimately led to Bacon’s defence of practical knowledge and
to Vico’s principle of knowledge a century later. In Section 1.7, I address
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the continuities and discontinuities between Hobbes, Locke, and Vico’s
notions of practical knowledge. I briefly suggest that, after Vico, the MKT
is grinded and disarticulated into the imposing and ethereal system of
Kant’s critical philosophy and lost its distinctive concreteness.

1.2 The Theory of Practice and the Practice of Theory

Hippocrates’s apparently simple insight that there is a constitutive link
between theory and practice — between ‘scientific’ representations of
human body and human labour — harboured a deep philosophical lesson,
which was extremely contentious. Not only practical human dealings
reveal the natural world by making it visible to us but also, more import-
antly, human affairs are the very ineliminable conditions for understanding
reality. Without manufacturers, practitioners, or craftsmen, we would lack
the essential analogies for grasping the inner characters of physis. But there
is further lesson we can draw from Hippocrates that remains fundamen-
tally implicit in his philosophical prospect: zechné not only reveals the
invisible interiority of physis — not only connects us to nature — but also
bestows meanings on it. Through our practical efforts, the natural world,
which would be in itself alien, meaningless, and incomprehensible to us,
acquires meanings, scopes, and intelligibility. In short, we know the world
as long as we deal with it first concretely and then meaningfully.
Understanding passes not through the mind of the philosopher but
through the hands of mindful practitioners, who provide the semantic
ground to understand ourselves and nature.

The philosophical implications of Hippocrates’s conclusions must have
sounded particularly disturbing to many ancient philosophers, who were
mostly aristocrats (Isnardi Parente 1966). After all, in a society based on
slavery and sharp division of labour, the idea that the world becomes
comprehensible thanks to zechné, where techné is mainly the concern of
non-aristocrats, had to be controversial at least.” The contradiction was in
fact intensely felt by Plato and his disciples, who wavered between enthusi-
astic approval for and acerbic contempt of rechné. As Isnardi Parente
emphatically observes in her monumental study dedicated to the concept
of techné in the ancient world, the tension between practitioners and
thinkers haunted many of Plato’s dialogues.” In Cragylus, Sophist, Philebus,

" For a thorough discussion on the notion of ‘labour’ among the ancient Greeks, see Vernant’s in
2006, especially part IV, “Work and Technological Thought'.
* On Plato and the technical arts, see Cambiano 1971.
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and even 7imaeus, the notion of techné was well received and valued.
In Cratylus, for instance, Socrates observes that the craftsman makes a
perfect shuttle for weaving because he has access to the idea of shuttles
in general. Here Socrates is suggesting that human art gives us access to
the world of ideas. Through his or her making, the artisan gains a glimpse
of the ideal realm. In the Sophist, the art of producing useful objects is
compared to the very activity of physis (Isnardi Parente 1966). In Timaeus,
Plato introduces the famous analogy of the demiurge who allegedly
shapes matter as a carpenter shapes wood. Not only are artisans’ analogies
ubiquitous but also Plato often conceived artisans’ knowledge as a model
of knowledge in general (Isnardi Parente 1966). Like Hippocrates
before him, Plato accepted the somewhat problematic continuity between
the notions of techné and episteme (science). We encounter science in
art, and we have art in science. Through art, the artisan can even become
acquainted with nature itself. But, as Isnardi Parente immediately adds,
‘Did not considering the craftsman a contemplator of ideal reality to shape
concrete things according to his model confer on rechné, the productive
activity of sensible objects, the same dignity as theoretical knowledge?
Does not the craftsman’s labour come to assume a position very close to
that of the philosopher?” (Isnardi Parente 1966, 22, my translation).
Plato famously addresses the problem in his middle-period dialogue, the
Republic. The dialogue provides a formidable aristocratic idea of know-
ledge, whereby practice is subordinated to theory and productive activity is
ultimately grounded in the wishes of the recipient or user of the product.
In Republic, Plato concocts a powerful idea that still haunts us: knowledge
does not refer to makers and practitioners but pertains to those who use or
observe what makers and practitioners do.? In this elitist frame, women,
slaves, and non-citizen workers (metics) could not attain ‘real” knowledge.
In fact, for all those who make comfortable shoes, manufacture a table,
produce excellent olive oil and wine, write ambitious theatrical plays,
compose unforgettable poems, build majestic buildings, or carve out
wonderful statues, philosophical knowledge was precluded.* The universal,
eternal, necessary, and definitive knowledge — what Plato calls episteme —
could only be grasped by a small cohort of ‘superior’ men who could

? This is what scholars have called ‘user’ or ‘beholder’ theory of knowledge. See Pérez-Ramos 1989.

* Arendt observed that the ancient did not despised labour per se. They despised the constraints,
limits, and impediments that labour entailed for having a virtuous and dignified life. “To labor meant
to be enslaved by necessity, and this enslavement was inherent in the condition of human life.
Because men were dominated by the necessities of life, they could win their freedom only through
the domination of those whom they subjected to necessity by force’ (1998, 84).
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transcend the chaotic world of empeiria: the sensuous, unstable, and
contradictory world of ordinary humans. In this foundational text of
Western philosophy, Plato describes an imaginary city that resembles a
complex machine with a tight division of functions and imagines that the
whole body politic must be structured in different, although interconnected,
classes. We have producers, guardians, and rulers, each one performing his or
her specific tasks according to the kind of knowledge they have and deserve
(Sayers 1999; Rowe 2012). What makes Plato’s social distinctions among
citizens so interesting is the fact that all the city’s dwellers get their status from
what they actually know. The rulers are rulers not because they were born
aristocrats but because they are philosophers, and they are philosophers
because they have a special kind of knowledge (Dorter 2001). But their
knowledge is not practical: it is theoretical, abstract, and pure (Schaerer
1930). It is a knowledge of the absolute, the eternal, the unchangeable.
It transcends citizens’ everyday assumed experiences. The well-known alle-
gory of the cave in Book VII is mainly about a journey from the everyday,
sensible world toward the light of real knowledge, the very knowledge that
entitles someone to be a philosopher and therefore a king.

Not surprisingly, Plato established an intimate connection between
theoretical knowledge and political power. In the imaginary Kallipolis,
knowledge is power because it differentiates the rulers from the ruled. But
the Platonic connection between knowledge and power was entirely dif-
ferent from the relation envisaged by Francis Bacon almost 2,000 years
later. For Bacon, knowledge is powerful insofar as it can transform reality.
His episteme is something deeply enmeshed in practice. For Plato, know-
ledge can be powerful precisely because it transcends practice and any
sensible reality. The power of knowledge does not derive from the fact that
citizens can use it to change their natural or social world but from the
conviction that no ordinary citizen can question something so infinitely
stable with any erratic, and eventually unsettling, opinion. For Plato,
episteme is a tool to be used for domesticating the unpredictable throng,
not an instrument for spurring material changes. The aim of the
philosopher-king is not to make citizens wealthier but to make them
virtuous. A great ruler must improve the moral quality of her subjects,
not satisfy their individual interests. A canny and compromising king who
uses his wicked tricks for getting things done might be an effective tyrant
but certainly not a good one.’

> We might reasonably ask: how could someone who does not know anything about the ‘dirty’ art of
politics be a reasonable and effective ruler? (Dorter 2001; Ferrari 2014). If we take the philosophical
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While Plato focused on the political structure and organisation of his
imaginary city, he also explored the role of art in the manufacture,
production, and construction of objects. In Book X of the Republic,
Plato defends the idiosyncratic idea that any knowledge aimed to produce
something is inferior to the knowledge of those who use it:

So it is entirely necessary, then, that the user of each thing has the most
experience of it, and that he informs the maker about what the good and
bad points are in the actual use of the thing he uses. For example, it is the
flute player, I take it, who informs the flute-maker about which flutes
respond well in actual playing, and prescribes how they should be made,
while the maker obeys him. (Plato 2004, 305)

For Plato, the maker has only vague beliefs about the good or bad quality
of the object produced. It is the user who possesses the genuine knowledge
of the object produced; it is the user who dictates to the maker what to do
and how to do somethinég; and it is the user who makes possible the very
existence of the artefact.” The maker is conceived as a dispensable inter-
mediary between matter and form, where form (ideas) has priority over
matter (artefacts). In fact, the maker does not have her own theory that
then applies to her practice; the maker is a mere executor of the user’s will.”
Plato was expressing a wisdom widely shared by his contemporaries.
As Vernant emphatically put it, in the ancient Greece: “The artisan and
his skill exist for the sake of the product, the product for the sake of the

frame of Plato’s Republic, we realize that the genuine art of politics derived from something superior
that was not an art at all. Practical knowledge (whatever it meant) was like an epistemic ladder you
needed to climb and leave behind. If you saw the light of knowledge out of the cave, you could leave
all of the erratic human experience behind because the world of empeiria — namely the inconsistent
and unpredictable world of opinions and tastes, sensations, and passions — could not affect the solid
and imperturbable world of episteme.

Once again, Arendt described particularly well this point when she wrote: ‘Plato was the first to
introduce the division between those who know and do no act and those who act and do not know,
instead of the old articulation of action into beginning and achievement, so that knowing what
to do and doing it became two altogether different performances’ (1998, 223). For Arendt, the
philosophical distinction between thinkers and makers hinged on a theory of domination insofar as it
justified and legitimised the existence of a particular social configuration: “The Platonic separation of
knowing and doing has remained at the root of all theories of domination which are not mere
justifications of an irreducible and irresponsible will to power. By sheer force of conceptualization
and philosophical clarification, the Platonic identification of knowledge with command and
rulership and of action with obedience and execution overruled all earlier experiences and
articulations in the political realm and became authoritative for the whole tradition of political
thought, even after the roots of experience from which Plato derived his concepts had long been
forgotten’ (1998, 225).

7 See also Floridi (2011) for an insightful analysis on the relation theory/practice.
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need ... As for its use value, the product is defined by its service to the
person who uses it’ — and again — ‘thanks to the role of the product, work
establishes between the artisan and the user an economic relationship of
servitude’ (Vernant 2006, 295—296).

Plato’s attempt to define rechné against episteme, such that the former
comes to be under the spell of non-productive users and the latter
conceived as something that transcends human experience, had extraordin-
ary implications with extraordinary consequences for the whole history of
Western thought. Not only did the Plato of Republic sever practice from
theory. Not only did he subordinate production to use. More crucially,
he declared that real philosophers had to go beyond human affairs.
If Hippocrates had argued that human practices reveal reality by provid-
ing the meanings to understand it, Plato responded that human prac-
tices inevitably distort our genuine comprehension of the world.
If practical knowledge has to be transcended by a superior form of
abstract knowledge provided by philosophers, then the model of know-
ledge shifts from the practitioners to the pure users, who know how to
direct and manage producers in virtue of their superior episteme.
In Plato’s imaginary Kallipolis, it is not fechné to confer meaning and
intelligibility to physis; it is physis to provide the ultimate model that
must inspire the intrinsically unstable and evanescent human world.
Practice had now to be subsumed under the austere and solid realm of
theory and the hands of the artisan to be put under the wise control of
philosophical minds.

But the elitist view of knowledge that Plato put forward in the Republic
was neither his first nor the last view. Plato’s ambiguity between his ideal
of knowledge as rooted in productive activities or knowledge grounded in
purely cognitive faculties was never fully removed. Even in his last dia-
logue, the Laws, for example, while discussing the difference between
empirical healers and experienced physicians, Plato re-emphasises the
fundamental intertwinement between zechné and episteme, realigning him-
self closer to Hippocrates’s position. In other words, if we expect to find
one consistent and persistent position throughout Plato’s philosophy, we
will be sorely disappointed. It was rather Plato’s immediate posterity who
systematised his position into more schematic and aristocratic frameworks.
As Isnardi Parente has observed, the elitist argument Plato put forward in
the Republic was stressed by many of his followers in the Academy, who
preferred to remove human labour from any proper knowledge of physis
and relegate techné to the realm of mere doxa (opinion). Physis had to be
the contemplative object of a ‘pure’ science. Among the many students of
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Plato’s Academy who followed this argumentative line was a young non-
Athenian disciple named Aristotle.®

We know indirectly that in the lost dialogue Prosrepticus, Aristotle
dismisses Plato’s famous analogy equating the demiurge to a productive
artisan (Isnardi Parente 1966). Whatever conception we might hold of a
godly demiurge, he or she is not a maker of things but a contemplator of
cosmos that is itself eternal. Human productions could certainly imitate
the work of nature, but philosophical knowledge is about theorisation, and
theorisation is a form of contemplation transcending any particular art.
But while the young Aristotle saw the defence of philosophy as a contem-
plative activity that should leave out techné, he realised that rechné itself
could not be exempt from theory. In short, whereas a pure episterme was at
least thinkable, a pure rechné was simply unthinkable. This was the Achilles’s
heel of all Aristotle’s more mature attempts to separate practice from theory.
For, after all, if practice without theory does not exist, in what sense could a
science without practice exist? We might certainly imagine a purely contem-
plative attitude toward ourselves and the world, but to argue that medicine
can be a purely contemplative discipline is another issue. In fact, as Isnardi
Parente has duly noticed, Aristotle constantly uses the terms techné and
episteme with ‘notable promiscuity’ (1966, 87). This was also the conclusion
of Gianni Vattimo, who in the 1960s dedicated a whole study to Aristotle’s
concept of poiesis (Vattimo 1961). Vattimo noticed that, as Aristotle dis-
tanced himself from Plato’s Academy, he found more and more connections
between techné and physis, between artificial and natural productions,
although he never withdrew the conviction that artificial and natural worlds
are ontologically different (Vattimo 19671).

As it is well known, in Book VI of the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle
provides deep analyses to clarify the concept of techné in contrast to
episteme. He complicates all the conceptual discrimination he had previ-
ously put forward between practical and theoretical knowledge. This
philosophical text has been so influential that we cannot overlook i,
especially because the notion of practical knowledge found there has an
important connection with Vico and the MKT.? I am not concerned here
with a complete accounting of Aristotle’s notion of knowledge (or different
forms of knowledge, whether theoretical or practical). I am rather inter-
ested in the conceptual implications of what Aristotle defines as ‘practical

8 Among those immediate followers of Plato who radicalized, in an idealistic sense, the teachings of
the master, see Isnardi Parente 1966.
? See Chapters 2 and 6.
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wisdom’ — implications that have nurtured philosophy for centuries and
that still back many of our linguistic intuitions. First, Aristotle conceived
of episteme in a way that was not dissimilar from Plato’s in the Republic: as
the knowledge of the universal, necessary, and eternal. Yet Aristotle also
understood that there were ways to deal with the world aside from pure
speculation. We are creatures who aspire to know rationally, but we are far
more (or far less) than thinking brains wrapped up in solipsistic bubbles:
we are also bodies with material necessities and are fundamentally rooted
in large communities. In other words, we are rational but also political and
productive animals. While episteme might refer to universality and eternity,
our everyday actions and activities are contextual, ephemeral, situated,
idiosyncratic, and unique. We can eventually obtain infallible knowledge
about the cosmos and its physical entities, but knowledge concerning
human ethics, politics, economics, and labour is different. In fact, concrete
human affairs cannot be understood in terms of stable and encompassing
universal laws. The human world is the realm of individuality and contin-
gency, not generality and necessity. Unlike Plato, Aristotle felt that we
cannot study practical issues with theoretical tools. Thus, we have two
different, non-overlapping kinds of knowledge, a theoretical and a practical
one. The crucial issue for Aristotle, and especially for philosophical poster-
ity, was to determine how these two kinds of knowledge are related and
whether one is more fundamental than the other.

1.3 Knowledge by Art

In Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle characterises and justifies the philosoph-
ical study of what we call ‘practical philosophy’. This is an endeavour in
which we can only expect to speak about ‘things which are only for the
most parts true’ (Aristotle 2009, 20-24). Aristotle distinguishes between
two forms of art (techné): praxis and poiesis.”® With the former, Aristotle
refers to moral behaviour and political actions. By the latter, he means all
those productive activities which bring about something that had not
existed before (i.e., the production of artefacts). In English, we might
render the difference between praxis and poiesis with the verbs ‘to do’
and ‘to make’. Unfortunately, in this text Aristotle has much to say about
the former but less about the latter. Perhaps the texts in which he addresses

' On the history and development of the concept of Poiesis in Greek antiquity, see Lledé 1961.
On the uses and ambiguities of the concept of praxis Aristotle, see Adkins 1978 and Dehart 1995.
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the issue have been lost (Bolton 2021), or perhaps Aristotle believed that
the topic was not worthy of a deep philosophical examination. After all, art
and craftsmanship were activities that concerned the lower strata of the
polis, and slaves; as he explicitly states in his 7he Politics: ‘[The citizens
must not live a mechanical or commercial life. Such a life is not noble, and
it militates against virtue. Nor must those who are to be citizens be
agricultural workers, for they must have the leisure to develop their virtue,
and for the activity of a citizen’ (1992, VII-1328b33—7). But beyond the
value and status of the respective activities, for Aristotle, ethical practice
and productive labour shared one fundamental thing: both refer to all
those activities that are not, and cannot be, proper demonstrative sciences
but are about probable and contextual forms of knowledge. The real
difference between ethical deliberation and production consists in the fact
that the former requires freedom from menial necessities while the latter is
triggered by these very necessities.

But is there something deeper that differentiates episteme from techne?
If anything, what is the essence of art (and both praxis and poiesis)? The
defining point is that, for Aristotle, zechné is something one learns while
doing and making, not theorising. One cannot be a virtuous person, a great
political leader, or a wise judge by following abstract instructions telling
one what to do and how to do it. Equally, one cannot be a great artist,
carpenter, or actor by memorising a list of rules. One becomes virtuous by
practicing virtue, a great politician by being involved in politics, and a
great rhetorician by practicing rhetoric. And, in the context of poietic arts,
one becomes a great artist, carpenter, or architect by practicing with one’s
hands and brain. The fundamental philosophical consequence of this
argument is that in zechné, and therefore in praxis and poiesis, there is no
rational foundations exceeding, transcending, or guiding the practice itself.
The practice has no other foundation than practice. In episteme (science),
one can and must obtain a rational, solid, and formal justification of one’s
knowledge. One can devise a logical, dialectical, mathematical, geomet-
rical, or any universal method for discovering and grounding new theories.
Contemplative understanding requires demonstration from a finite number
of indemonstrable principles and, as such, it defines a knowledge that is
conclusive and complete (Coope 2021). But in zechné, one cannot achieve
that understanding because knowledge is essentially situated and therefore
probable and circumstantial. Action and production differ with changing
conditions. Accordingly, techné is about the ability and skill to apply, in
the right way and at the appropriate moment, a tacit knowledge gained by
iterated practice. This was, I think, one of the most profound of Aristotle’s
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discoveries — a discovery that had deep consequences for our way of
understanding the relation between practice and theory and therefore
between making and knowing.

Now, if the epistemic realm of zechné cannot be based on demonstration
or logos alone, it requires a different kind of faculty; it requires what
Aristotle calls phronésis, a word that the Romans (and Vico) translated as
prudencia and that in modern English can be rendered as ‘practical wisdom’.
Obviously, phronésis is something that one cannot learn through theory but
through practice. We know how to behave; we know the kinds of moral
decisions we should take in particular moments and contexts, insofar as we
carry with us the baggage of accumulated experiences. Likewise, an architect
can design a temple, a shoemaker can make shoes, and a vintner can make
wine because they have done these things before and been trained by older
craftsmen and practitioners. The art does not require further justification
than the devotion of repeated performance. Phronésis is the outcome of
consistent exercise over many disparate situations.

As I will show in Chapter 2, the importance of phronésis as an important
epistemic category was strategically revisited in the eighteenth century by
Vico, who wondered whether we could have an episteme of the world at all.
Is human knowledge only a form of poietic knowledge? If so, is practical
wisdom the real foundation of any kind of knowledge? If anything, what is
the relationship between practical wisdom and science? No doubt the
concepts of theory and practice changed dramatically during the Hellenistic
era and then the Christian and medieval scholastic periods. The terms used
by Vico were not equivalent to those used by the Greeks. Yet before
assessing the semantic transformations that both concepts underwent in
the following centuries, we need to consider one last important issue: is
Aristotle’s distinction between episteme and techné straightforward after all?
More crucially, was Aristotle’s concept of zechné consistent? Judging from
the later translators, interpreters, and commentators of both Plato and
Aristotle, it was not. Most competent readers, from the Stoics to Thomas
Aquinas, have struggled to make sense of how the two practical and
theoretical knowledges are connected and Aristotle really meant by zechne
(Lobkowicz [1967] 2003), just as we struggle today (Johansen 2021).""
Vattimo and Isnardi Parente have noted that both Plato and Aristotle often

" The ambiguities haunting the concepts of techné and episteme were inherited by the Stoics, who
concocted the concept of rechné theoretiké — a sort of practical episteme that defines art as both a
concrete and, at the same time, a rational (abstract) activity (Vattimo 1961; Isnardi Parente 1966, in
particular p. 177).
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used the terms interchangeably and that the semantic confusions are not the
exclusive outcomes of hermeneutical mistakes. Anyone reading through the
Platonic and Aristotelian corpus realises that the two concepts are promiscu-
ously interwoven so that the notion of rechné frequenty overlaps with the
idea of episteme.”* For example, in the book Alpha of Metaphysics, Aristotle
introduces a further distinction between empeiria (experience) and techné
that challenges the absolute gap between demonstrative and practical
knowledge:

And yet we think that knowledge and expertise belong rather to skill than to
experience, and we assume that the skilled are wiser than the experienced,
in that it is more in connection with knowledge that wisdom is associated
with anything. And the reason for this is that the skilled know the cause,
whereas the experienced do not. For the experienced know the ‘that’ but
not the ‘because’, whereas the skilled have a grasp of the ‘because’, the
cause. That is why in each field designers are thought more prestigious and
to have more knowledge than craftsmen and to be wiser in that they know
the causes of what is being done. (1998, 5, 981a)

Here the aristocratic view of knowledge is specified further by differentiat-
ing practitioners who know what they are doing and practitioners who act
automatically and routinely, as slaves and manual workers allegedly do.
Aristotle’s empeiria refers to something devoid of reflection and thinking,
to a disposition driven by mere habit and superficial aping. Experienced
men and women might even succeed in their activities, but they ignore
how and why they succeed. In the aforementioned quote, Aristotle has
medicine in mind, and we might presume that he was thinking about
Plato’s last dialogue, Laws, in which the Athenian philosopher distin-
guishes between a slave healer and a freeman physician. The former acts
through empeiria, and therefore chance, while the second is driven by
reason (logos). Plato’s slave could not have rational knowledge because he
or she could not give a rational grounding of his or her practices.”> Here
the distinction between techné and episteme becomes somewhat more
complex and interesting. The two concepts did not refer to two entirely
different forms of knowledge. We have many kinds of rational and

> As Isnardi Parente noticed long ago, in Plato’s dialog Statesman the terms techné and episteme are
constantly confused (1966). See also Hintikka 1974 and Parry 2020. More recently, Johansen has
recognized that ‘the extension of techné is blurry around the edges, ranging from highly theoretical
forms of expertise, like mathematics, to border-line menial competencies’ (2021, 2).

We should remember that for both Plato and Atristotle, the lack of /ogos was roughly equivalent to
the lack of humanity. Only those who possess rationality can be considered as genuinely human,
and therefore as proper citizens of the polis. All those who are subjugated to empeiria are more
‘animals’ than ‘humans’.

13
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scientific knowledge that are operative arts; the most obvious example is
medicine. Physicians were uniquely conscious that knowledge in medical
practice involves acquaintance with particular, idiosyncratic facts and a
grasp of general phenomena subjected to theoretical speculation. They
understood, as Plato and Aristotle also did, that, while a purely theoretical
medicine would be useless, an exclusively practical approach would be
inadequate. But, in this regard, Aristotle is even more precise than Plato
when he admits in On Sense and the Sensible that

it is further the duty of the natural philosopher to study the first principles
of disease and health; for neither disease nor health can be properties of things
deprived of life. Hence one may say that most natural philosophers, and those
physicians who take a scientific interest in their art, have this in common: the
former end by studying medicine, and the latter base their medical theories
on the principles of natural science [Physics]. (1935, 215-217)

The relation between philosophy and medicine, and therefore between
speculative and practical knowledge, was a staple topic in antiquity, after
Hippocrates and his school had showed that medicine was a kind of zechné
that provided an inherently uncertain, although trustworthy, knowledge
(Mann 2012). But beyond medicine, what should be emphasised is that
techné, despite all its semantic ambiguities, referred to the uncertain world
of human affairs, a world produced and shaped by human wit."* Through
techné, nature (i.e., Greek physis), is humanised. Nature is revealed as the
wood of the boat and bed or the marble of the statue and temple. It is the
iron of the sword, the bronze of the coin, or the clay of the pot. As Vattimo
himself observes, in Aristotle, ‘to make’” an object means to draw

something determined from an indeterminate substratum: the power to be
formed in a certain way exists in the thing: but it is revealed only in the encounter
with the actual substance that must transform it ... it is not a question of
recognizing the nature of the thing as given once and for all and that needs to be
taken where nature, physis, allows it to go; rather it is the thing itself which, by
entering into a relatonship with man in the different situations of his life,
enriches his own nature, in the sense that one discovers in it possibilities that
were not only previously hidden, but which did not truly exist before, because
they did not were actual. (Vattimo 1961, 98—99, my translation)

Aristotle’s notion of fechné reveals an element of contingency that is denied
to anything natural. Physis is the world of necessity and universality, while
techné is the world of possibilities and novelties. But, perhaps even more

"+ Even though the insight itself was never explicitly unpacked by Aristotle himself.
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interestingly, the world of zechné can unlock properties of natural things
that cannot be observed directly in nature. After all, Hippocrates’s lessons
resurfaced in Aristotle’s elitist epistemology. There is an unexplored possi-
bility in Aristotle’s conception of techné that allows it to grasp physis
through our practical activities. Yet the possibility is immediately denied
by the fact that, for Aristotle, physis and zechné operate in two different
ontological realms: the realm of things that have internal causes of produc-
tion versus the realm of things that are externally produced.”’ The objects
of physis move according to their own natures, while the objects of rechne
are constituted by an external maker. The distinction itself thwarts any
possibility of developing an epistemology rooted in praxis. Only when
modern philosophers and naturalists challenged the absolute, metaphysical
distinction between natural and artificial objects did an epistemology
grounded on praxis become possible. Only then could the Aristotelian
notion of rechné become the centrepiece of a new epistemology that could
connect human art with nature.

An interesting conclusion we can draw from the persistent overlapping
between techné and episteme is that, while and Aristotle celebrated the
virtues of the intellect over practice, they could not avoid employing
labour analogies. The apparently reviled productive world, which makes
possible the leisured and speculative lives of the citizens, constitutes the
analogical gist of many philosophical abstractions. While practical and
empirical knowledge are dismissed as unreliable and fallacious, theoretical
reasoning is filled with labour analogies. There is a clear tendency to purify
theory by removing practice, yet the enterprise turns out to be impossible.
A ‘practiceless’ theory is a sort of unreachable aristocratic ideal that must
nevertheless be stubbornly pursued. Plato praised a world of pure ideas, yet
his cosmos is not created by a philosopher but by a supreme artisan, the
demiurge, who supposedly shapes the world as a craftsman shapes a pot.
References to varied manual professions in Plato’s dialogues and Aristotle’s
treatises are ubiquitous: architects, shipbuilders, sculptors, shoemakers,
carpenters, bakers, horsemen, cooks, midwives, soldiers, and many other
practitioners are often used as clarificatory examples.”® But the unmistakable

"> As Aristotle famously stressed in his Physics: ‘Some things are due to nature; for others there are
other causes . .. Similarly with other things which are made. They none of them have in themselves
the source of their making, but in some cases, such as that of a house or anything else made by
human hands, the source is in something else and external, whilst in others the source is in the
thing, but not in the thing of itself’ (Aristotle 2006, Book II, Chapter 1, 23).

*¢ As Arendt remembers about Plato: ‘In so far as his teaching was inspired by the word idea or eidos
(shape or form), which he used for the first time in a philosophical context, it rested on experiences
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presence of workers in many ancient philosophical speculations does not
imply that labour was directly relevant to the development of theoretical
life. Labourers and their activities were either used as rhetorical figures
to make intelligible complex and abstract reasonings or employed to empha-
sise the inferiority of practitioner’s hands over philosophical minds. Had
the Greeks really valued labour as an epistemic category, they would have
developed an epistemology not entirely dissimilar to those of Giordano
Bruno, Francis Bacon, and Vico. When ancient scholars connected labour
and knowledge, they did so mainly for the sake of their speculative argu-
ments, yet they provided the conceptual framework within which a new
praxis epistemology could emerge in the modern world."”

1.4 Stochastic Arts

After Aristotle, the debate over the place of zechneé in knowledge became
even more convoluted. A basic concern for some post-Aristotelian scholars
was condensed in two fundamental questions: can we have a real science of
the contingent? And how does zechné contribute to episteme as well as
episteme to techné? In other words, what constitutes the epistemic relation
between theory and practice, making and knowing? These questions were
seriously tackled by Alexander of Aphrodisias in the third century AC.
As one of the first and foremost interpreters of Aristotle, Alexander
thought deeply about the nature of art and science. In his commentary
on Aristotle’s Topics, Alexander introduces a crucial and fascinating dis-
tinction between stochastic arts and poietic arts (Allen 1994; Ierodiakonou
1995). The former refers to those arts, like medicine and navigation, in
which skill and practice do not depend on the satisfactory results of the
action itself. That is, physicians can be extremely skilful in performing
their art, yet this does not ensure that the goal of their performance (i.e., to
cure the patient) is fulfilled. Patients die even when the therapies are

in poiesis, or fabrication, and although Plato used his theory to express quite different and perhaps
much more “philosophical” experiences, he never failed to draw his examples from the field of
making when he wanted to demonstrate the plausibility of what he was saying’ (1998, 142).
Vernant argued that the Greeks could not develop a veritable technical thought for similar reasons:
techné could not be confused with science (episteme) because, in the ancient world, ‘the technical
skills were not given the status of applications of science. They became established as a set of
traditional methods and practical skills whose effectiveness was no longer considered anything but
natural, but which lent themselves neither to critical reflection not to innovation’ (2006, 314). In an
old, but still fascinating, study, Pierre-Maxime Schuhl noticed that one great difference separating
Aristotle from Bacon on the issue of technique was that, for the former, practical arts move in the
realm of routine and do not really progress, while philosophy does. For the latter, the contrary was
true. See Schuhl 1947.
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appropriate and sound. The latter refers to arts that hinge entirely on the
appropriate fulfilment of their ends. If a builder does not achieve the end
of his or her activity, we are entitled to conclude that the failure in
constructing a temple lies in the very art of the builder. There are arts in
which incidental failures are not only acceptable but also inherent in the
art itself, while in other arts, failure indicates that something is wrong in
the art or the artist. Alexander added that in the stochastic arts, we should
expect that knowledge is somewhat systematic and only partially deter-
mined, whereas in poietic arts we have a sort of fixed routine leading to the
final product.

Alexander’s dichotomy was more than an idle academic distinction: it
opened the possibility of thinking about probabilistic knowledge (Allen
1994; Mann 2012). Precisely because stochastic arts are conceived as
partially undetermined and non-routinary, they suppose a corpus of infor-
mation that is intrinsically fallible and therefore revisable. For Alexander,
the fact that the stochastic arts produce uncertain knowledge is not
necessarily a flaw of knowledge itself; it is rather an epistemic adaptation
addressing the bewildering complexity of human physiology and nature.
The tension between the idiosyncrasies of a particular patient and the
general character of their disease nurtured intense philosophical debates
over the scientific nature of epistemic practices. Alexander assumed that
physicians work with stochastic conjectures that have limited domains of
application. The theory must be constantly revised in the light of practical
experience. The practice of medicine, as well as the art of navigation,
requires either a flexible episteme or a systematic techné. Stochastic arts
require a fine-tuned equilibrium between experience and theory. They
imply some sort of practical wisdom.

We might read the attempts of Alexander to differentiate stochastic from
the poietic arts as a strategy for improving the status of medicine. The
medical techné is neither the highest form of knowledge nor a mere
productive activity akin to the work of craftsmen and slaves. One should
not forget that the distinction between art and science is not only philo-
sophical but also social, political, and moral. In the ancient world, phys-
icians rarely belonged to the elites: they were usually part of what we might
call today the (upper) middle class, at best. Hence, emphasising too much
the role of practice in knowledge could easily damage the social status of
physicians. As H. W. Pleket noted, in the ancient world, physicians, ‘do
not seem to be anywhere near the elite’ (Pleket 1992, 30); he continues,
‘Medicine admittedly was not an ars sordida but to make it really attractive
to upper-class urban families /logiké was to be emphasized more than



42 Maker’s Knowledge Traditions between Ancients and Moderns

techné . Pleket concludes, ‘[tJhe more philosopher, the less dirty hands and
the more the prestige’ (1992, 32—33). In short, abstraction and social
status are directly proportional. As we can easily imagine, such a propor-
tionality is applied not only to medicine but also to any kind of art. After
all, the great debates between the so-called dogmatists, empiricists, and
Methodists betrayed the following social concerns (Temkin 1953;
Hankinson 1987): can we find an effective balance between art and
speculation? How much practice can we tolerate before transforming the
discipline into a mere lower-class productive activity? Conversely, how
much theory can we stand before condemning the Ars medica as a useless
and merely verbose doctrine?

The great methodological synthesis of Galen of Pergamon is a telling
example of refined diplomacy. In criticising the dogmatists and empiricists,
Galen argues that medicine can neither be based on universal theorems nor
be reduced to a mere collection of individual casuistry (Temkin 1973).
Stochastic medical knowledge has to be a virtuous blend of general and
rational knowledge, deftly applied to particular and idiosyncratic cases.
No /ogz'ké without zechné, even though the latter had to be subsumed under
the former. Unlike Alexander, Galen believed that failure in medicine does
not lie in the nature of the art or the too-complex art of nature but in the
difficult application of general, presumably undoubtable, principles to
specific, unstable, and unpredictable bodies (Isnardi Parente 1966;
Hankinson 1998, 2008). In short, medicine has enough episteme to be
respected by upper classes, yet it has also enough zechné to be a useful and
effective activity.

These tensions and contradictions between the life of theory and the
vagaries of practice make medicine one of the most interesting disciplines
in the history of epistemology. Not surprisingly, the relation between
medicine and philosophy remained a staple obsession for many philoso-
phers and natural philosophers, including Vico."® What is the role of
experience, making, and reasoning in medical and general knowledge?
Why do we err and how do we succeed? What kind of knowledge produces
a reliable practice that nevertheless occasionally fails? These questions and
others like them transcend medical concerns and address general and
controversial epistemological issues: the nature and origins of human
knowledge. It is not surprising that in the philosophical debates that

"8 Struever has aptly shown the relevance of medicine in Vico’s overall philosophical framework.
Rethorics, she observed, addressed the biological body and not the disembodied Cartesian soul. See
Struever 1997.
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followed, the notions of ‘practice’ and ‘theory’, as well as their relations,
were revised and reconfigured. While the Aristotelian taxonomy of know-
ledge was never fully abandoned until early modernity, the very concepts
that had instantiated that taxonomy were radically transformed. Over time,
the concept of techné became increasingly more ecumenic and thus even
vaguer than before. At the same time, the concepts of theory and theoretical
knowledge acquired new meanings and uses. In fact, ancient philosophers
with a mystical bent, such as Plotinus and Philo of Alexandria, introduced
two important novelties that were to be fiercely discussed in the Middle
Ages. The first related to the neo-Platonic distinction between discursive and
contemplative knowledge (Lloyd 1986) and the second connected with the
idea that both God and humans know as a makers, although humans do in a
different, much humbler, scale (Bos 2003).

1.5 The Mindful Craftsman

For Plato and Aristotle, theoria related to episteme and episteme was mainly
about certain and universal knowledge. But not only was the notion of
episteme somewhat ambiguous when compared to zechneé, it could also refer
to two different domains of investigation. The first pertained to a direct
and intuitive apprehension of eternal truth. Plato’s description in the
Republic of the philosopher observing the light (good) in the cave is an
example. The philosopher oversees the light and at the same time under-
stands something transcending sensible reality. The Aristotelian concept of
nous, or intellect, refers to a sort of intuitive and direct knowledge of the
divine, the highest form of philosophical awareness. Aristotle uses a
powerful metaphor in the last book of the Nicomachean Ethics, when he
suggests that in pursuing a life of speculation, we can ‘make ourselves
immortal’ (2009, X, 7). The second domain of episteme is more mundane
and pertains to disciplines such as geometry, mathematics, logic (eventu-
ally medicine), and anything related to nature. In the first case, episteme is a
sort of theology (divine contemplation), while in the second sense, episteme
is roughly related to what is now called ‘scientific knowledge’. But again,
the boundaries between divine speculation and ‘science’ are diffuse in the
sense that ‘scientific’ knowledge can eventually lead to divine contem-
plation, and divine contemplation could, in turn, inform ‘scientific’ specu-
lations (Lobkowicz [1967] 2003).

The ambiguous overlapping between these two domains was problem-
atised in the third century AC by neo-Platonists. One of them, Plotinus,
distinguished between theological and rational knowledge. He observed
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that the mystical contemplation of God was distinct from rational theorisa-
tion. We cannot confuse two very different intellectual enterprises: an
intuitive, direct, and unmediated grasp of the divine versus a discursive
and sequential understanding of nature: ‘Our awareness of the One is not
by way of reasoned knowledge (episteme) or intellectual perception, as with
other intelligible things, but by way of presence superior to knowledge’.
Therefore, ‘one must depart from the knowledge and things known, and
from every other, even beautiful, object of vision. For every beautiful thing
is posterior to that One and comes from it, as all the light of day comes
from the sun’ (Plotinus 1988, VI 9, 4). Plotinus believed that episteme in
the sense of ‘scientific’ knowledge has been replaced or transcended by
divine contemplation. He even argues that science itself is a hindrance to
possible divine union with the One.

Plotinus was born to Greek parents in Egypt in 204 and his world was
admittedly different from the world of Plato and Aristotle, who lived in
and praised the life of the relatively small Greek polis. In 212 BC, the
Roman emperor Caracalla granted citizenship to all free men and women
of the empire. Plotinus was young when that happened, but when he
started to write his doctrine at the age of forty-nine, the self-enclosed
reality of the Greek city state had waned. In the new world, slaves and
craftsmen could become philosophers, mystics, or even emperors, although
no one could expect to become a virtuous citizen in the polis because there
was no polis anymore."® Virtue had become an intimate and interior affair
in a world crowded with anonymous individuals. Yet the ideal of the
Greek city was still alive as a possible utopia, and Plotinus tried to establish
one in southern Italy, drawing upon Plato’s Laws. Platonopolis, the utopic
city of philosophers, was to rise on the ruins of Vescia, not far from Naples,
where Vico would be born more than 1,500 years later (O’Meara 2005).
But as Porphyry recalled in his biography of Plotinus, the project did not
prosper (Porphyry 1969). Without a polis and thrown into the melting pot
of the huge empire, the new citizen could not hope to shape social or
political action. Hence the Aristotelian notion of praxis had lost ground in
favour of a more intimate and solipsist divine meditation. Action was now
considered both posterior to contemplation and as a ‘substitute for those
unable to think properly’ (Emilsson 2021, 247). Even poiesis did not fare
better: ‘For art is posterior to the soul’, wrote Plotinus, ‘and imitates it,
making dim and weak imitations, toys not worth much’ (1988, IV.3.10,

' Max Fisch linked the decline of the polis to the gradual semantic blurring between practical and
productive knowledge. See note 12 in the Introduction. See Fisch 1976.
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13 19). Both science and art were downplayed in favour of pure individual
theological contemplation and mystical introversion.*®

Yet the disqualification of the secular episteme in favour of spiritual
gnosis did a significant, although indirect, favour to ‘scientific’ knowledge.
Once the idea of episteme as divine contemplation was severed from the
idea of episteme as mundane knowledge, episteme could be freed from
the mystical and aristocratic burden that Plato and Aristotle had placed
on it. Subsequent scholars were open to reframing the whole discussion
according to two kinds of experience: mystical experience versus ‘non-mys-
tical’, rational understanding. Of course, forms of mysticism and rationalism
could interact in many ways but could be thought of and assessed as separate
endeavours. The first Christian philosophers eagerly accepted Plotinus’s
distinction and reshaped the multiple links between the contemplation of
God and everyday affairs (Edwards 2006), but the two forms of knowledge
could only coexist in principle, not in practice, as the interminable dispute on
the presumably ‘non-overlapping magisteria’ demonstrates. In fact, the refor-
mulation of this difference in the late middle age and Renaissance was at the
heart of the modern debate over secularisation as described by Bouwsma and
mentioned at the beginning of this book.

The mysticism and solipsism that followed the bankruptcy of the
Greek way of life not only freed episterne from intuitive speculation but also
opened the door for developing a new, radical idea that cannot be emphasised
enough: the idea that God and humans know insofar as they make. While Plato
had already envisioned his demiurge as a divine maker in the Timaeus, this
cosmic craftsman operated under significant constraints: he could only impose
order on matter by drawing from eternal, unchanging models. Rather than a
“creator”, Plato’s demiurge functioned as an intermediary between the eternal
forms and their material copies. When it came to the physical world — the realm
of generation and decay — this divine maker fashioned lesser gods, who in turn
shaped mortal beings and all the concrete world inhabited by them. Plato’s
hierarchical technodicy, as Thomas Johansen intriguingly calls it, envisions a
divine architect whose creations are abstract, ethereal, and relatively removed
from direct material fabrication. Plato’s obsession with perfection and eternity
might have prevented him from imagining a divine craftsman personally
engaged in shaping concrete objects. Instead, Plato’s demiurge resembles a wise
ruler issuing commands from afar, delegating creation to subordinate beings,

** On the fascinating intellectual relationship between Plotinus, neo-Platonism, and Vico, see
Mathieu 1976. See also Miller 1993.
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rather than a hands-on artisan molding clay with his own hands. Ultimately,
Plato’s God is more a maker of eternal, ideal entities than a manufacturer of
perishable material things, including animals and humans.”® The analogy
between divine and human practices can properly work only with a different
conception of God (as a craftsman producing sensible and perishable things), a
notion of ‘practice’ which supposes the free wit and motivation of the maker
who is not constrained by intangible and eternal Forms (Vattimo 1961), and,
accordingly, the idea that making itself provides the tools to understand both
the world around us and ourselves, rather than being an activity that chases
eternal and perfect Forms.

Perhaps the first scholar to claim the connection between a concrete
demiurge and human labour was the Jewish philosopher Philo of
Alexandria in the first century AC. Philo belonged to the category of
thinkers who tried to reconcile the Greek /ogos with monotheistic mysti-
cism (Jewish mysticism). Like Plotinus, Philo emphasised the primacy of
speculation and transcendence over science and art, but to him the
contemplative life is not the end of an aristocratic career but a possibility
available to everyone who wishes. In On the Unchangeableness of God, Philo
links the world of human labour to God creation and knowledge: ‘No one
doubts that the parent must have knowledge of his offspring, the craftsman
of his handiwork, the steward of things entrusted to his stewardship. But
God is in very truth the father and craftsman and steward of the heaven
and the universe and all that is therein’ (Philo of Alexandria 1988, vol. II,
30, 25). Admittedly, Philo was not interested in epistemology, yet he
provides the conceptual trigger for exploring the power of a new analogy
now based upon a new conception of God as a productive ‘father’ who
‘creates’ ex nihilo (Bos 2003; Calabi 2008; Anderson 2011). His scanty and
seminal insights were variously explored, principally by Renaissance
scholars who wondered whether humans might know in a way not entirely
dissimilar from God, namely through making (Mondolfo 1971).

The first philosophers to widely develop the analogy between God’s
knowledge and human knowledge were the great medieval commentator
on Aristotle, St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274); the neo-Platonic and neo-
Philonian Marsilio Ficino (1433-1499); the mathematician and astrologer
Gerolamo Cardano (1501-1576); and finally, the Portuguese natural
philosopher and physician Francisco Sanches (1550-1622). Thomas was
intrigued by the Aristotelian distinction between theoretical and practical

*' In fact, the very word Demiurge, Snuioupyds, could mean both craftmen and magistrate. As Plato
himself states in the Timaeus: “Of the divine he himself undertook to be the maker; the task of making
the generation of mortals, he laid upon his own offspring”. (Plato quoted in Cornford, 1997, p. 280).
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knowledge. In his gigantic unfinished project called Summa Theologiae,
purportedly written between 1265 and 1274, Thomas singled out the
difference, arguing that human contemplation considers something that
it does not produce while human practical reason considers something that
it does produce (Campodonico 1997). As he himself put it while meditat-
ing on human intellectual powers (Question 79):

For it is the speculative intellect which directs what it apprehends, not to
operation, but the consideration of truth; while the practical intellect is that
which directs what it apprehends to operation. And this is what the
Philosopher (Aristotle) says (De anima iii, 10); that ‘the speculative differs
from the practical in its end’. Whence each is named from its end: the one
speculative, the other practical, i.e., operative. (Thomas 1914, 539)

We might interpret Thomas’s argument as follows: when humans theorise,
they are spectators of creation, but when they act, they are agents and creators.
In the first case, they are focused on the correspondence of their intellect with
the world. In the second case, humans are interested in the ends of their
operations and activities (Davies 1992). Hence, for Thomas, humans have
one reason and one knowledge, but this reason and knowledge is flexible in
the sense that it has diverse aims or intentions. For Thomas, God does not
distinguish between theory and practice insofar as he knows theoretically
and creates practically at the same time. Yet Thomas also suggested God
and human knowledge can be pictured by considering the analogy of
the productive artisan. As Thomas speculates on God’s kind of knowledge:

The knowledge of God is the cause of things. For the knowledge of God is
to all creatures what the knowledge of the artificer is to things made by his
art. Now the knowledge of the artificer is the cause of the things made by
his art from the fact that the artificer works by his intellect. Hence the form
of the intellect must be the principle of action; as heat is the principle
of heating. (Thomas 1914, 106)

Thomas spells out something that has become so natural in our common
sense that it is difficult to perceive as problematic: that ‘scientific’ theorisa-
tion is about something we have not made or created. Thomas did possibly
draw on Averroes’s negative conclusion about the application of human
labour (making) to nature while commenting Aristotle’s Physics: “If there-
fore we produced natural objects, their causes would be better known to
us. But because we do not produce them, our situation with regard to
them is just the opposite of our situation with regard to artificial objects’
(quoted in Pérez-Ramos 1989, 164). While for artificial things we know as
their makers, in natural things we can only know as beholders of some-
thing we did not, and we cannot, produce.
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For Thomas, the intellectus speculativus, unlike the intellectus practicus,
presupposes the existence of a radical separation between the created world
and our subjective apprehension of it. God creates as an artisan shapes her
product. We observe God’s creation, but we cannot reproduce God’s
products. We cannot replicate the universe with our hands and minds,
so we need to theorise or speculate, which is the mark of our epistemic
limitations. ‘Scientific’ truth implies that we are mere onlookers of God’s
creation. The crucial question then is how and to what extent can we grasp
something we have not made and cannot make. Can the speculative intellect
really comprehend God’s creation? A possible answer might be found in
reconsidering the relation between human and divine art (zechné and physis).
That was something that the Greek neo-Platonist Proclus (412—485)
attempted in the fifth century AC (Opsomer 2021) and which was widely
revisited by the Renaissance philosopher Marsilio Ficino (1433-1499), who
wondered what is a7 after all and, especially, what it can teach us about
nature. Perhaps if we argue that art is an imitation of nature, then human
productions can approximate God’s creation and knowledge. In his Plaronic
Theology (1482), Ficino established the connection clearly:

if human art is nothing but an imitation of nature, and this art fashions its
products by means of their definite rational principles, nature must work in
the same way, but with an art which is much more enduring and full of
wisdom in that it works with greater effectiveness and makes more
beautiful things. (Ficino 2001, 253)

Ficino reached the Aristotelian conclusion that the essential difference
between human art and nature lies in the fact that the former requires
an external cause while the latter operates from inside matter. The artisan
touches matter and shapes it from above according to her intentions and
goals. Nature, as God’s creation, possesses rational principles operating
from within, creating the material world like a geometer creates shapes and
figures in his mind.** Divine creation moves from the inside to the
outside, while human production moves from the outside to the inside.
In art, we do not confront a standing reality: we are the makers of a new
reality. The difference between subjects and matter emerges when the
former contemplate products that they have not made. Now, if the analogy
between God and human knowledge stands, then we can conclude that we

** In his words, ‘For just as the geometer’s mind, when it ponders in itself the rational principles of figures,
forms the phantasy from within with the figures’ images, and through this phantasy forms to the
phantastic spirit, and does so without toil or deliberation, so in nature’s art a certain divine wisdom by
way of the intellectual rational principles fills with natural seeds the life-giving and motive force linked to
it; and through this force it forms with utmost case the matter too from within’ (Ficino 2001, 255).
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can truly know something only if we are the creators of it. Conversely, if
we are mere observers and spectators of something, we cannot truly know
it. As Ficino put it in his Commentaries on Plato (1496):

Given that in our knowledge we do not create things, perhaps we cannot
understand them than relatively. Because divine science is the primary cause
of the real, God does not know the real insofar he conforms his intellect to
the things, but he knows them because he is the cause of the things. He is
the principle of the real and he knows and produces it at the same time.
(Ficino 2012, Cap. XXXII)

The polymath Gerolamo Cardano accepted Ficino’s analogy between divine
and human knowledge but, in his 7ractatus de arcanis aeternitatis (On the
Mpysteries of Eternity), written in 1530 and posthumously published in 1663,
he introduced two further important ideas: that there are degrees of certainty
in our knowledge and that such certainty depends on the source of that
knowledge, whether it is produced from within or from without. As much as
knowledge is the product of our minds, its degree of certainty is extreme.
In mathematics and geometry, we literally create numbers, operations, and
figures. In physics and medicine, we do not. Knowledge of the external world,
which we have not created, is — and eventually will be — relative to our
subjective observations and only attains the surface of things. By contrast, the
certainty of the formal sciences does not rest on any Platonic transcendence
but on the simple fact that we create such knowledge directly, as God creates
the world.”” In other words, in the natural sciences, we are spectators of
phenomena; in formal science, we are the creators of ideas. As spectators, we
can only guess and conjecture; our knowledge is approximated and variable.
As creators, we know while making and we make while knowing.

Unlike Cardano, the sceptic physician Francisco Sanches (1550-1623)
was not impressed by the epistemic credit of the formal sciences.**
Following the great Spanish humanist Juan Luis Vives, Sanches did not
believe that there are certain and undoubtable sciences. He accepted the
distinction between spectators and creators of knowledge, as defined in
cognoscere (human knowledge) and perfecta cognitio (divine knowledge).

*3 In the words of Cardano, ‘The human soul, situated in the body, cannot attain to the substance of
things, but wanders about their surfaces by the help of the senses, examining measurements, actions,
resemblances and doctrines. But the knowledge of the mind, which creates the fact, is in a sense itself the
fact, just as even among human sciences the knowledge of a triangle, that it has three angles equal to two
right angles, is practically, identical with the truth itself whence it is clear that there is in us a natural
science of a different kind from the true science’ (quoted in Croce 1964, 288).

** For a general and historically contextualized introduction to Sanches, see Popkin 2003.
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He argued that only God knows through making, while humans are
condemned to have partial and fragmentary knowledge of the world and
themselves: namely, they are fated to be spectators of God’s art. His
argument is straightforward: God knows while he creates. God has also
created our souls. We can know neither our souls nor the world because we
did not make them. Therefore, we know nothing but fragmentary elem-
ents through our senses and judgements (Faur 1994).

Born in Tui in 1550 on the border between Spain and Portugal,
Sanches was a recognised physician who had studied in Italy and France,
where he became acquainted with Galen and the philosophical debates
about scientific methodology. His controversial essay Quod nibil scitur
(That Nothing Is Known), first published in 1581, made him relatively
famous among his contemporaries.”> In the book, drawing on the Jewish
tradition of the Cordovan physician and philosopher Maimonides, who had
defended a view of hokmah (wisdom or knowledge in Hebrew) as action and
creation, not contemplation, Sanches proposed one of the first versions of
experimentalism in the context of his modus sciendi (scientific method),
based on induction and experiment (Faur 1994; Manzano 2018).>

Before Bacon and Descartes and in agreement with Vives, Sanches
criticised Aristotle, the Aristotelians, and any form of knowledge based
on authority. He employed a direct and plain language in polemic with the
sophistication of rhetoricians and scholastics. As an archetypal sceptic, he
doubted about everything he was supposed to know. As a practicing
physician, he was annoyed by lumbering, verbose, and inconclusive dis-
cussions based on definitions and syllogistic demonstrations.”” He held
that the only knowledge humans can achieve is not through endless
philosophical inquiries but through a deep evaluation of available res
(facts): ‘anyone who wishes to know something must study facts. But is
this easy? Alas no! At no point is so much difficulty to be met with, and
such ambiguity; at no point is scientific knowledge so hard to come by’
(Sanches 1988, 277—278). Yet Sanches argues that the difficulty of
obtaining reliable knowledge can be partially overcome with a wise com-
bination of experience and judgement. By the word ‘experience’, the
Portuguese scholar meant the painful, insidious, and especially practical

*> Sanches’s fathers were Jewish ‘conversos’.

*¢ On Maimonides’s maker conception of knowledge, see also Hintikka 1974.

*7 As Rolando Perez has shown, there are fascinating overlaps between Sanches’s That Nothing
Is Known and Descartes’s Discourse on the Method (Pérez 2000).



1.6 Thinking Hands and Dexterous Minds 51

recollection of facts and observations to back up plausible judgements.”®
Sanches’s stance resembles an instrumentalist perspective: we have no
access to the world sub specie aeternitatis, yet we can learn something from
the observations we recollect systematically. We can formulate plausible
judgements based upon our experiences and interventions. Sanches’s
epistemic challenge defined a whole period of philosophical debates that
aimed to overcome his sceptical perspective.”® Both Descartes and Vico
responded, in very different ways, to Sanches’s arguments.’®

In the hands of many Renaissance scholars, the relationship between practice
and theory was dramatically transformed. While theoretical contemplation was
reframed in terms of action and production (i.e., episteme as creation and
contemplation alike), zechné became the privileged site for knowing the natural
world, whether absolutely or partially. We have seen that since antiquity, the
very practice of medicine had questioned the absolute distinction between
episteme and techné. In the sixteenth century, that distinction was progressively
shattered. For many philosophers of the Renaissance, the notion of episteme
became so entrenched with art and practice that it lost its highly speculative and
theological flavour. The act of knowing could be reconceived as an operation
whereby the natural philosopher intentionally imitates, reproduces, rehearses
God’s productions. The emergence of more mystical forms of neo-Platonic
contemplation left space for developing an alternative, more concrete, and
practical form of episteme. The progressive secularisation ¢pistemne, and therefore
its relative emancipation from mystical concerns, allowed Medieval and
Renaissance scholars to concoct an idea notion of ‘scientific knowledge’ that
was deeply intertwined with zechné. Behind and beyond a new understanding of
practice, as encompassing and even including theoretical understanding, lies the
emergence of modern science.’’

1.6 Thinking Hands and Dexterous Minds

In a dialogue written in 1584, Lo spaccio della bestia trionfante (‘On the
Expulsion of the Triumphant Beast’), Giordano Bruno provides a clear

*® We should remember that in the Renaissance, the notions of experience and experiment were

often confused.

Together with his more famous cousin, Michel de Montaigne.

On the place of Sanches in modern philosophy, see Sanches 1988, Popkin 2003, and Pérez 2023.
Popkin has even suggested that Sanches ‘may be the one who coined the phrase “scientific method”
and that “[h]e was a major figure in his time who deserves to be studied and remembered, and he is
one of those who led the transformation to modern philosophy in the seventeenth century” (1992,
386-387). On Sanches and Vico, see Croce 1964.

On the fundamental relation between knowing and making in modern science, see Zilsel 1942,
Farrington 1947, Rossi 1970, Smith 2004, Conner 2005, among many others.
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picture of a new modern scholar situated between speculation and manual
labour. The highly symbolic text records a discussion between three
figures: Sophia, representing wisdom or philosophy; Saurino, a common
man; and Mercury, the messenger of the gods. The figures are concerned
with Jupiter’s new reform of the heavenly vault, which is a reference to the
cultural renewal that Europe needed after the endless degeneration and
corruption of the Christian world. The ‘beast’ represents vices, which
should be replaced by new virtues. Bruno begins the dialogue by spelling
out his grandiose Lucretian and anti-Aristotelian view of the universe, in
which everything moves, changes, and invariably perishes. Then he moves
on to discuss the virtues that expulse the old vices from the vault. Finally,
in the third part, Bruno, in the guise of Sophia, rails against idleness and
the idea that there was once a golden age in which humans lived without
effort or work. Such an Aristocratic illusion, in which indolence and
apathy thrive, is promptly condemned by Jupiter himself, who created
humans as makers, not as lazy bystanders. In the words of Bruno (Sophia):

[TThe gods had given intellect and hands to man and has made similar to
them, giving him power over other animals. This consists in his being able
not only to operate according to his nature and to what is usual, but also to
operate outside the laws of that nature, in order that by forming or being
able to form other natures, other paths, other categories, with his intelli-
gence, by means of that liberty without which he would not have the above-
mentioned similarity, he would succeed in preserving himself as the god of
the earth. That nature certainly when it becomes idle will be frustrative and
vain, just as are useless the eye that does not see and the hand that does not
grasp. And for this reason, Providence has determined that he be occupied in
action by means of his hands, and in contemplation by means of bis intellect, so
that he will not contemplate without action and will not act without contem-
plation. (1964, 205)

The passage is thick and must be unpacked. The context is the following:
God (Jupiter in this case) originally created men and women as beings of
action and intellect. The world has gone astray, and hands and minds are
now separated, causing a part of humanity to be thrown into idleness and
vice. The way out of corruption and degeneration is to restore the natural
connection between minds and hands and therefore between theory and
practice. Humans were made to labour: they crave making new things and
improving their conditions. They are endowed with all the powers for
transforming and then taming nature. They are naturally born makers and
creators. But their skills have emerged out of needs. The framework is
entirely Lucretian:
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In the golden age then, men were not because of leisure more virtuous than
beasts have hitherto been, but they were perhaps more stupid than many of
the beasts. Now, the difficulties have been born and needs have arisen
among them, because of their emulation of divine acts and their adaptation
to inspired affects, their minds have become sharpened, industries have
been invented, skills have been discovered, and always, through necessity,
from day to day new and marvelous inventions are summoned forth for the
depth of the human intellect. Whence, always removing themselves more
and more from their bestial being by means of their solicitous and urgent
occupations, they more closely approach diving being. (1964, 205—206)

There is not — and never has been — a generous nature that spontaneously
delivers all the goods required for human needs. The satisfaction of our
needs requires the intelligent transformation of nature and therefore
requires human labour. But labour is not for those unfortunate slaves
and artisans who must toil to survive while the rich enjoy lives of leisure,
politics, and virtue. Labour is a universal category distinguishing humans
from other animals. It is labour that differentiates humans from animals,
not logos or any other pretentious and aristocratic standard of excellence.
This glorification of labour shattered once and for all the apparenty
granitic and constantly ambiguous distinction between episteme and
techné — a distinction that had excluded all those unworthy of being
political, or even human, subjects. There were to be no more practitioners
who provide services for the enlightened king philosophers or well-bred
citizens: knowledge is, in principle, for everyone, and such knowledge is
about action and production. ‘Scientific’ knowledge, episteme, is more akin
to labour than to contemplation. Even more, this active and practical
knowledge is linked to our improvement and progress: we become more
human and therefore more civilised and virtuous through labour.
Ingenuity, restlessness, and a practical bent characterise the new man
emerging from centuries of incessant corruption during which hands and
minds have been artificially severed. In short, knowledge is a sort of labour
aimed at changing the environment, not a form of detached speculation on
nature and God.

Bruno anticipated the coming of those optimistic visions of the seven-
teenth century in which the application of a new undogmatic science could
emancipate humans from the dark legacy of the past while producing
prosperous worlds. The well-known case of Lord Verulam comes to mind.
His 1620 Novum Organum, which aimed to replace the old Aristotelian
theory of science, was a hymn to a new form of humanity able to use
knowledge to transform nature and society. I have shown that the relation
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between power and knowledge did not come about with Bacon. Yet with a
different notion of practice and theory, and more generally, with a more
pragmatic view of knowledge that Bacon had inherited from medieval and
Renaissance scholars, the relation between knowledge and power changed
dramatically. In the ancient world, episteme had legitimised and guaranteed
power, excluding all those who did not have it from the exercise of politics.
True universal and mystical knowledge guaranteed political power against
the undisciplined mob. But in the world of Bruno and Bacon, true
knowledge was a hybrid of episteme and techné, entirely dedicated to action
and moulded on the frugal activities of craftsmen, artisans, and the
mysterious operations of alchemists (Rossi 2006). In such a framework,
power is primarily exercised by people over nature to create a new social
order. Such a new practical knowledge, in which ingenuity and skills are
deemed more important than rational contemplation, unleashes the power
for the material transformation of nature and then society (Rossi 1970;
Pérez-Ramos 1989). It is not surprising that the new epistemology was less
interested in arguments and definitions than in results: ‘None of the signs —
wrote Bacon — is more certain or more worth noticing than that from
products. For the discovery of products and results is like a warranty or
guarantee of the truth of a philosophy’ (Bacon 2000, LXXIII, 60).
Furthermore, ‘In religion we are taught that faith is shown by works,
and the same principle is well applied to a philosophy, that it be judged by
its fruits and, if sterile, held useless; the more so if instead of the fruits of
the vine and the olive, it produces the thistles and thorns of disputes and
controversy’ (Bacon 2000, LXXIII, 61). Just as the work of an artisan must
be judged by her results, the truth of science must be evaluated by its
outcomes. Practice and truth are intimately intertwined. Knowing requires
different sorts of making.

Bruno, Bacon, and — as we will see in Chapter 2 — Vico were all children
of the Renaissance, the period that forged a new conception of knowledge
on the ashes of the old, aristocratic epistemic values.’* Bacon in particular,
as Lobkowicz has suggested, did not invent a new pragmatic philosophy
but ‘systematized and raised to a method the mentality characteristic of
Renaissance artisans and artisan-scientists’ ([1967] 2003, 92). The MKT
that many historians have credited to Bacon has had in reality a much
longer history. Many ingredients conspired to create it. The tradition first

3* Apart from Bacon, we know that Vico was a reader of Bruno. On the relation between Vico and
Bruno, see the recent chapter of Colilli 2002. But the connection was widely explored by Gentile,
Nicolini, and even E. Bloch.
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emerged by meditating on the epistemic credential of medicine and the
necessity to connect human labour with natural phenomena. The link
between techné and physis suggested that making is a window for under-
standing invisible or extremely complex natural processes. Hippocrates and
his followers had shown that nature could only be made visible through
art. A physis without techné was fundamentally unintelligible to us. Plato
and Aristotle tried hard to untie the knot between zechné and physis by
contriving a concept of pure science as opposed to a notion of impure
practical knowledge. They largely failed, and the progressive conflation of
techné with a secularised version of episteme changed the way knowledge
and science were conceived. The development of the idea that we, like
God, know through our makings further undermined the old belief that
real knowledge is about contemplation and speculation. The promiscuous
entwinements between alchemy and science that characterised the persua-
sions of many Renaissance scholars reinforced the conviction that the aim
of knowledge is transformation and intervention, not only to passively
record God’s creation (Rossi 2006). The relation between knowledge and
power, which in the ancient world was framed in terms of superior and
inferior kinds of knowledge entitling some to govern and others to be
governed, was entirely retooled in the Middle Ages and Renaissance.
Knowledge is power not because it provides the means and legitimacy to
rule but because it provides the material and intellectual tools to transform
nature and thus to control and understand it.

1.7 Coda: Vico between Hobbes and Kant

Pérez-Ramos has convincingly shown that some of the most eminent
naturalists or philosophers of modernity defended diverse versions of the
MKT. In Britain, Robert Boyle (1627-1691) toyed seriously with the
hypothesis that the naturalist was an agent who, by intervening and
manipulating directly the material world, could understand it from behind
as it were nature itself (Pérez-Ramos 1989, 168—169). But his contempor-
ary, the political philosopher Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679), was deeply
sceptic on the possibility of knowing the natural world through manipula-
tion for the simple reason that we did not and cannot fabricate it.>’
Echoing Proclus and Nicholas of Cusa, Hobbes concluded that mathemat-
ics and geometry are among those sciences we could know with absolute

33 On the fascinating epistemological debate between Boyle and Hobbes, see Shapin and Schaffer
1985.
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certainty because we generate them in our mind. But Hobbes adds
something to the debate that turned out to be central in Vico’s New
Science: we also know, as makers, the human and civil world. As he
famously stressed in De homine (1658): ‘[Slcience is allowed to men
through the former kind of a priori demonstration only of those things
whose generation depends on the will of men themselves.” And like in
Geometry and mathematics, also ‘politics and ethics (that is, the sciences of
just and unjust, of equity and inequity) can be demonstrated a priori;
because we ourselves make the principles — that is, the causes of justice
(namely laws and covenants) — whereby it is known what justice and
equity, and their opposites injustice and inequity, are’ (Hobbes 1978,
41—43).>* For Hobbes, the human world can be itself a field of scientific
demonstration like other aprioristic science, while the natural world would
forever remain opaque to our cognition.?’

The British philosopher and physician John Locke (1632—-1704) agreed
with Hobbes that the connection between making and knowing needed to
be qualified, also because Locke remained somehow sceptic of the analogy
between human art and nature. Locke believed that the maker’s knowledge
could only be limitedly applied to nature. As he observed in his massive
essay Concerning Human Understanding (1689):

Did we know the mechanical affections of the particles of rhubarb, hem-
lock, opium, and a man; as a watch-maker does those of a watch, whereby it
performs it operations, and of a file which, by rubbing on them, will alter
the figure of any of the wheels; we should be able to tell before-hand, that
rhubarb will purge, hemlock kill, and opium make a man sleep; as well as a
watch-maker can that a little piece of paper laid on the balance, will keep
the watch from going, till it be removed; or that some small part of it being
rubbed by a file, the machine would quite lose its motion, and the watch go
no more. (Locke 1823, Book 4, 426—427)

Locke added that we could not accept the analogy between watchmakers’
products and natural things because ‘we are destitute of senses acute
enough to discover the minute particles of bodies, and to give us ideas of
their mechanical affections, we must be content to be ignorant of their
properties and ways of operation” (Locke 1823, 4, 427). If this is the case,

34 Hobbes 1978.

3> Mary Hesse observed that while Vico would not have accepted the idea that reasoning is akin to
calculation, he would have agreed with Hobbes that language is inherently public and social. See
Hesse 1988.



1.7 Coda: Vico between Hobbes and Kant 57

then any demonstrative knowledge about nature is virtually impossible:
‘I am apt to doubt, that how far soever human industry may advance
useful and experimental philosophy in physical things, scientifical will still
be out of our reach’ (Locke 1823, 4, 427). We must be content with the
intrinsic and ineliminable precarity of the knowledge provided by
natural sciences.

The relation between making and knowing was also widely discussed in
France. Descartes was indeed one of those who believed that human
knowledge was related to sort of some making. In his 1637 Discourse on
the Method, as well as in his Principia philosophiae (1644), Descartes
explicitly rehearsed the old analogy between human and natural prod-
ucts.’® Yet he subsumed the notion of making or practice under the more
fundamental aim of human knowledge, which was to provide a view of
reality Sub specie aeternitatis. The utilitarian goal of knowledge was subsid-
iary to the conception of universal science based on theoretical certainties
(see Pérez-Ramos 1989, 152). Along the lines of Descartes, the friar Marin
Mersenne (1588-1648) and catholic priest Pierre Gassendi (1592~1655)
explored diverse facets of the MKT. Like Descartes argued before
them, they thought that the maker knower’s axiom was propaedeutic to
have a propositional, theoretical, knowledge of nature. To Mersenne, for
instance, the possibility of applying human art to nature was limited by
the fact that ‘we know the true causes only of those things we can make
with our own hands and intellect, whether we cannot make any of those
things which God has made’ (Mersenne quoted in Pérez-Ramos 1989,
154). Both Mersenne and Gassendi accepted the general epistemic trend
of modern science according to which some parts or aspects of nature
could be artificially reproduced to make them humanely intelligible (Rossi

1970).>7

3¢ For these notions have made me see that it is possible to attain knowledge which is very useful in
life, and that unlike the speculative philosophy that is taught in the schools, it can be turned into a
practice by which, knowing the power and action of fire, water, air, stars, the heavens, and all the
other bodies that are around us as distinctly as we know the different trades of our craftsmen, we
could put them to all the uses for which they are suited and thus make ourselves as it were the
masters and possessors of nature’ (Descartes 2006, part Six, 51). In Principia, Descartes famously
defended the analogy between human machines and the machines of nature: ‘[A]nd it is as natural
for a clock, composed of wheels of a certain kind, to indicate the hours, as for a tree, grown from a
certain kind of seed, to produce the corresponding fruit. Accordingly, just as when those who are
accustomed to considering automata know the use of some machine and see some of its parts, they
easily conjecture from this how the other parts which they do not see are made: so, from the
perceptible effects and parts of natural bodies, I have attempted to investigate the nature of their
causes and of their imperceptible parts’ (1984, part IV, 285-286).

37 Rossi aptly called it ‘the world of reconstructable phenomena’ (Rossi 1970, 143).
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No doubt, the substantial intellectual shift from a user’s (or beholder’s)
conception of knowledge to a maker’s conception was paralleled, and also
prompted by social, economic, and material shifts which will be hinted in
Chapters 2—5. For now, suffice it to say that when Vico formulated his
verum ipsum factum principle in 1710, he was aware that he was part of a
long and venerable tradition. And, as Pérez-Ramos noticed in his recon-
struction of the MKT in modernity, Vico deserves a privileged place.
It was Vico, and not Immanuel Kant, who was the final and crowning
achievement of the MKT.?® This was for an important reason:

It was by projecting the verum factum idea-type into the realm of history
that Vico was inaugurating a novel sort of inquiry ... With Vico we are
then in a new era as regards the programmatic development of our idea-
type. Though in Scienza Nuova he pays due tribute to Bacon and his legacy
of ‘experimental philosophers’, the Baconian project and the ethos of the
new scientific movement are left behind. (Pérez-Ramos 1989, 193-195)

For sure, with his well-known Copernican revolution in philosophy,
Kant defends a constructivist philosophy of knowledge. When in the
preface of the second edition of the Critigue of Pure Reason, Kant argues
that it is not the subject to conform to the external object but the object
that conforms to our faculty of intuition; he seemingly provides a version
of the maker’s knowledge view.’® Kant replaces the notion of ‘discovery” or
‘passive representation’ with a more proactive notion of ‘construction’ or
‘production’ of the world we perceive through external phenomena (see
Rockmore 2006). Yet his conception of ‘construction’ is fundamentally
ethereal, purely cognitive, and ultimately ahistorical. In Kant, we have a
highly intellectualist version of praxis epistemology veering toward idealism.
If anything, Kant’s notion of productive transcendental subject rows

3% As Kant himself put it: ‘When Galileo’s rolled balls of a weight chosen by himself down an inclined
plane, or when Torricelli’s made the air bear a weight that he had previously thought to be equal to
that of a known column of water, or when in a later time Stahl’s changed metals into calx and then
changed the latter back into metal by first removing something and then putting it back again, a
light dawned on all those who study nature. They comprehended that reason has insight only into
what it itself produces according to its own design; that it must take the lead with principles for its
judgments according to constant laws and compel nature to answer its questions, rather than letting
nature guide its movements by keeping reason, as it were, in leading-strings’ (Kant 1998, B XIII-
X1V, 108-109).

As Kant writes: ‘If intuition has to conform to the constitution of the objects, then I do not see how
we can know anything of them a priori; but if the object (as an object of the senses) conforms to the
constitution of our faculty of intuition, then I can very well represent this possibility to myself
(1998, Bxvii, 110).
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against the epistemic goals of the MKT, which had constantly emphasised
the importance of situated practices and actions spurring the production of
particular forms of cognitions.*® Vico’s version, in fact, keeps the spirit of
concreteness by focusing on the collective needs as they emerge through
history.*" For Vico, as for Hippocrates, Bacon, and all his predecessors, the
world is revealed through praxis. But unlike them, Vico added a fundamental
proviso: human praxis is inherently historical. The world reveals itself though
praxis and history while history is itself the outcome of human art. Praxis
and history are fundamentally and dialectically intertwined.**

As Chapter 2 will show, what made Vico particularly interesting,
beyond all those ancient and Renaissance scholars, was his radical inter-
pretation of the entire MKT. To him, there was a fundamental bond
between theory and practice, knowing and making, and art and nature,
and human affairs themselves, as they evolved over time historically, had
an epistemic primacy over the physical world. The world of praxis, the
historical world of humanity, and the meaningful domain of human
creations form the fundamental and undeniable foundation upon which
all our cosmologies rest. Nature itself, which Vico believes can never be
fully grasped, is, in a sense, revealed through the incessant, historical, and
meaningful activity of arz.

4 Not surprisingly, many protagonists of the MKT did not consider Kant as a member of the
tradition. See the discussion on Kant of Sohn-Rethel, in Chapter 4, and Dilthey in Chapter 6.
The German philosopher Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi was the first to identify a connection between
Vico’s concept of human creativity and Kant’s notion of subjective spontaneity. Nathan
Rotenstreich, who aptly recalled Jacobi’s claim, observed that while Vico and Kant both
recognised the intrinsic creativity of human beings, Kant did not consider knowledge in the
natural sciences to be less grounded than that in the human sciences (Rotenstreich 1976).

Paci aptly observed: “The “I” that Vico places at the centre of the universe is not the Kantian “I”,
but the “I” that makes history, and in making history, it cannot be pure logos, pure Cartesian
thinking substance. Rather, it is, at the same time, meaning and nature, imagination and reason’
(Paci 1949, 172, my translation). For Paci, all that is historical is concrete and cannot be reduced to
pure thinking.

Arendt considered Vico’s philosophy of history as the hallmark of modernity as it supposes a new
idea of ‘process’ that is applied to both human and natural sciences: ‘Only because we are capable of
acting, of starting processes of our own, can we conceive of both nature and history as systems of
processes. It is true that this character of modern thinking first came to the fore in the science of
history, which, since Vico, has been consciously presented as a “new science”, while the natural
sciences needed several centuries before they were forced by the very results of their triumphal
achievements to exchange an obsolete conceptual framework for a vocabulary that is strikingly
similar to the one used in the historical sciences’ (1998, 232).

4
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CHAPTER 2

Vico and the Making of ‘Praxis Epistemology’

2.1 Vico’s World

In Chapter 1, I sketched what I consider to be the historical highlights of
the maker’s knowledge tradition, from Hippocrates to early modern
scholars. This chapter aims to outline, more in detail, how Giambattista
Vico weaved the different conceptual threads he gathered from such
tradition to further his ambitious humanistic agenda. Vico’s philosophy
of knowledge is an eclectic chimaera with many shortcomings and confu-
sions. Yet, despite its limitations, I argue that it is a seminal example of
what I call ‘praxis epistemology’, which ties together at least five funda-
mental insights: (1) practice (as a broadly conceived rechné) precedes any
sort of speculative episteme; (2) knowledge is itself social, historical, and
therefore situated; (3) human knowledge cannot aspire to transcend the
cultural and material conditions from which it emerges; (4) any analysis of
our knowledge must start with scrutinising and comprehending, not
dismissing or transcending, our prejudices or certainties and, more gener-
ally, our directly accessible common sense; and (s5) there are no definitive
rational grounding in knowledge because any kind of knowledge, includ-
ing scientific knowledge, emerges from our meaningful engagement with
the world, which is itself historical. Human knowledge emerges through
material and linguistic engagements with the world, not with its ‘object-
ive’, clear, and plain representation.

In what follows, I focus on Vico’s immediate context and intellectual
references. In the remaining parts of the chapter, I explore four fundamen-
tal issues that surrounded and inspired the formulation of this seminal
praxis epistemology: the relation between ancient and modern conceptions
of knowledge, the idea that we know as makers of concepts and things, the
relationship between ‘scientific’ discoveries and their conceptual criticism.
I then address the Vichian connection between the philosophy of know-
ledge and history as framed in his New Science.

60
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Born in 1668 in Naples, Vico had a very humble upbringing. His father
was a modest bookseller, while his mother came from a family of carriage
makers. The couple had eight children, and Vico was the second last. The
children were raised in appalling and miserable conditions. Three of the
eight died very young, while Vico’s health was compromised since child-
hood. As a brilliant teenager, Vico got free education in private institutions
run by Jesuits and then a university degree in civil and canon law in
1694 (Nicolini 1993). Despite his scholarly achievements, Vico struggled
to gain widespread recognition and secure the lecturing position he aspired
to (Fisch and Bergin 1963). He held a modest, poorly paid position at the
University of Naples until his retirement in 1741. He could never escape
the fate of his class and died largely unknown in 1744. Vico’s tragic
biography unfolded within a very peculiar and rich intellectual environ-
ment. The historian Eugenio Garin has written that from the second half
of the seventeenth century, the philosophical culture in southern Italy was
extraordinarily diverse. The criticism of scholasticism was paralleled by a
creative blend of Epicureanism and Platonism, while the humanist inter-
ests that had characterised Renaissance scholars were combined with the
epistemic goals of modern science:

With the revival of 1s5th-century thought — encompassing poetic, philo-
logical, political, moral, and religious debates — followed by 16th-century
naturalism with its focus on social life and emerging science, a defining
need of Vico’s era emerged: the integration of physics and anthropology.
This approach did not reduce man to a mere machine but instead recon-
textualised machines within broad and concrete historical processes. (Garin
1970, 113, my translation)

By the late seventeenth century and early eighteenth century, the philoso-
phy of the Renaissance was far to be dead in Italy.” Its survival had been
guaranteed by a broad eclecticism that squeezed together Plato, Lucretius,
Bernardino Telesio, Lorenzo Valla, Tommaso Campanella, Juan Luis
Vives, Georgius Agricola, Marsilio Ficino, Giovanni Pico della Mirandola,

" Garin himself saw Vico as a neo-humanist concerned with the limits of the new physical sciences
based upon mathematics and geometry. For Garin, Vico searched a new metaphysical rationale that
could address the scepticism provoked by natural sciences themselves, which could not ground or
justify — metaphysically or conceptually — the very abstractions they employ to make sense of the
physical world. In this sense, Vico was not an isolated figure but someone who needed to be situated
in ‘the neo-humanistic turning point of the eighteenth century, with a singular awareness of the
epistemological crisis of the scientific revolution, which he [Vico] had the merit of bringing into the
discussion of the mathematical interpretation of physics, over and above that of Cartesianism’, Garin
translated by Tagliacozzo 1982, 95. See also Garin 1979. On Vico and renaissance humanism, see
also Struever 1976 and Miller 1993.
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Bruno, then Sanches, Gassendi, Galileo, and, of course, Descartes, who
was creatively adapted to the local idiosyncratic environment. For many
Neapolitan scholars, in fact, the Cartesian opposition between ancient and
modern science — therefore dogmatism versus rationality — was far from
obvious. A telling example is the Neapolitan philosopher and jurist
Giuseppe Valletta (1636-1714), who believed that the new science was
the offshoot of ancient wisdom, which had been corrupted by scholasti-
cism and the uncritical aping of Aristotle’s views. In his Discorso filosofico in
materia di Inquisizione et intorno al correggimento della filosofia di Aristotele
(1697), Valletta proposed an iconoclastic genealogy of modern philosophy.
He argued that there was no such thing as ‘modern philosophy’. What we
call ‘modern’ was something much older (Antiquissima) that could be
tracked back to Magna Graecia. For Valletta, the intellectual architects of
this ‘old’ modernity were Pythagoras, Timaeus of Locri, Parmenides, Zeno
of Citium, Philolaus of Croton, Empedocles, and Hippasus of
Metapontum (among others). To him, the veritable task of his contem-
poraries was not to invent a ‘new’ and ‘modern’ philosophy replacing an
old one but to scrape off all the scholastic Aristotelian misrepresentations
that had outshined the ancient philosophy. This philosophy had success-
fully conjugated atomism with experimentalism, naturalism with human-
ism, and rationality with history and, to Valletta, figures such as Bacon,
Descartes, and Gassendi were the last representatives of such an ancient
tradition (Garin 1970).

In Naples, Valletta was the proud owner of a large private library where
many scholars and intellectuals gathered to discuss the latest fashions of
European thought (including a young Vico). The library stored books and
archaeological artefacts that bore witness to the former glories of the past
before the rediscovery of Pompeii, Herculaneum, and Paestum (Ceserani
2012). The library was relatively famous and was featured in guidebooks
for travellers visiting Naples (Stone 1997). Frequent guests of Valletta’s
library were Tommaso Cornelio, Leonardo di Capua, and Giovanni
Alfonso Borelli. They were among the prominent cultural leaders in
Naples in the second half of the seventeenth century. In the 1650s, they
founded the Academy of the Investigators, an informal institution where
experimental philosophy, formal sciences, and academic learning coex-
isted. The academy was what we would nowadays call a genuinely inter-
disciplinary enterprise and presumed a Baconian and utilitarian approach
(Fisch 1953; Torrini 1981).

Tommaso Cornelio was one of the main people responsible for intro-
ducing the philosophies of Bacon, Descartes, and Gassendi to Naples in



2.1 Vico’s World 63

the 1650s. After the violent outbreak of plague in 1656 that killed more
than half of the population of the city, Cornelio published his opus
magnum, Progymnasmata physica (1663), in which he set up a new
epistemic agenda for science (especially medicine), inspired by, but at
the same time critical of, Descartes’s philosophy. Experimental scepticism
was wedded to a metaphysical framework inspired by materialism and
atomism (Torrini 1977). In a similar vein, Leonardo di Capua, a mentor of
Vico in his youth, was a naturalist and physician who, in 1681, published
the Parere sull’incertezza della medicina (An Opinion on the Incertitude of
Medicine). The book was a sort of manifesto for the renewal of medical
knowledge based on scepticism, experiment, and observation as pitted
against any form of authority and dogmatic certainties. Giovanni Borelli
was probably the most Cartesian of all. His celebrated posthumously
published De motu animalium (1680) is one of the first (if not the first)
treatises on biomechanics ever written.” In it, Borelli tried to explain
animal movement and physiology entirely in mechanical terms.

The young Vico was directly or indirectly exposed to the discussions
and utilitarian concerns of the Academy, which, under the explicit threats
of the Inquisition, did not survive the seventeenth century (Osbat 1974;
Torrini 1981; Fiorilli 2021). Yet the Academy was only one among other
formal or informal institutions that animated the cultural world of Naples.
As Fausto Nicolini explained long ago, most of those academies were the
offshoot of informal gatherings in private houses (1993). Most saloons
thrived around well-stocked libraries. There were those dedicated to nat-
ural philosophy, atomism, mechanism, and experimentalism; saloons dedi-
cated to clericalism and anticlericalism; those dedicated to law, ethics, and
mythology; those dedicated to literature, poetry, and music; and those
dedicated to medicine, whether galenic or anti-galenic. And, of course,
there was the Valletta saloon, with its magnificent library of more than
16,000 volumes, which, after Valletta’s death, was indexed and catalogued
by Vico himself (Comparato 1970).

Vico was spoiled for choice by the eclectic menu offered by these formal
and informal venues.’ Epicurean/Lucretians, neo-Platonists, neo-Aristotelians,
then Baconians, Bruneians, Galileans, Boyleians, Gassendists, Baylians, liber-
tines, and probably cranks of different faiths were all part of Vico’s intellectual

* The Borelli award is considered the most prestigious prize to be given by the American Society of
Biomechanics. On Borelli and his context, see Meli 1996.

3 As far as we know, Vico was active in five academies: the Academy of ‘Infuriati’, the Academy of
‘Uniti’, the Academy of the Investigators, the Arcadia Academy, and the Academy of ‘Oziosi’. See
Sanna 2016.
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landscape. However, since the late seventeenth century, Cartesians occupied
the most conspicuous place even though the readings of Descartes in Naples
were distinctively idiosyncratic (Carbone 2016). As Giulia Belgioioso reminds
us: “The Cartesians of Naples often have indirect knowledge of Cartesian
texts — the case of Vico is emblematic — and, when they have direct and correct
knowledge of those texts, they moved aways from them’ (Belgioioso 1999, 57,
my translation). In Naples, everyone could be Cartesian, since no one had
read (or taken) Descartes seriously. Vico was not an exception. An initially
convinced Cartesian, he became a enemy of Descartes when he realised the
implications of his philosophy, especially his quest for theoretical certainty,
where any form of human science was set aside. For many Neapolitan
philosophers, Descartes could be a strategic ally in the war against the ‘clusters’
(Aristotelians), but he remained contentiously divisive for his disparaging of
‘moral sciences’. After all, how could philosophers stll imbued with
Renaissance humanism accept that the study of history, rhetoric, art,
and literature had to be replaced by the pure study of mathematics, geometry,
and physics?

Vico’s epistemology emerged as an attempt to domesticate Descartes’s
philosophy without questioning his whole agenda. Following Valletta,
Vico did not buy into the myth of supposed rational modernity consti-
tuted on the rubble of an ancient and dogmatic regime. For him, what
many philosophers called ‘modern’ was the last offshoot of a tradition as
old as Epicurus, if not older. To someone with a Renaissance sensibility,
any profound and significant novelty was a rediscovery of an often forgot-
ten or misinterpreted past. Accordingly, philosophers should not pit
‘moderns’ against the ‘ancients’, the new against the old, and the revolu-
tionaries against the traditionalists. Instead, they had to rediscover lost past
wisdom that could reverberate in the present and revitalise it. Put in this
framework, Vico’s philosophy was not a conservative rant against modern-
ity but an invitation to reconsider the more tolerant, eclectic, and pluralist
‘modernity’ put forward by Renaissance scholars. In this sense, Vico’s
epistemology was inspired by the need to dilute the last version of
‘modernism’ — as epitomised by Descartes — with a good injection of
eclectic humanism.

In his inaugural oration held at the University of Naples in 1708, De
nostri temporis studiorum ratione (On the Study of Method of Our Time,
normally referred to as De ratione), Vico clarified his version of ‘modernity’
by addressing the famous ‘quarrel of the ancients and the moderns’, a
debate that had concerned many scholars from the early seventeenth
century onwards. Vico wondered what we could learn from the ancients
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and how to balance old and new methods, especially old and new forms of
rationality. Elio Gianturco has considered De ratione as one of the ‘most
brilliant defenses of humanities ever written’ (1990). But defence was not
an unapologetic condemnation of Descartes and his ‘modern’ and ‘ration-
alistic’ methods. Vico showed that Descartes’s method (which Vico called
the critical method) was essentially partial and incomplete. We should not
reject and replace it but complement it with other equally important
approaches, because, while the rational (critical) method was fit for dealing
with scientific and universal truths, it was helpless when applied to concrete
human affairs. For Descartes, all that was probable or contingent was ipso
facto false, as it was not clearly and distinctively known. For Vico, all that was
probable or contingent constituted the gist of human experience. We are not
rational disembodied contemplating beings; we are concrete animals thrown
into a world we did not make and forced to resolve all kinds of practical
problems. The ego that Descartes constructed to justify universal doubt was
a misleading abstraction. After all, what should we do with someone with a
perfect rational method for spotting eternal truths but who is totally unfit to
survive in a world full of ambiguities?

2.2 Vico between ‘Ancients’ and ‘Moderns’

The De ratione is deep, insightful, and interestingly confused. Vico
compares ancient and modern methods for attaining knowledge.* First,
he identifies the modern methods with the Cartesian philosophy and
argues that the new method was not fit for invention but only for assessing
extant knowledge. Second, he suggests we cannot have one unique method
for all fields, but different methods tailored for each field. Third, he claims
that although knowledge cannot be unified, reducing it to one or more
fundamental principles (whether it be geometry, mathematics, or physics),
we should not renounce our quest to achieve a sort of organic coordination
among fields. And fourth, he pleads for an alternative, the non-Cartesian
conception of humanity, a conception that reclaims the importance of
imagination, fantasy, passions, and emotions against the monochromatic
and disembodied rationality of the Cartesians, who could not account for
the essential historicity of the human experience. The oration leads us

* Vico begins his oration with Francis Bacon’s De dignitate et de augmentis scientiarum (1623). Bacon
wondered about what kind of new arts and sciences should be added to the existent fields. But Bacon
opted for an entire reformulation of knowledge, which sounded to Vico too ambitious and too unfair
toward the achievements of antiquity. On the famous quarrel of the ancients and moderns, see
Fumaroli 2001.
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toward a powerful conclusion: the exercise and strengthening of practical
wisdom, what Vico called common sense, is equally important as, if not
more important than, the exercise of abstract reason and any search for
universal knowledge.

By considering the virtues and shortcomings of ancients and moderns,
Vico observes that the comparison needs to be qualified. While ‘moderns’
are better off in science, they lost other equal skills in which the ancients
excelled. We know things that the ancients could not possibly know, yet
the ancients knew things we have forgotten. Knowledge in physics, astron-
omy, chemistry, pharmacology, and geography is far superior to the
knowledge available in ancient times. Yet the ancient acquaintance with
moral and praxical issues has faded. On the ‘modern’ side, by referring to
the studies of Cornelio, Di Capua, and Borelli, Vico observed:

Some of our researchers have applied chemistry to physics and mechanics to
medicine. Our physical chemistry can faithfully, and, so to speak, manually,
reproduce several meteors and other physical phenomena. Mechanical medi-
cine can describe, by inferences drawn from the motions of machines, the
diseases of the human body ... Anatomy reveals not only the circulation of
the blood, but the nerve roots, countless humors, vessels, and ducts of the
human body and- thanks to the microscope — the nature of milky glands, the
most minute organs, plants, silkworms, and insects. (Verene 1990, 10)

Experimental sciences have achieved things that would have been
unimaginable in ancient times. The science of mechanics ‘has rendered
possible a great number of outstanding and marvellous inventions, which
have enriched human society’ (Verene 1990, 11). With the sapient use of
the compass, ‘men should not only be able to circumnavigate the globe
along with the sun, but to outstretch the sun’s march and to negotiate its
full course in less time than it takes the planet to complete it (Verene
1990, 11). The telescope ‘has brought within our ken a multitude of new
stars, the variability of sun-spots, and the phases of the planets’ (Verene
1990, 10). The list continues, and, in a very Baconian fashion, Vico shows
how modern knowledge was conquering and transforming the world.
However, such concrete power was not balanced by the exercise and
strengthening of Prudencia, which only the humanities could provide.
Vico’s argument is an old version of our industrial and post-industrial
concern with technology, that is, the idea that we have a powerful tool we
cannot control wisely. New inventions are welcome, but we need ‘practical
wisdom’ to control them. Vico suggested that we balance the power
conferred by ‘modern’ science with the ‘ancient’ wisdom that is given by
studying history, philosophy, poetry, law, and literature.
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Vico observes that the struggle between ‘scientific’ universal reason and
praxis began in antiquity, when the Stoics, champions of ‘criticism’, put
rationality over any other practical problem. By contrast, the followers of
Plato’s academy, the sceptics, who were overtly hostile to the Stoic
rationalism, tried to balance with a ‘topical’ method any unrestrained
abstraction: ‘In antiquity, the Stoics devoted themselves entirely to
philosophical criticism, while the Academics cultivated topics’ (Verene
1990, 17). As a Professor of Rhetoric, Vico does not hide his sympathy
for ‘topics’, the art of formulating situated arguments. He plays with the
notions of ars critica and ars topica and applies the distinction to human
knowledge: we have a critical approach and a topical approach, which
engender two kinds of philosophies — an absolute and universal philoso-
phy versus a practical and verisimilar one. Whereas ‘criticism” has to do
with rationality, which is supposedly universal and placeless, ‘topical’
philosophy has to do with phronesis (Prudencia) and concerns stochastic,
practical, and situated problems. In short, critical philosophy is about
theory; topical philosophy is about praxis. Vico assures us that we need
both forms of knowledge because ‘the specialists in topics fall in with
falsehood; the philosophical critics disdain any traffic with probability’
(Verene 1990, 19).

Vico clarifies that topical philosophy has a priority over the critical one
because, both in education and learning, criticism follows invention,
reason follows action, and logic follows imagination (Grassi 1969;
Tristram 1988). A critical attitude presupposes something that has been
created, whether a new theory, artefact, or idea. Rational criticism can only
sift over and separate what is true from what is false or what is good from
what is bad. Vico emphasises that critical and topical approaches were
relevant to science and technical inventions. But he adds that the history of
inventions (whether a new mechanical artefact or Brunelleschi’s dome in
Florence) shows that making and practice precedes speculation and any
sort of rational methodology. Great inventions require ingenuity and
creativity, not the application of abstract procedures:

Is there no significance to the fact that those scientists who contributed
new and spectacular inventions in mechanics, after analytical geometry
(Descartes) became a current practice, clearly despised that geometrical
method? And that those who strove to invent some machine relying on
‘analysis’ alone met with constant failure? The case of P. Perot is in point.
He built a ship the proportions of which had been carefully calculated
beforehand according to the rules of analytical geometry, expecting it to be
the swiftest vessel in existence. But as soon as the ship slid from the docks



68 Vico and the Making of ‘Praxis Epistemology’

into the water, it sank to the bottom of the sea and remained there as
motionless as a rock. (Verene 1990, 29)°

Vico does not defend the idea that naturalists and inventors should work
with a rule of thumb. He argues that no abstract method can guarantee
success in invention and knowledge. Formal sciences, such as mathematics,
geometry, and logic, work very well to improve our practices and help us
deal with the world’s complexity. Still, they cannot make our knowledge
automatically successful in predicting and operating over nature. Vico’s
argument about the fundamentality of praxis set the stage for his first
formulation of the verum ipsum factum principle in the sense that know-
ledge must be conceived as a sort of production before contemplation.
By ‘production’, Vico refers to the making of concrete things and the
cognitive operations involved in the formal disciplines. Abstraction is a
product of our trained minds, as a chair is a product of our skilled hands.
Mathematics and geometry are not true because they transcend reality but
because we make them real. Mathematics and geometry are more certain
than physics or astronomy for the simple fact that the former have been
concocted by us: “We can demonstrate geometrical propositions because
we create them; were it possible for us to supply demonstrations of
propositions of physics, we would be capable of creating them ex-nihilo
as well’ (Verene 1990, 23). For Vico, mathematics and geometry are not
true because they are tautological; they are true because they are an ex-
nihilo creation of our minds. Because we cannot create matter or any
concrete entity out of nothing, our knowledge of physics — and all the
other sciences in which we are mere spectators — is conjectural.

In the De ratione, the verum ipsum factum principle (VFP onwards) is
not developed further. It is briefly stated and quickly left behind. The
concern of the oration lays elsewhere: critical philosophy, as underpinned
by the formal sciences, produces certainties that are essentially useless in
human praxis, whereas praxis is fundamental for our ordinary lives in the
community. While we pay too much attention to formal sciences, we
quickly gloss over the most critical and pressing problems: “We neglect that
discipline which deals with the differential features of the virtues and vices,
with good and bad behavior patterns, with the typical characteristics of the
various ages of the man, of the two sexes, of social and economic class, race
and nation and with the art of seemly conduct in life, the most difficult of

> As observed by Ciamarra (2011), Perot was in truth. Paul Hoste, a French Jesuit who published, in
1697, L art des armées navales ou Traité des evolutions navales.
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all arts’ (Verene 1990, 33). Hence, from the ancients, we had to relearn the
balance between abstraction and wisdom, reason and action, and theory
and practice. We must reconcile our longing for universality and the skills
for managing particular and unpredictable events. Those who try to reduce
the particulars to some universal theoretical principles are afflicted by
countless frustrations. Theoretical and practical minds have to work
together to achieve a common understanding. The theoretical intellect is
capable as regards ‘reducing a large multitude of physical effects to a single
cause’, while the practical mind is capable as regards ‘ferret[ing] out the
greatest possible number of causes which may have produced a single
event, and who can conjecture which of all these causes is the true one’
(Verene 1990, 34). The critical mind must reduce and simplify complexity
to get predictable results in some very specific domains. Yet the practical
(and topical) mind faces complexity directly in most domains, trying to
figure out some form of probable order out of unintelligible chaos.

Vico perceived that philosophical criticism (Cartesian rationalism) was
exercising an undue fascination and excessive grip over the minds of most
of his southern European fellows. In his autobiography, Vico remembered
that when, in 1693, he returned to Naples from his nine-year retreat in
Vatolla (a tiny town seventy miles south of Naples), he was surprised to
find that the philosophy of Descartes was everywhere. As he reminds in the
text written in the third person: ‘[W]ith this learning and erudition, Vico
returned to Naples a stranger in his land and found the physics of
Descartes at the height of its renown among the established men of letters’
(Fisch and Bergin 1963, 132). The young Vico felt like a stranger in a
world that was increasingly Cartesian and rationalist. In this world, the
humanities were downplayed in favour of ‘irrefutable’ sciences, which had
almost nothing to say about the most pressing problems of his times.
When, two years after the publication of De ratione, he published the
Antiquissima, he made clear that the sources of his philosophical concerns
did not come from the ‘moderns’ (i.e., the French) but the very ‘ancient
wisdom of the Italians’

2.3 Vico’s ‘Praxis Epistemology’: De antiquissima italorum
sapientia

De antiquissima italorum sapientia (On the Ancient Wisdom of the
Italians) consisted of a fragment of a larger project that Vico never
completed. Vico’s intention was to provide a metaphysical prologue that
aimed to introduce future treatises on physics, ethics, and medicine
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(Croce 1964; Matteucci 2002). Vico could only outline the books on
physics and medicine, but both drafts have been lost (Vico 1944, 2008).
Thus, the goal of Antiquissima (also referred to as Liber metaphysicus) was
to formulate a new metaphysics and a new theory of knowledge that could
underpin all the special sciences. The book is short, extremely ambitious,
and animated by vivid philosophical creativity that was not appreciated by
Vico’s contemporaries, who dismissed the attempt as inaccurate and
confused (Matteucci 2002; Vico 2008). Not surprisingly, the manuscript
was largely ignored and quickly forgotten. Yet, as we read it today, we
can see that Vico’s vision was oddly current. We have idiosyncratic
metaphysics justified by a pragmatic epistemology of sciences. The key-
stone of the whole argument lies in the principle that we can only know
what we make. As God knows while creating, humans know while
making, even though human productions are infinitely more limited than
God’s productions.®

Vico’s main rhetorical strategy to frame his arguments is the idea that he
is recovering ancient philosophical wisdom that has been lost. The wisdom
can be recovered through a thoughtful analysis of some Latin words and has
its origins in the Etruscans and Ionians, who lived in central and southern
Italy before Roman colonisation. Vico assumes that these civilisations left a
stamp on Roman culture, which excelled in architecture and agriculture but
not philosophy and science. Vico argues that ancient words hide deep
philosophical concepts and that the work of philosophers is to extract them.
This means that philosophers have to use philology to extract the true
meanings of the words we have inherited from a very distant past. Vico’s
critics were quick — and right — to recognise that his etymological recon-
structions were somewhat spurious (Vico 2008). Yet Vico’s epistemology
can be assessed independently from the accuracy of its philological recon-
structions. For example, Vico believed that the ancients used the word verum
as a synonym of the factum, in the sense that what is true is equivalent to
what is made. The ancient sages did not think that the notion of ‘truth’
referred to a correspondence between language and the world: for them,
‘truth’ was generated in the making. Such a practical notion of truth was
further justified by the fact that the verb ‘to think’ — cogizare in Latin —
literally means gathering things together. for Vico, the process of thinking
implies the ability to connect things that were previously separated, not to
represent something independent from our cognition.

¢ For an insightful introduction to Vico’s concept of human knowledge, see Berlin 1979d.
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The notion of ‘thought’ in Vico is, in turn, based upon a quite
‘pragmatic’ notion of ‘cause’. Following Aristotle, Vico believed that
understanding and explaining something requires a knowledge of the
causes. But Vico assumed that the word ‘Causa’ literally means ‘operation’
(negotium): namely, the very act of generating effects. In producing and
manipulating effects, we make, and therefore we know. For Vico, the act
of ‘causing’ effects is equivalent to proving that something is true: ‘[I]t is
likely that the ancient philosophers of Italy believed that proving from
causes consists in giving order to the matter or the chaotic elements of a
thing, and composing its scattered parts into a whole; for from that order
and composition of the elements a definite form of the thing arises which
induces a peculiar nature in the matter’ (Vico, ed. Palmer 1988, 65). Now,
Vico called ‘Ingenium’ the ability to generate effects, identify causes, and
thus provide intelligible units. For Vico, human ingenium consists of the
capacity to make and perceive symmetry and order out of chaos. The
ingenium is distributed among epistemic agents in gradients: some have an
acute (acutum) Ingenium, and others have an obtuse (obtusum) ingenium.
The former are quick and efficient in gathering elements and phenomena
together and identifying order and regularity out of them; the latter are
relatively slow in doing it and, therefore, cannot be good natural philoso-
phers. The ingenium, not reason, is Vico’s most valuable epistemic skill in
human knowledge (and particularly in the natural sciences).

The fact that humans know what they presumably have made does not
imply that they can know anything else. Vico is clear that we know better
what we make, but we can also grasp what we have not made. Humans,
unlike God, are limited beings. In God, the act of knowing and making is
direct, absolute, and immediate. Human knowledge, instead, is infinitely
more superficial: ‘God knows all things because in Himself He contains
the elements with which He puts all things together. Man, on the other
hand, strives to know things by a process of division’ (Palmer 1988, 48).
In short, humans are mere spectators of God’s creation. They have been
thrown into an inscrutable world, a source of fear for them. They can
observe it and even make some sense of it, but they can never really grasp it
in depth. Vico expresses this metaphorically: God’s knowledge is ‘solid’
(tridimensional); human knowledge is ‘fla’” (bidimensional).” When we
are not makers but mere observers, we can only scratch the surface

of things.

7 As Vico explains in the second response to his critics: ‘Divine truth is a solid image like a statue;
human truth is a monogram or a surface image like a painting’ (Palmer 1988, 177).
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In drawing on his Renaissance predecessors, Vico believed that the
connection between God’s and human beings’ epistemic actions goes
beyond a mere suggestive analogy. When we create numbers in mathemat-
ics and figures in geometry, we abstractly replicate the process of divine
creation. From a unit, which is not a number, we produce infinite
numbers; from a point that has no extension, we generate infinite figures.
Similarly, God created the world beginning with ‘mysterious’ metaphysical
points and the ‘conatus’ (impulse or tendency), which, in themselves, are
neither in movement nor extended but have the virtue of generating both
extension and movement.® The creations of God and human beings are
somewhat specular. Mathematics and geometry reflect, in a faded image,
the way God creates matter. Yet God’s activity underpins, metaphysically,
human epistemic activities insofar as ‘geometry accepts its truth from
metaphysics and gives back to the very same metaphysics what it receives.
In other words, geometry shapes human knowledge on the model of divine
knowledge and corroborates divine knowledge, in its turn, with human
knowledge’ (Palmer 1988, 75). We can see how God creates and knows
through our limited and epistemic activities. It is a very partial glimpse,
though, because we will never comprehend how something supposedly
infinite produces finite things: ‘[E]ven if God were to explain it to us, we
could not follow the path by which the infinite has descended to the level
of our finite [world], because this is a truth of the divine mind, for which
to know and to make are unconditionally equivalent. But man’s mind is
finite and has a [definite] form. Hence, we cannot understand the limitless
and formless, though we can think about them’ (Palmer 1988, 76-77).

The difference between God’s and human beings’ knowledge is further
specified using a very powerful concept introduced by Vico in chapter II:
‘Anatomy of Nature’. God, in his making, knows the whole immediately.
The act of creation and knowledge are simultaneous. Human knowledge,
instead, is a sequential process like an anatomical dissection. As the physi-
ologist cuts, ‘dissects’ and then examines the relationship between parts
and the whole, human knowledge discriminates, ‘anatomises’, and relates
phenomena, concepts, and ideas. Yet human epistemic ‘dissections’ are not
neutral but perspectival. The way anatomy is performed has a consequence
on the way we understand the ‘dissected’ object: “This anatomy of nature

8 As Verene has insightfully observed, Galileo might have appreciated Vico’s hypothesis of
metaphysical points: Vico’s claim that his doctrine of points fits with experimental physics, a
science that discovers the actual extensions and motions of bodies in nature, is not a proof that
would satisfy the rationalist mentality’ (Verene 1981, 51).
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produces the same results as the everyday anatomy of the human body’
(Palmer 1988, 48). As any physician knows well, the act of dissecting a
body changes its nature: “The more acute physicians are in no little doubt
about the location, structure, and function of the bodily parts and as to
whether, for example, upon death the position and structure of the living
body may not have altered, because of the solidification of the liquids, the
cessation of motion, and the cutting up [in the autopsy]” (Palmer 1988,
48—49). Similarly, by discriminating and dividing, human knowledge
‘perverts’ and transforms the natural object that is investigated. Those
manipulations frequently lead to mistakes and misunderstandings. The
history of knowledge is a history of failures. However, mistakes foster
creativity and inventions. Because of their often-unsuccessful engagements
with reality, humans have invented powerful tools for making sense of
things they have not created and could not create. The invention of
mathematics and geometry, and therefore the creation and management
of ideal entities, responds, for Vico, to the human need to domesticate the
unknown through what we can know better:

[M]an embarks on the investigation of the nature of things, he realizes at
length that he cannot arrive at that nature by any means, because he does
not have within himself the elements from which composite things are
constituted, and that this lack arises from the limitations of the human
mind, to which every thing is external. Man then turns this fault of his
mind to good use and creates two things for himself through what is called
‘abstraction’: the point that can be drawn and the unit that can be
multiplied. Yet these are both fictions. For the point is no longer a point
if you draw it; and the unit is no longer fully one if you multiply it.
In addition, man has arrogated to himself the right to proceed from these
fictions to infinity so that he is allowed to project lines indefinitely and to
multiply the unit countlessly. By this device, man has created a kind of
world of shapes and numbers which he can embrace entirely within himself,
and by lengthening, shortening, or putting together lines, by adding,
subtracting, or reckoning numbers, he achieves infinite effects because he
knows [makes] infinite truths within himself. (Palmer 1988, 50)

Unlike Galileo, Vico denies that the world is itself written in the languages
of mathematics and geometry. Formal languages are human tools (and
conditions) for grasping something we have not created. In mathematics
and geometry, we are like God: we are makers, and therefore we know (or
recognise) our creations. We then apply these powerful instruments of
reason to nature and try to grasp, with less success than the former,
phenomena that we do not create. Vico believed that certainty decreases
with the degree of concreteness included in each science: mathematics and
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geometry are more certain than physics, and physics is more certain than
ethics. Vico gave physics considerable epistemic credit, even though it
addresses a nature we have not created because he believed that we ‘rehearse’
natural phenomena through experiments. In fact, unlike the old Aristotelian
physics, the new physicists used instruments and machines to capture,
manipulate, and control the forces of nature. The interventions and manipu-
lations of nature made physics and then chemistry very reliable sciences. Yet
while Galileo’s experimental agenda could open a window into the secrets of
the physical world, it still could not attain the status of formal science.”
We cannot demonstrate the truths of physics but we can conjecture, with
different degrees of probability, whether a given hypothesis is sounder than
others. We are creators and owners of mathematics and geometry, but when
we study external natural phenomena, we are already in ‘foreign’ territory.

Vico framed a new language for epistemology wrapped around old
wisdom, with which he sought to challenge the monopoly of the
Cartesians. But this novel epistemology ultimately aimed to respond to
the sceptics, who denied the possibility of grounding all sorts of know-
ledge. For Vico, Descartes’s anti-sceptical argument of the cogito was a
weak weapon against scepticism because it confused two sorts of things:
conscience and science. It is one thing to be aware of something — for
example, I am aware that I exist because I think — and it is another thing
to know the origins and causes of my thinking. Few sceptics would
question the awareness and existence of their thinking. Sceptics only deny
the possibility of knowing the real causes of thought or phenomena:

The skeptic does not doubt that he thinks. On the contrary, he professes
that what he seems to himself to see is certain . . . Nor does he doubt that he
exists. Rather, he assures his well-being by suspending judgment in order
not to add the burdens of opinion to the burdens already inherent in things
themselves. But he contends that the certainty that he think is conscious-
ness (conscientia), not knowledge (scientia). (Palmer 1988, 54—44)

The feeling of pain in my chest and the knowledge about the causes of
such pain are two very different things. I have pain, and I am sure about
this pain. I cannot deny it because I feel it. Yet I ignore why I have it
perhaps I will never know. Conscience is about the awareness of this pain;
science is about the cause of it. Thus, as the argument goes, we cannot use
awareness (conscience) as the foundation for building an indubitable

? As Vico specifies: ‘For this reason, hypotheses about the natural order are considered most
illuminating and are accepted with the fullest consent of everyone, if we can base experiments on
them, in which we make something similar to nature’ (Palmer 1988, 52).
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science. Descartes’s whole philosophy of certainty rested upon a grave
confusion. The inference that ‘I think therefore I am’ says nothing, and
never will, about what I am and what the ‘causes’ (operations) of my
thought are. Only science can tell me something about it. But how? Since
Descartes failed miserably in his anti-sceptical attempt, can we find a way
out of universal doubt? Can scepticism be overcome?

Vico considered his verum/factum principle to be the way out. First,
sceptics did not deny the existence of phenomena; they only claimed to
ignore the causes behind those phenomena. But if a sceptic produces those
phenomena, how can she seriously doubt that she has caused them? If the
sceptic ‘makes’ the phenomena, how can she doubt what she has done?
Suppose we apply the same reasoning to any experimental activity. In that
case, the fact that an agent generates specific causes through very well-
designed experiments does not imply that she obtains a ‘certain’ knowledge
about some natural phenomena. But this is not what Vico pretends.
To him, it was enough to state that an experimenter produces reliable
knowledge that a sceptic would have a hard time denying. Vico is not
necessarily chasing infallible knowledge: he only suggests that it would be
difficult to be a sceptic who doubts her own makings. Could Euclid deny
the knowledge he creates and uses to demonstrate his theorems?

Bug, if anything, what is ‘certain’ knowledge? A further Vichian distinc-
tion can help us better understand his anti-sceptical argument. He observes
that by the word ‘certum’, the ancient philosophers meant two things. First,
they referred to anything we cannot reasonably doubt (our creations, such as
mathematics); second, they meant the direct and immediate awareness of
particular facts. For example, we are certain that 2 + 2 equals 4 in arithmetic
because we made the rules on which the mathematical inference is based.
But I can also be certain that this horse in front of me has such empirical
properties that would count as a particular fact that it is hard to doubt. Yet
to say that all existing horses have such and such properties would easily
lead us into error, as generalities often do. In short, an individual fact is
normally called certain (or harder to deny) because I am directly aware of it
(like chest pain or my thinking). At the same time, what is common or
general is usually wncertain."® We would say that “raw” phenomena or

* Although Vico did not mention Epicurus, it is probable that he was inspired by his epistemology.
For Epicurus, in fact, the certainty of the direct experience was opposed to the uncertainty of the
judgement over those experienced data (Gual 1981). While we cannot question what we perceive,
the judgements deduced from those perceptions are questionable. The influence of materialism on
Vico’s philosophy is overwhelming, although it was wisely and strategically concealed. On Vico and
Lucretius, see Paci, 1949.
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facts are certain today, but the generalisations we draw from the data
are uncertain unless the ‘data’ is a pure creation of our mind. Accordingly,
from Vico’s perspective, sceptics would not question the ‘awareness’ of
the perceived phenomena but the abstract knowledge we might extract
from them. Another useful way to put it, Vico suggests that we are either
certain of what is implicit in our direct experience or certain about anything
we make, yet we are uncertain about the explicit conclusions of our abstract
reasoning."’

2.4 Discovery and Justification

The introduction to Vico’s epistemology would not be complete without
considering the fundamental distinction between invention and judge-
ment. The distinction is very old, and Vico referred to Cicero’s Topics, a
book written in 44 BC. The 7opics was a sort of textbook addressing the
art of argumentation in law and, more generally, philosophy. In the book,
Cicero defines ropics as a skill of invention:

All methodical treatment of rational discourse involves two skills, invention
and judgment; Aristotle came first in both, it seems to me. The Stoics
on the other hand, concerned themselves with one of the two skills only;
that is, they pursued ways of judging (arguments) diligently using that
science which they call dialectic. The skill of invention, however, which is
called topics and which was both of more immediate practical use and
certainly prior in the order of nature, they completely neglected. (Cicero
2006, 119)

Aristotle argued that dialectics and rhetoric could not be used to find
truths but rather to make ‘the best possible case for a certain claim’ (2006,
22). In short, rhetoric should not be confused with scientific demonstra-
tion (theoria) because it is an art (fechné). Topics, as a part of rhetoric, is the
art that aims to find premises for arguments. It explores the nature of those
premises and the uses (and abuses) somebody can make of them. Topics is
not about logical deduction but is entangled in the human praxis (and
therefore that involves phronesis — practical wisdom).

Vico believed that in zopics, as in the search for the invention of
arguments, we cannot have a general and abstract methodology because
different problems and activities require distinct approaches:

" On the relationship of vero and certo in Vico, see Wahnbaeck 1998.
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With the exception of geometry, the ancients believed that the ordering [of
studies] should be left to prudence, which is not governed by any arg
indeed, practical wisdom is prudence because it is not governed by art.
Only artisans instruct [apprentices] that you do this first, that next, and
then the other things in order: this method (ratio) does not mold a man of
practical wisdom, but some type of craftsman. (Palmer 1988, 98)

He added: ‘[I]f you were to apply the geometrical method to practical life,
“you would no more than spend your labor on going mad rationally™
(Palmer 1988, 98)."* Cicero believed that, while invention and judgement
are essential in rhetoric, the former precedes the latter. He essentially pointed
out that we first need to invent the arguments, and then we can judge them.
But invention itself implies the exercise of wisdom, not universal reason
(whatever it means). Rhetoric has no other foundation than the practice of
finding good arguments. Vico broadened Cicero’s insight: the distinction
between invention and judgement does not address rhetoric alone; it is an
epistemic distinction. We have zgpical philosophy (invention) that anticipates
critical philosophy (judgement). In other words, in knowledge, we first invent
new ideas, artefacts, and theories, and only later do we judge (or criticise)
them. We do not know the world theoretically — with clear and distinct
ideas — and then apply knowledge to concrete situations. We normally do the
opposite: we learn by practice and eventually theorise about it. Vico observed
that from childhood onwards, we exercise the practical faculty of Ingenium by
exploring the surrounding world. We recognise similar objects and even
reproduce them: “We see it in children, in whom nature is more integral
and less corrupted by convictions and prejudices, that the first faculty to
emerge is that of seeing similarities. For example, they call all men fathers and
all women mothers and they make likeness’ (Palmer 1988, 102).

For Vico, practice’s priority over theory was nowhere more evident than
in science. Great inventions and discoveries, Vico noted, are either the
result of fortuitous circumstances or the replication of something previously
observed. All are due to creative labour before any abstraction can reframe
and reinterpret them. As Vico explained: ‘In Italy, this has been the concern
of the great Galileo and other outstanding physicists who explained count-
less natural phenomena of great importance in this way (ratio) before the
geometrical method was introduced in physics’ (Palmer 1988, 103). Galileo
and Boyle’s experimental sciences were successful precisely because practice
and theory are virtuously intertwined. Descartes’s physics was sterile insofar

'* The conclusion cites the Roman playwright Terence’s Eunuchus.
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as it pretends to know ideally what can only be partially known inductively
(practically).””> Pure abstraction, detached theorisation, and disengaged
speculation thwart human beings’ natural creativity and productivity.
Theorisation or abstraction can only intervene later as critical instruments,
but they cannot lead a human’s creative drive. The conclusion was that
knowledge is mainly about labour and practice, which involves ingenium,
and ingenium, in turn, presupposes a ‘topical’ approach, namely something
we exercise in situ.

What might appear intriguing for the contemporary interpreter reading
Vico’s philosophy of knowledge is that it lacks the great concepts that
characterise traditional epistemology. Vico barely discusses the notions of
‘beliefs’, ‘hypotheses’, ‘representations’, ‘deductions’, ‘minds’, ‘impres-
sions’, or ‘sensations’. Magniloquent notions such as ‘reason’, ‘method’,
and ‘certainty’ only emerge as problematic and somewhat derogatory
abstractions. Vico’s epistemology has almost nothing to do with the kind
of reflection we are used to after Kant. This is not surprising if we truly
understand Vico’s critique of Cartesian philosophy. Traditional epistemol-
ogy fed on the Cartesian assumption that knowledge is about a subject
struggling to make sense of a presumable objective and independent world.
Kant’s scandal of philosophy (Caranti 2007), namely that we lack any
rational proof about the existence of the external world, hinges upon a
Cartesian ego stripped of any corporeal and material elements.”* Martin
Heidegger famously addressed the discussion in his Being and Time, where
he observed that Kant’s proof made no sense from his being-in-the-world
perspective.”’ As Hubert Dreyfus aptly explained:

Since Descartes, philosophers have tried to prove the existence of a world of
objects outside the mind. Kant considered it a scandal that such a proof had
never been successful. Heidegger holds that the scandal is that philosophers
have sought such a proof ... Rather than thinking of human beings as

'3 Faj has intriguingly observed that Vico regarded Galilei’s science as superior to Descartes’s physics,
as the latter was inherently axiomatic, while the former was experimental and, therefore, more
aligned with the rhetorician’s approach, which typically works by anticipating all possible
objections. See Faj 1976.

In a footnote of the Preface in the second edition of the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant wrote: ‘No
matter how innocent idealism may be held to be as regards the essential ends of metaphysics
(though in fact it is not so innocent), it always remains a scandal of philosophy and universal human
reason that the existence of things outside us (from which we after all get the whole matter for our
cognitions, even for our inner sense) should have to be assumed merely on faith, and that if it occurs
to anyone to doubt it, we should be unable to answer him with a satisfactory proof (Kant 1998,
121). On this point, see the book of Caranti 2007.

There is a large philosophical literature on this issue. I will discuss it thoughtfully in the chapter
dedicated to phenomenology.
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subjects standing over against a totality of objects, we need to realize that it
is only on the background of already taken up practices and equipment that
we can doubt the existence of particular objects, and even a whole domain
of objects. (Dreyfus 1995 , 248)

But was not Vico’s ‘praxis epistemology’ close to Heideggerian insight?
When Vico observes and emphasises that praxis precedes theory and
speculation, is he not questioning the idea that we can be intellectual
and detached spectators of the world? If we are already engaged in and with
the world through our practices and actions, do we really need any proof of
the external world? For Vico (and later Heidegger), there was no way out:
once we question the Cartesian assumption that knowledge is about an
ethereal subject trying to grasp a non-ethereal object and accept that is
rather about an active agent making his or her objects, the philosophical
questions change and, with them, the vocabulary.’® The pressing epi-
stemological questions can no longer be about whether our representations
correspond to an external world or whether we can obtain any form of
objective knowledge. The questions are, how can we grasp something we
have not made? What material and cognitive tools do we need to under-
stand something we have not, and could not have, created? And then, is
having made something reliable proof that we know it? What would be the
epistemic difference between constructing a Harley-Davidson, simulating
a flight in the computer, or proving a theorem? The questions can be
multiplied at will, and finding convincing answers will probably be hard.
Yet we can be relatively sure that those questions outline a very different
philosophy of knowledge that has almost nothing to do with what students
usually learn in most philosophy courses.

No doubt, at first sight, the idea that we only know what we make
might seem trivial. After all, what are we defending when we say that
making and knowing are synonyms? Is it really true that we know only
what we make? And conversely, is it correct to suppose that when we make
something, we know it? This is not the place for answering these questions,
but we need to unpack the apparent ‘triviality’ of the VFP if we want to
assess Vico’s approach. First, the VFP resulted from the Cartesians” quest
for certainty and a possible response to uncompromising sceptics.
It suggests that we, as situated creatures, have very limited access to a
world created by God. As spectators, we can only make sense of such an
independent realm through our actions and reactions, as mediated by our

' Of course, Heidegger was much more explicit than Vico in questioning Descartes’s tradition. See
Grassi 1983, 1990.
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interests and goals. We need to use instruments, and words, both
minds and hands, to carve out a space where we can survive, domesticate,
and eventually control this mysterious reality surrounding us. It is also
important to recall that the VFP was not intended as a criterion for dividing
real knowledge from opinion or science from pseudoscience. This is because
Vico’s idea that we know what we make does not imply the opposite thesis:
we cannot know things we have not made. We have all sorts of degrees of
knowledge: in principle, we know more about what we make, but we can
also know, to a lesser degree, what we have not made, and cannot make. The
VEFP was never proposed as a criterion of demarcation; it was rather framed
as an antidote to idealistic epistemologies and the radical scepticisms that
these same epistemologies engendered. In this framing, the VFP is an
extremely powerful tool for promoting a fallible, situated, limited, and
antidogmatic gnoseology aimed to emphasise human creativity and inven-
tion more than rationality and method.

From Vico’s perspective, modern rationalists artificially removed
humans from their world. They had invented a new gloomy version of
Plato’s cave, where humans, instead of liberating themselves from the
deceptive images of the cavern, escaped into their self-fashioned egotistic
prison. The VFP aimed instead to resituate subjects in their lively (and
confusing) world. It suggests that knowledge is not something we can get
by transcending our community; it cannot be obtained by pulling our
eternal souls out of our perishable bodies. It is something that emerges
from our concrete and social engagements. Of course, such a topical’s view
of knowledge comes with a heavy price: we need to renounce the quest for
the definitive transcending point from which to reconstruct an inexpugn-
able epistemic castle from where we might safely overlook the world. Vico
believed that humans could only know God’s creation approximately and
relatively. We can decipher part of the natural phenomena, yet the only
world humans can expect to have some consistent and solid acquaintance
is the world of human poiesis and praxis; the only realm in which humans
are actors and not spectators.

2.5 Toward a New Science

In 1725, the first edition of The New Science: Principles of the New
Science concerning the Common Nature of Nations came out. Vico produced
two other editions in 1730 and 1744, including significant revisions.
My analysis is mainly based on the last edition, published six months after
Vico’s death. Here I will not summarise the content of the whole book but
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only highlight a few elements directly relevant to the comprehension of the
maker’s knowledge tradition and praxis epistemology. The first fundamental
point we need to address is the application of the VFP to history. If we know
what we make, we make many things beyond mathematics, geometry,
experiments, or artefacts. We make laws, languages, institutions, cultures,
and nations. The conjunction of all those cultural elements constitutes
human history, and we make history insofar as history is the product of
our collective wills and intentions. The shift from the ‘making’ in the
Antiquissima to the ‘making’ in the New Science is quite significative."”
In the former we have an epistemological concept devised to overcome
sceptics and Cartesians. In the latter we have an ‘existential’ concept that
reveals the human condition within an eternal and dynamic flux of events.
In the first case, Vico tells us that we know what we make as God does when
He creates. In the second case, Vico suggests that we are historical beings who
can understand themselves through the very history that made us and that we
made. Here the notion of ‘practice’ embraces the whole cultural world.

But to avoid any confusion, the meaning of the Vichian notion of
‘history’ needs to be unpacked. For Vico, history is not a mechanical
accumulation of dates and jests, it is not only a mere chronology of facts;
it is the theatre of human makings, conflicts, hopes, and failures. Vico saw
history as the space in which we create new ways of thinking and behaving,
new ways of relating with the world and among each other. History is also
the process through which wild, fearful, and ferocious beings become
properly human, as we will see in Chapter 3. Although it was not explicitly
stated, Vico drew widely on Lucretius, who, in book V of his celebrated De
rerum natura, clearly states that humans are beasts who got civilised
through their inventions (Girard 201 2)."® From the discovery of fire to
the construction of large cities, we changed ourselves through our makings.
But Vico added something crucial to Lucretius’s poetical techno-genealogy:
because humans were the protagonists of this process, they can scientifically
understand it. We can directly feel the anxieties of the first men and
women struggling for survival in the pristine forests (Lollini 2012).
We can grasp the human need to believe in gods. We can comprehend
human beings’ love for their children and neighbours, anger at injustice,

7 Leon Pompa has argued that the fundamental difference between the ‘making’ and ‘knowing” in
the Antiquissima and the New Science is as follows: in the latter, the identity between historical
agents and those seeking to understand history is not as closely aligned as in the former, where
mathematics and geometry are literally created by human agents (see Pompa 1976).

8 Paci regarded Lucretius as the fifth major influence on Vico, following Plato, Tacitus, Bacon, and
Grotius (see Paci 1949, 13—14).
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and longing for protection. In short, with a bit of imagination and
empathy (fantasia in Vico), we can directly get into the minds of our
ancestors, understand their wishes and motives, and make their intentions
and actions our own. After all, could we ever have the same degree of direct
intimacy with atoms, plants, stones, planets, and stars? (Even when they
might be much more predictable than human beings.)

If this was the general philosophical framework Vico handed us, one
reasonable question might be: what does Vico mean with the verb ‘to make’
when he argues that humans make history? To a first reading it seems that
Vico intends the ‘making of languages, rituals, laws, and institutions.
As Terence Ball has aptly observed in the New Science: ‘[ Tlhe sort of making
to which Vico refers is not the technical-productive activity of homo faber
but the ‘practical’ creativity of communicating citizens’ (Ball 1994, 217).
The difference between the ‘making’ of Antiguissima and the New Science
can be partly explained by the fact that the New Science did not provide a
way out of the scepticism produced by the Cartesian method but aimed to
show how humans have produced meanings in history. Yet when we go
deeper into Vico’s argument as it develops in the New Science, we will realise
that Ball’s characterisation misses an important nuance or ambiguity, which
has confused many of Vico’s readers: the notion of ‘making’ as poesis and as
praxis overlap in different puzzling ways."”

Right at the start of the book, Vico insists that philosophy and philology
need to be associated if we want to understand how civilisations originate
and decay. And Vico defines philology as the ‘science of everything that
depends on human volition: for example, all histories of the languages,
customs, and deeds of various people in both war and peace’ (Vico in
Marsh, 2013, [7] 5). In section 2 of the Elements, Vico specified further:
philologists are all ‘the grammarians, historians, and critics who have
contributed to our awareness of people’s language and deeds, including
both their domestic customs and laws, and their foreign wars, peace, pacts,
travels, and trade’ (Marsh, 2013, [139], 79). To use an anachronistic
terminology, we might suggest that philologists reveal and identify the
‘facts’ of history, provided that we understand that humans make those
‘facts’ throughout history. For Vico, what philosophers do, instead, is to
individuate some recurrent patterns connecting those ‘facts’, whether they
are deeds, codes, concepts, or wars. In this sense, philosophy without

en we ask whether Vico’s concept of ‘making’ in the New Science referred to praxis or poiesis, we
¥ Wh k whether Vi t of ‘mak the New S ferred t
should bear in mind that the ‘making’ of the first humans is not the same ‘making’ of the most
advanced societies. More in the following footnote.



2.5 Toward a New Science 83

historical ‘facts’ would be empty, yet philology without philosophical
abstractions would be pure antiquarianism.

But let us dwell on the Vichian notion of historical ‘fact’ as studied by
the Vichian philologist. Historical ‘facts’ do not confront us as natural
things. They are humanely produced. But in what sense do humans ‘make’
facts? And what are the primordial historical ‘facts’> The questions are
crucial because Vico’s answers determine some of the most fascinating
insights of the New Science, which will be only duly unpacked in
Chapter 3. To answer these questions, we need to take a step back.
While writing and rewriting the New Science, Vico is literally obsessed
with one recurrent issue: when the first savage and brutish humans started
to act as proper humans? Vico’s short answer was that humans become
humans by producing a meaningful world through their initially unarticu-
lated languages. But the long answer was rather the following: the first
humans were enthused by anxiety and fear. Scared by the forces of nature
they could not comprehend, they fabricated stories. They ascribed to a
divinity, whether Jupiter or any other supposed beings, the responsibility
for those forces. By making up mythical explanations, the first humans
became poets in the Greek sense of poiesis, makers. They became creators
insofar as they concocted their own meaningful environments. In short,
triggered by fear, humans become poerss, creators of their own historical
‘facts’. Vico argued that the first popular or ‘poetic’ metaphysics account-
ing for the unsettling powers of nature were not rational achievements but
fantastic, confused, and delusional concoctions of disparate metaphors.
But from where did those metaphors ultimately come? They come, Vico
observed, from our bodies. As he observed in a section called poetic logic:

[In all languages, most expressions for inanimate objects employ meta-
phors derived from the human body and its parts, or from human senses
and emotions. Thus we say head for top or beginning; front or brow, and
shoulders or back for before and behind ... we speak of the footh of a
plough, rake saw, or comb; the beards of plants and their roots; a tongue of
the sea; the throat or rivers and mountains (French gorge); a neck of land;
and the arm of a river. (Marsh, 2013, [405] 159)

For early humans, the external reality was a projection of the map of their
bodies and the forces of nature conceived as a projection of human
properties and emotions identified with invisible Gods. Everything origin-
ated in the concrete and gloomy contexts of those ‘wild’ creatures — what
today we would call hunter-gatherers — who were literally forced to become
‘makers’. Only with the invention of writing, Vico added, was this prim-
ordial unbounded imagination increasingly domesticated and, eventually,
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overcome.”” It is important to note that for Vico, metaphors, therefore
languages, rituals, customs, and deeds — all the ‘facts’ that philologists
study — have their ultimate origins in the practical engagements of human
beings with the world. Thus, while Ball is right in mentioning that Vico’s
notion of ‘making’ refers to communicative practices, we should not forget
that these communicative practices are ultimately embodied in those robust
bodies and weak minds surviving in an inhospitable nature. Vico saw the
first ‘facts” and ‘institutions’ as the result of practical human needs and goals
determined by their situated material conditions.”” Later, with the develop-
ment of civilised customs, and especially with the technologies of the
alphabet and writing, the world of the senses and the world of mind were
severed: ‘[TThe art of writing has greatly refined the nature of our thought,
and the use of numbers has intellectualised it, so to speak, even among the
masses, who know how to count and reckon’ (Marsh, 2013, [378] 146).
In short, communicative praxis becomes possible only with the progres-
sive refinement of the human mind. With the notion of ‘making’ in
history, Vico was neither thinking of a sort of homo faber nor referring
to an ante litteram John L. Austin’s performative utterances. Vico described
a complex process where communicative acts emerged from concrete and
material conditions.** This means that in the Vichian process of ‘making,

** In Chapter 3, I will explore how Vico’s anthropomorphic insights bear fascinating resemblances
with the nineteenth-century debates over human ‘exteriorisation’ and ‘alienation’ in Hegel,
Feuerbach, Marx, and Marxist scholars.

But in Vico, this is also true for mathematics, experiments, artefacts, or metaphors; we are
ultimately talking about human practical needs and goals determined by their situated
circumstances.

Horkheimer, in his 1930s Beginnings of the Bourgeois Philosophy of History, expressed the point very
clearly: ‘For Vico, history does not develop from the free expression of Spirit, but rather, in its
beginnings and its development, it is necessarily determined by the forces of material conditions and
their reciprocal relationship with primitive human beings’ (1987, 387). While it is important to
consider the difference between poesis and praxis, as Ball rightly suggests, we should not absolutise it.
As we saw in Chapter 1, the distinction was blurred throughout the middle age and then in the
Renaissance and the ambiguity percolates into Vico’s works. Both interpreting Vico’s through the
category of homo faber and reading it through the frameworks of Austin or Wittgenstein would be
equally misleading. Confusing as it might be, Vico’s concept of ‘making’ retains an essential
ambiguity mingling poiesis and praxis. The reason why many readers, including Marx, might
have misinterpreted Vico about the notion of ‘making’ is that Vico himself maintained that
language had its ultimate origins in the human body and its material needs. In short, any
abstraction has a material origin. Even more cogent, Verene reminds that Vico’s primitive world
is a world of bodies: “The first men make their world intelligible through the senses. The true is
made and all that is made is true because at this level there is not contrast between what is sensed
and what is thought, or between what is sensed and what is signified. The world is all bodies in
motion, and meaning is achieved through the action and reaction of bodies on each other’ (Verene
1981, 87).As Mary Hesse rightly observed, for Vico, language was neither purely conventional nor
entirely natural; rather, it was intrinsically linked to human needs within specific material,
historical, and contingent contexts. See Hesse 1988.

2
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there is a persistent idiosyncratic interrelation between linguistic and non-
linguistic elements, which conflates, in an interesting way, idealist and
materialist interpretations alike.”> Vico was neither a proto-idealist nor a
proto-materialist, while the semantic ambiguity of the verb ‘facere’ (to
make) has been a source of many inspiring interpretations.** Unlike Marx,
who identified ‘making’ with the production of concrete things, Vico put
the centre of ‘facere’, the development and use of language.”® However, his
notion of language was far to be ethereal. It was deeply embedded in the
bodies and sensual activities of the speakers.”® We should not forget Vico’s
argument at the end of the book IV of the New Science, when he writes:
‘[A] human being properly consists only of mind, body and speech, with
the last as a sort of intermediate between mind and body’ (Marsh, 2013,
[1045] 458). Here ‘speech’ does not entirely coincide with the original
word employed by Vico, that is, ‘favella’. With ‘favella’, in fact, Vico
meant a general faculty of language that could be expressed in tangible
and corporal acts or gestures, speeches, and written words. ‘Favella’, which
is social and collective, links and articulates mind and body. As he puts it
in his De universi iuris (Universal Law — 1720): ‘[T]hrough the body, and
with the help of the body itself, which finitely divides men, he can
communicate reason and truth with others’ (Vico 1936, XLV, 54, my
translation).”” On this issue, I think that one of the most compelling
interpretations of Vico is the one by Ernesto Grassi. For Grassi, the notion
of ‘making’ in Vico could not be reduced to language or production but to
labour, which connects language and production. By linking imagination
(therefore poetical and mythical language) with Ingenium (the ability to
find connections among things apparently unconnected), labour ties
humans with the world so that the world reveals itself through work.
New meanings and ways to interpret the world emerge from concrete
labour activities. As Grassi pointed out interpreting Vico:

Work alone is capable of proving the objectivity of ingenious and imagina-
tive activities; it makes it evident whether the relationships established have
proved subjective, by their failure, or objective, by their success in leading
to a result. It is through work, too, that the objectivity of nature itself is
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On the relationship between Vico’s notion of metaphor and human body, see H. White 1976.
While it is important to know what Vico actually said, the history of his misreadings is
also interesting.

The differences between Vico and Marx will be explored more thoroughly in Chapter 3.

On the practical humanism of Vico, see Lollini 2011.

‘[Q]uo per corpus, et ipsius ope corporis, quod finitum homines dividit, possit cum aliis rationem et
verum communicare’). See also Gensini 1995, 2004.
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revealed, because nothing other than work provides us with the experience
that we can by no means handle nature arbitrarily: only a certain material
and a certain way of treating it, or adjusting it, leads us to the aim of
our action. (1976, 565)

If we stick to the idea that in Vico, ‘making’ is about the creation of
metaphors and analogies to interpret the world, we easily slip in an idealist
interpretation. On the contrary, if we propend for the idea that ‘making’
means concrete and material production, we end up with a sort of Marxist,
and thus materialist, interpretation. Both interpretations would be decep-
tive and one-sided because Vico was neither an ante litteram idealist nor a
seminal materialist. He stood somewhere in the middle, as Grassi himself
widely suggested long ago.”® The world is revealed to us through both
practical actions and cogitations, although sensuous activity had a temporal
priority over intellectual activity.*

To many contemporaries of Vico, the most disturbing consequence of
his argument was that we could not use our ‘civilised rationality’ to
understand the origins of human thought and, for that matter, human
nature itself. Because the first humans were ‘numbed by their passions and
buried in their bodies’ (Marsh, 2013, [378] 147), we can only use our
imagination and not understand logically what was to think and act like a
non-civilised human. For Vico, there was no such thing as ‘human nature’
but at least three human natures, one for each historical epoch in which a
particular community lived. The idea that rationality itself was not some-
thing essential to the original equipment of the human mind but a product
of history was against the universalist spirit of enlightenment.

Vico’s New Science looked impenetrable to his contemporaries and even
more incomprehensible to the ‘enlightened” community of the late eight-
eenth century, imbued with the faith of linear progress, contempt for
authority and tradition, and trust in one reasonable and ahistorical human
nature. As will be shown in Chapter 3, for a rediscovery of Vico, we
needed to wait until the nineteenth century, when the universalistic faith
of the Enlightenment started to fade and the idea of an ahistorical ‘human

¥ As he writes: ‘Vico starts from the fact that becoming human is based on two elements: work and
imagination. Work is the primordial action by which man frees himself from the supremacy of
nature’ (1978, 127, my translation).

In section 1 of chapter 1 (Poetic Metaphysics), Vico introduces the ambiguous notion of ‘creation’
among primitive people: ‘[T]he earliest people of the pagan nations created things according to their
own ideas . .. Yet their act of creation was infinitely removed from the creation of God, who by his
perfect understanding knows things and creates them in this knowledge. In their robust ignorance,
the earliest people could create only by using their imagination, which was grossly physical’ (Vico in
Marsh 2013, 44, para. 376, p. 145).

2.
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nature’ was decried as a relic concocted by a few brilliant thinkers living in
the rich imperial capitals of Europe. It is a historical irony that the new
interest in Vico came from the homeland of Descartes. The historian Jules
Michelet, himself responsible for having introduced the word Renaissance in
1840 (Febvre 1992), declared in the preface of his monumental Hiszory of
France: ‘Je n'eus de maitre que Vico. Son principe de la force vive, de
Ihumanité qui se crée, fit et mon livre et mon enseignement’” (Michelet
1880, 11) (I had no other master than Vico. His principle of the living force
of humanity that self-creates itself made my book and my teaching).
Michelet believed that the Vichian principle could be directly applied to
the history of France because, after all, he added, ‘La France a fait la France.
L’homme est son propre Prométhée’ (1880, 55) (France made France. Man
is his own Prometheus). Michelet never mentioned Vico’s VFP beyond the
application of history. For him, Vico was the philosopher of the New Science
and, since then, this has been the main course of Vico’s legacy.

Like Michelet, Karl Marx was impressed by Vico’s New Science. He felt
that his materialist perspective was not entirely divergent from Vico’s.
After all, they had both studied ancient materialists and suggested that if
we want to understand how humans evolve and change, we should look
not at their ideas but their instruments, practices, and makings. What we
call ‘ideas’, ‘thoughts’, and ‘concepts’ are only the late result of innumer-
able and restless activities. It was Vico who said: “The order of ideas must
follow the order of institutions’ (Marsh, 2013, [238] 98). But Vico was not
an ante litteram materialist who anticipated Marx, nor was Marx a latter-
day Vichian (Ball 1994). Both shared a tradition that emphasised that any
philosophy of knowledge and history should start by considering human
beings’ practices before their abstractions. As Max Fisch, the first English
translator of Vico and, not surprisingly, a committed pragmatist, observed
back in the late 1960s, the Vichian world is a ‘world in part constructed
out of our doings and makings — our languages and other institutions, our
domestications, our tools, machines, instruments, our experiments of all
kinds — and the rest construed by imagined extensions of our doings and
makings and by anticipations of their results’ (Fisch 1969, 423).

From the nineteenth century onwards, Vico’s philosophy of history
took off and became an important chapter in the history of European
philosophy that nobody could seriously omit. But what happened to his
VFP? What happened to the maker’s knowledge approach? What
happened to the humanist spirit that underpinned it? The questions will
be addressed in Chapter 3.



CHAPTER 3

After and Beyond Vico

3.1 Vico in Paris

In 1744, Vico died poor and largely unrecognised. His opus magnum, the
New Science, did not bring him the fame he had hoped for. With the
exception of a few scholars, who mainly criticised him, no major figure had
seriously engaged with his insights (Fisch and Bergin 1963). Vico seemed
destined to belong to that large crowd of provincial figures who often draw
the attention of local antiquarians. Yet ideas can travel along unexpected
paths, and Vico’s insights started to spread via unconventional routes —
especially with the dawn of the great political uprisings that shook Europe
in the second half of the eighteenth century. On the eve of 23 January
1799, the French general Jean-Etienne Championnet proclaimed a Jacobin
republic in Naples. A provisional government was formed, and a new,
radical constitution was drafted along the lines of the French Constitution
of 1793. The new Neapolitan Republic was born, but it was short-lived.
Five months later, it was crushed by the Christian ‘army’ of the Holy
Faith, an anti-Jacobin organised mob. The revolution was over, and the
Republic was dismissed. The house of Bourbon was back; the monarchy
was re-established. Violent reactionary repression followed against all those
suspected of Jacobin’s sympathies.

The main figures involved in the Neapolitan Revolution were imme-
diately executed or brutally lynched. Those who were luckier were
imprisoned or managed to flee. One of them was the jurist, writer, and
Vichian expert Vincenzo Cuoco, who, in 1801, published a bitter descrip-
tion and analysis of the predictable failure of the Neapolitan Revolution
(Bouyssy 2009). His Historical Essay on the Neapolitan Revolution of 1799
was written while safely exiled in Paris and then in Milan.” The book was a
sharp political essay in which Cuoco bluntly asked why revolutions fail,

* See Cuoco 2015.
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and why, in particular, the Neapolitan Revolution failed so miserably.
Cuoco was one of those few local scholars who had read Vico, and his
answer was entirely Vichian: revolutions fail when abstract ideas are not
matched with concrete and situated needs; they go astray when the
frictionless flight of a theory does not correspond to the coarse and situated
idiosyncrasies of practice. We might be fond of our beautiful liberty,
equality, and fraternity ideas. Yet these ideas are meaningless for an
unlettered farmer oppressed by centuries-old feudal practices that persist
within the framework of a superstitious world. In short, revolutions fail
when the abstract utopia of a few ‘enlightened’ philosophers is imposed on
a clueless throng.

Cuoco was certainly one figure responsible for the diffusion and revival
of Vico’s philosophy in the early nineteenth century. Yet there were other
more powerful and direct routes of transmission: routes that led directly to
Paris. Other southern intellectuals, who managed to escape the bloody
Bourbonic restoration, brought Vico’s books to France and disseminated
his philosophy through articles and private conversations. Francesco Salf
(1759-1832) and Pietro de Angelis (1784-1859) were two of these. The
former advertised Vico in the Revue encyclopédique, while the latter pro-
moted Vico to the ‘eclectic’ philosopher Victor Cousin, who asked a young
Jules Michelet to translate Vico’s New Science (Sazbon 1993; Hésle 2016).
After Michelet’s abridged translation, issued in 1827, and especially after
the more precise translation by the radical Princess Cristina di Belgiojoso,
published in 1844, Vico became a celebrity in France. His philosophy
drew the attention of writers such as Honoré de Balzac and Gustave
Flaubert and the interest of social reformers like Auguste Comte.”

At this point, we might reasonably ask: Why did such an admittedly
obscure and half-forgotten scholar need to be resurrected in the nineteenth
century? Why such an unexpected revival of Vico amid the French restor-
ation and the July Monarchy? Why Vico and not someone else, admittedly
more accessible? A possible, although incipient, answer is that Vico’s phil-
osophy touched some sensitive chords within post-Enlightenment episte-
mology and culture. Perhaps it was the idea that we are the collective agents
of our history and idea that ‘humanity is its own work’ as Michelet observed,

* As Honoré de Balzac wrote in the Lillustre Gaudissart (1833): ‘[Slometimes it happens that great
men, in spite of their gifts, remain obscure. Such was very nearly the case with Saint-Simon; also,
with Monsieur Vico, — a strong man just beginning to shoot up; I am proud of Vico. Now, here we
enter upon the new theory and formula of humanity. Attention, if you please’ (Balzac 2010, 40).
On Vico’s posthumous reception, see Mali 2012. On Vico’s reception in France, see Hazard 1931
and Pons 1969.
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or maybe the powerful insight that the ancient men were poets communi-
cating poetically and that rationality is latecomer in history. Possibly, it was
the belief that knowledge in general, and science in particular, emerges out
of collective concrete needs or, perhaps, the idea that human knowledge is
not a transparent mirror of nature but rather a strategy for dealing with a
recalcitrant environment. Conceivably, it was the idea that making and
knowing, facts and truths, are convertible. More plausibly, it was the idea
that history consists of a struggle against natural fatality and injustices, where
humanity defies and eventually overcomes physical determinism and social
inequalities.” In this sense, we might explore the possibility that Vico was
posthumously exhumed as a forgotten prophet of a new conception of
knowledge and history — a conception championed by many nineteenth-
century thinkers of different persuasions and professions, whether natural-
ists, philosophers, historians, or revolutionaries. In short, in the frantic
context of post-revolutionary France, Vico was enlisted as a strategic ‘pre-
cursor’ of a novel, historicised, productive, and emancipating humanity.*

No doubt, as Joseph Mali aptly observed, the real responsible for the
revival of Vico in the nineteenth century was Michelet, who not only
translated (or mistranslated) Vico’s New Science but also adapted it to his
own philosophical history and interests. To fit Vico in his own agenda,
Michelet felt the need to change the title of Vico’s New Science into
Principes de la philosophie de I'histoire. As Mali commented:

The publication of Michelet’s translation in March 1827 marks the first real
recourse of Vico in what would become a spiral history of reception, full of
ups and downs, corsi e ricorsi, or, to use Michelet’s favorite term,
résurrections. Although this was not the first translation of Vico’s works
into another European language — A German translation had appeared in
1822 — it made Vico widely read and known outside Italy for the first time,
if only because French was then, quite literally, the lingua franca of
the world. (2012, 34)

Michelet’s Vico was a Vico fit for the conceptual and ideological concerns of a
nineteenth-century scholar placed at the centre of a modern, and increasingly

? Of course, the question here is not about what Vico really said, but how it was read and interpreted
in the first decades of the nineteenth century.

* Following David Harvey (1991), we might consider the possibility that the Enlightenment project —
premised on the belief that there was a single, correct answer to any question and a singular, accurate
representation of the world — began to break down after the 1830s. The new form of modernism that
emerged from its ruins acknowledged the impossibility of comprehending the world from a single
perspective or through a single language. Accordingly, we might suggest that Baudelaires, Flauberts,
and Manets were much closer in sensibility to Vico than the Voltaires, Condorcets, and Diderots.
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industrialised, world. It was a Vico that resonated with one of the dreams
that moved many progressive reformers: a humanity that forges its own history
by transforming nature and society according to its will and necessities.’

In this chapter, while considering the afterlives of Vico’s ideas, I follow
the explosion of what I call the ‘Promethean’ conception of knowledge and
history in the long nineteenth century in France. First, I shortly describe the
environment in which Vichian ideas were resurrected. I explain why a
reinvented Vico’s philosophy might have become indispensable in a bustling
new epoch of inventions, political transformations, and industry. Then
I focus on Marx’s reading of Vico and Marx’s earlier formulation of ‘praxis
epistemology’. Finally, I explore the philosophical synthesis of the French
engineer Georges Sorel, who connected Vico, Marx, and the American
pragmatists to formulate a new ‘praxis epistemology’ where human and
natural sciences could find a convenient and consistent integration.

3.2 Vico’s Ghosts

Paris is ‘the world’s thinking box’, wrote Honoré de Balzac in one of his
novels back in 1833.° As a melting pot of agitated minds and restless
crowds, the city offered a stimulating and chaotic space for rethinking new
forms of living, producing, and organising society. Throughout the nine-
teenth century, Paris was the most likely place to witness the emergence of
new ideas as the radical reassessment of old ones. While a twenty-six-year-
old journalist called Karl Marx was feverishly writing his notes on the
alienated condition of workers under capitalism, entrepreneurs, engineers,
and self-taught inventors were transforming the social and natural world.”
The most optimistic thinkers were busy celebrating the virtues of labour and
the benefits of material, technological, and scientific progress, but others
were determinedly denouncing the darker sides of modernity. The majority
agreed that the new age was an age of revolutions, industry, and human
scientific control of nature. The future belongs to those who gain knowledge
through production and labor. Even neo-idealist philosophers such as Victor
Cousin and Félix Ravaisson were inclined to acknowledge the role of labour
and action for the formation of human knowledge. Ravaisson, in his widely
read and influential Of Habit (1838), referred to Vico’s Antiquissima when
he observed that human understanding and activity ‘develop at the same

> For a more extensive discussion on the relations between Vico and Michelet, see Kippur 1981 and
Mali 2012.
¢ See Balzac 1972, 33. 7 1 refer to Marx’s The Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844.
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time and in the same direction’ (2009, 71). He emphasised that no theoret-
ical activity exists without prior human action. As John Tresch has convin-
cingly shown in his Romantic Machine (2012), the idea that we know
through manual labour and intellectual transformation was a leading idea
of many first-rate thinkers before and after the French restoration (Tresch
2012). Before Michelet crafted his Promethean view of history by translating
Vico in the late 1820s, the spiritualist philosopher Maine de Biran and the
physicist André-Marie Ampere developed fascinating epistemology that
emphasised the role of the muscles and of bodily movements in generating
basic and sophisticated forms of knowledge. Both engaged in assiduous
correspondence in which each influenced the other. De Biran updated
Descartes’s dualism and Kant’s transcendental philosophy by arguing that
the mind knows itself through the movement of the muscles and nerves.
He argued that the ego presupposes the existence of a cause:

[Olne can assure oneself that every phenomenon relative to consciousness . . .
includes necessarily the idea of a cause. This cause is 7 if the mode is active and
perceived as the actual result of a willed effort. It is noz-I if it is a passive
impression, felt as opposed to this effort or as independent of every exercise of
the will. (de Biran quoted in Copleston 1974, 28)

The 7 emerges out of willed actions and reactions, while the not-/ is pure
passivity. Ampere observed that the notion of matter as something external
to the subject results from our physical activities. In a letter Ampeére sent to
de Biran in 1815, he clarified: ‘Matter is the ensemble of causes that thwart
intentional movements. It is evident that its characteristic properties
[matter], impenetrability, can be conceived only after we feel it through
the production of movements, and these movements are stopped in some
proportion and felt as such. Indeed, it is the property of thwarting a willed
movement that we call impenetrability’ (Ampere, 324, in Barthélemy-
Saint-Hilaire 1866, my translation). Ampere argued that knowledge about
the external world (and about us) could not start from a purely introspect-
ive analysis. We know that we exist because physical reality opposes all
sorts of resistance. Our / and the world emerge from the clash between our
will and the ‘outer’ opposition to it. We know our egos by the interactive
mediation of our restless bodies. Following de Biran, Ampére pointed out
that the Cartesian cogito, ergo sum had to be replaced by a volo ergo sum,
where will itself is much more important than mere thinking.® It is by the

8 A labour approach to knowledge was not of the prerogative of French physicists. In the UK, the
physicist Oliver Lodge (1851-1940) held similar views. See Lodge 1889. I owe G. Gooday for
drawing my attention to this.
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act of our will and intentions, and therefore our focused movements, that
we begin to comprehend the surrounding world. The insight challenged
the absolute distinction between theory and practice, thinking and
making, and pure knowledge and technology. As Trench states, for
Ampere, knowledge is a sort of technology that, by using all kinds of

tools, transforms the way we perceive and understand the world:

[K]nowledge involved modifications to phenomena that were brought
about by humans’ willful interventions. Across the chain of causes leading
to knowledge, he identified modifications of different sorts: from the
experience of resistance the will encountered as it set the muscles into
motion; to the resistance of external objects; to the framing of regularly
appearing relations among these phenomena; to, ultimately, the extrac-
tion, care, transformation, and exploitation of the goods of the earth.
(Tresch 2012, 54)

A second interesting implication of Ampere’s insight is reconsidering the
subject/object dichotomy. The idea that we know while moving and
intervening implies that we cannot have a detached mind that contem-
plates the world. The object is the entity that resists and is somewhat
captured by, and somehow transformed by, our will. Objects and subjects
should not be conceived as two separate poles but as two interacting, co-
defining terms of a dynamic process. A third implication, which is not
explicit in Ampere but that can easily be extracted from his philosophical
perspective, is that knowledge is eminently situated and historically deter-
mined. If our cognitive products are rooted in our bodies, activities, and
technics, then it is natural to conclude that scientific knowledge depends
on our material and social environment, which is the outcome of many
historical contingencies. Overall, as Tresch demonstrates, the overcoming,
or restatement, of the dichotomies of theory/practice, subject/object, and
universality/historicity was not only the hallmark of Biran or Ampére alone
but also informed the cogitations of many first-rate scholars throughout
the nineteenth century. The idea that there was a constitutive link between
labour and knowledge, practice and theory, was firmly engrained in two of
the most important institutions: the Conservatoire National des Arts et
Métiers and the Ecole Polytechnique. Both institutions were founded in
1794. As an upshot of the French Revolution, the institutions promoted
the intertwining of craft, labour, and abstraction. They endorsed the idea
that knowledge is about work and transformation, not just detached
speculation. Tresch argues that the French history of physics and engin-
eering cannot be consistently severed from the development of those
institutions (Tresch 2012, 93).
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Of course, the so-called labour theory of knowledge (LTK onwards), as

understood by those thinkers and institutions, did not have any explicit trace
of Vico’s ideas.” Yet the wide circulation of these insights might explain why
Vico’s philosophy might have been so ‘attuned’ to the nineteenth century’s
epistemic speculations. The transversality of the LTK also explains why
many other scholars felt the need to read and publicise Vico. In France,
beyond Michelet and Belgiojoso, and especially after the 1840s, there were
at least three important figures who explicitly and creatively engaged with
Vico’s views: Karl Marx and the two Polytechnicien engineers Auguste
Comte (1798-1857) and Georges Sorel (1847-1922).

We ignore whether Marx was acquainted with de Biran or Ampere, yet,
while in Paris, he defended a sort of voluntarist metaphysics. By criticising
Hegel’s philosophy, Marx wrote in the Parisian manuscripts that to be a
subject was the equivalent of acting and reacting. An ego without an oppos-
ing resisting object is an abstraction. The / emerges from objective and
external ‘resistance’ “To be sensuous is to suffer ... man as an objective,
sensuous being is a suffering being — and because he feels what he suffers, a
passionate being. Passion is the essential force of a man energetically bent on its
object (1988, 155). In short, to be an 7 means to be a passionate and suffering
object! We also ignore when Marx read Vico for the first time."® We know
that he read Belgiojoso’s translation of the New Science sometime between
1844 and 1862 (Costa 1983). In a letter he sent Ferdinand Lassalle in 1862,
Marx advised the Prussian lawyer to read Belgiojoso’s translation, given that
Vico’s Italian was virtually unreadable: ‘... is written not merely in Italian
but in a very complicated Neapolitan idiom’, he glossed.”" As we will see in
Section 3.3, there is a fascinating parallel between Vico’s and Marx’s concepts
of ‘alienation’ related to labour practices and human history.

Comte manifested his interest in Vico’s New Science in a letter to John
Stuart Mill in 1844 (Haac 1995). Regretting that he had not read Vico
before, Comte pointed out that the New Science provided the first rudi-
ments for understanding social evolution by surpassing Montesquieu and
Condorcet. Reading the New Science, Comte was probably intrigued to
discover that Vico had suggested that there was not a universal and

? With the notable exception of Félix Ravaisson.

' In one of Marx’s Parisian manuscripts, the ‘Critique of the Hegelian Dialectic and Philosophy as a
Whole’, there is a passage that betrays a very probable reading of Vico before 1844: ‘Neither nature
objectively nor nature subjectively is directly given in a form adequate to the human being. And as
everything natural has to have its beginning, man too has his act of coming-to-be — history — which,
however, is for him known history, and hence as an act of coming-to-be it is a conscious self-
transcending act of coming-to-be. History is the true natural history of man’ (1988, 156).

! Marx quoted in Costa 1983.
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unchanging human nature. He taught that the human mind is intrinsically
historical. It changes with human needs, practices, and, of course, ideas.
He taught that the human mind has gone through three ages: that of gods,
that of heroes, and that of men. For Vico, each moment epitomised a life
form in which people perceived, thought, and acted accordingly. In the age of
gods, humans could not think rationally and spoke poetically, through
metaphors. The foundation of the first institutions and the violent struggle
among social classes characterised the age of heroes. In the age of man, we
observe the flourishing of reason and science. Like Vico, Comte believed that
the human mind had passed through three historical stages, which he called,
respectively, theological, metaphysical, and scientific. While Comte’s law of
the three stages is expressly fashioned around the way humans knew in these
different epochs, the social evolution of the human mind is conceived in a
strikingly similar way. But the coincidences between Vico and Comte go
beyond human history. As Tresch reminds us, Comte emphasises the
importance of human creations controlling and understanding the natural
world. Although Comte does not explicitly defend a maker’s knowledge
principle, he certainly defends the idea that humans are essentially makers.
Tresch writes: ‘Comte was a decisive contributor to the understanding of the
human as the technological animal — the being who intentionally remakes its
own environment, and itself, using machines’ (Tresch 2012, 255).
Humans, Comte believed, are at the summit of the animal series
because they can transform the environment in which they live. Humans
change nature, history, and themselves through socially coordinated
labour. Humans are essentially creative and technological animals, and
they know as long as they make and transform. No doubt, Comte found
other fascinating insights in the New Science. Yet he largely (and badly)
misread Vico. Comte’s grandiose progressive agenda was totally at odds
with Vico’s pessimist vision of history. Vico, in fact, had never believed in
linear and necessary progress. The three epochs of Vico, Gods, Heroes,
and Men did not outline a general trajectory of mankind but were
conceptual categories describing many different and often overlapping
histories and civilisations. In Vico, there was no unique history of human-
ity, but many stories, whether he referred to Scythians, Phoenicians,
Egyptians, Greeks, or Romans. Civilisations begin, grow, and die, all
passing through the three stages. For Vico, no final goal or destination
was contemplated or even contemplable. All civilised nations are doomed,
sooner or later, to fall into the barbarism that had initially produced the
conditions for their thriving. There was not one redeeming history of
humanity but many histories of unavoidable failures. When Comte
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realised the dim implications of Vico’s historical perspective, he preferred
to avoid further engagement with the New Science.

After Comte, the other Polytechnicien figure who did engage deeply with
Vico was Georges Sorel. In his Study on Vico, published in 1896, Sorel uses
Vico to revise Marxism and to probe the foundation of the natural and
social sciences. In Section 3.3, I combine the explicit and implicit threads
connecting Vico, Marx, and Sorel in France and elsewhere. I explore
how a neo-Vichian ‘praxis epistemology’ was radicalised and transformed
throughout the nineteenth century.

3.3 Vichian ‘Alienations’

At the end of Chapter 2, I briefly discussed the notion of ‘making’ in the
New Science. 1 have reminded that Vico referred to the making of ‘facts’ as
studied by philologists, and those ‘facts” were languages and deeds. I also
described Vico’s fascinating theory of metaphors, which, to him, were
projections of our body. Vico believed that the first uncivilised humans
lacked reason and abstraction. They were mainly guided by ‘vigorous
sensations and vivid imagination’ (Vico in Marsh 2013, [375] 144).
Primitive metaphysic was, thus, a sort of poetic wisdom where the world
was grasped through figures of speech. He provided linguistic examples
evidencing how the understanding of external reality was intertwined with
the human body, senses, and emotions. It is of little interest to note that
Vico’s linguistic analysis is entirely wrong. His claim that our bodies and
actions shape our languages is much more interesting. The knowledge we
have of the external world is something that is inevitably attached to our
activities. This premise allows Vico to hint at something extremely radical
that is coherent with what he had established in his New Science: know-
ledge, as a creative activity, is a sort of exteriorisation or projection of
ourselves into something else, whether it is a mathematical theorem, a
stirrup, a clock, or an experimental apparatus. The history of languages
witnesses the record of this epistemic process whereby humans came to
domesticate and understand the world through their material activities.
Primitive men and women, and then more civilised forms of humanity,
had their origins and limits in their practices. This idea, Vico observes,
conflicts with what philosophers have normally thought. Most metaphys-
icians, Vico observes, have supposed that through knowledge, man
becomes all things. But those primitive humans teach us the contrary with
their fantastic and poetic metaphysics. It was ignorance that forced
humans to become all things. While humans could not comprehend
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God’s creation, they made sense of it through their inventions and poetry.
But poetry, Vico points out, is nothing less than the Greek word for
creation (poiesis), which concerns both our minds and bodies:

[I]n the examples cited, man has reduced the entire world to his own body.
Now, rational metaphysics teaches us that man becomes all things through
understanding, homo intelligendo fit omnia. But with perhaps greater truth,
this imagination metaphysics shows that man becomes all things by not
understanding, homo non intelligendo fir omnia. For when man understands,
he extends his mind to comprehend things; but when he does not under-
stand, he makes them out of himself and, by transforming himself,
becomes them. (Marsh 2013, [405] 160)

What Vico is suggesting is powerful, simple, and apparenty counterintui-
tive."”> We do not grasp non-human things. Only God can understand
these. Yet the fact that we do not understand them does not mean that
the external world is forever inaccessible to us. We create languages, con-
cepts, and institutions to cope with this primordial deficiency. We invent
myths and stories; we employ figures of speech, such as metaphors, analogies,
synecdoche, and so forth, to make sense of the unknown (or unknowable).
We create abstract worlds, such as mathematics and geometry. We apply
these to the natural world and then learn to build complex things.
In so doing, we learn to think rationally and analytically. We gradually
abandon poetical and metaphorical language in favour of synthetic and
purely descriptive prose. In short, we learn to be rational. However, no
matter how far our abstractions lead us, the origins of thinking will
always be attached to our bodies and activities. Primitive metaphysics is
still unmistakably rooted in our modern languages, in the words we use
to describe the world. The knowledge of non-human nature is a mirror
of ourselves.

Yet while reading through Vico’s exceedingly dense paragraphs, some-
thing important can easily be missed. He writes: (M]an becomes all things
by not understanding’ (Marsh 2013, [405] 160) — that is, the anxiety of
non-understanding forces us to produce something. The anguish brought
about by ignorance triggers our inner productive drive. As God creates and

"* Vico probably knew the passage of Dante’s Monarchy, where the poet writes that ‘for in every action
the primary aim of the agent, whether it act because its nature compels it to or as a matter of free
choice, is to reproduce its own likeness . .. every agent, precisely as agent, takes pleasure in its own
action; for since everything which exists desires its own being, and in acting the agent’s being is in
some sense enhanced, of necessity pleasure ensues, since pleasure is always connected to something
which is desired. Therefore nothing acts unless it has the qualities which are to be communicated to
the thing acted upon’ (Dante 1996, Book I, XIII, 22).
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equally comprehends something different from himself (reality, nature,
etc.), distressed human beings create epistemic and concrete things they
can control and securely manage. But there is something deeper going on
in the process of production. Vico adds: ‘[W]hen he does not understand,
he [man] makes them out of himself and, by transforming himself,
becomes them’ (Marsh 2013, [405] 160). We might explain and unpack
the passage as follows: by creating their own artificial worlds, humans
‘emanate’ something of their internal nature outside themselves. Through
making, they humanise nature. Their productions reveal the stamp of their
will. The production of myths and fables is the offspring of ignorance but
also the mother of human understanding because we know by bringing
forth new things into the world. What Vico is hinting at (without seeing it
too clearly) is what Hegel would call sixty years later EntiufSerung (exter-
nalisation): namely, the projection of our inner nature into the world.
In the decade of the 1840s, this concept would be radically transformed by
a young Marx who, during his short stay in the Parisian Rue Vaneau,
concocted one of the most polemical ideas in his entire intellectual arsenal:
the concept of Entfremdung (alienation)."’

3.4 Labour and Knowledge

We do not know whether Marx read the whole of Vico’s New Science, and
we do not know whether he read this passage in particular. What we do
know, however, is that Marx was impressed by the idea that humans make
their worlds and, by making them, also make their own history
(Tagliacozzo 1983). Marx, like Vico, placed at the centre of his philosoph-
ical interest the notion of making the source of any abstraction and
speculation.”* And like Vico, Marx had been deeply impressed, while
writing his dissertation on ancient materialism, by the history of mankind
as it emerged from the pages of Book V of Lucretius’s Nature of Things
(On Lucretius and Marx, see Lezra 2018). For Lucretius, primitive humans
were essentially toolmakers surviving in a harsh and deadly environment.

' The possibility that in Vico we can find a seminal theory of alienation was noticed by Horkheimer
in his Beginnings of the Bourgeois Philosophy of History, published in 1930. In the short essay,
Horkheimer claimed for Vico: ‘[M]yth emerged as a reaction of fear to overpowering natural forces.
Humans project their own essence into nature, that is, natural forces appear to them from the
beginning as living beings wholly similar to themselves, except that they are stronger, more
powerful, and frighteningly real. Vico’s account, which anticipates Ludwig Feuerbach’s
anthropological interpretation of religion, is extraordinarily lucid and advanced’ (1987, 381-382).

* On the notion of knowledge in both Vico and Marx, see Bhattacharya 1983.
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Then they discovered fire, creating the first small communities through it.
Around the heat of a campfire, they learned to eat properly, to speak, to
socialise, and, thus, to think. And beyond the campfire, they built cities and
complex unequal states governed by deceiving priests and greedy aristocrats.
Civilisation not only transformed how humanity thought and dealt with the
environment, but it also transformed humanity physiologically and mentally.
Human beings in their origins were, Lucretius explained,

tougher than the man of today . .. They were built on a framework bigger
and solider bones, fastened through their flesh to stout sinews (199—-940).
Then, Lucretius went on: ‘As time went by, men began to build huts and
use skins and fire. Man and Female learnt to live together in a stable
union . .. Then it was that humanity first began to mellow. Thanks to fire,
their chilly bodies could no longer so easily endure the cold under the
canopy of heaven. Venus subdued brute strength. (2007, 202—1006)

Both Marx and Vico knew this passage well. The lesson for Vico was that
in human history, things precede ideas. We need to look at what humans
make and invent before assessing what they think and speak. The lesson for
Marx, instead, was that labour precedes ideas insofar as ideas themselves
percolate through the incessant activity of nature’s transformations and human
self-domestications. Both Vico and Marx profess a sort of Promethean con-
ception of knowledge, but they conceive of it in different ways.

When in the 1840s, Marx was writing his radical notes, which would
form part of what we call the Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844,
the labour theory of knowledge must have been hovering in his mind.
In Paris, as we have seen, Vico had become a sort of celebrity, thanks to
Michelet’s Promethean view of history. Different versions of voluntarist
metaphysics, which emphasised the role of action in knowledge, were
widely discussed among naturalists. The idea that humans are techno-
logical animals had been explicitly defended or implicitly assumed by
many important figures and institutions (Tresch 2012). I explore the
possibility that Marx’s notion of alienation, which he developed in one
of the most powerful and incendiary essays of the Manuscripts, ‘Estranged
Labour’, makes much more sense in the light of the Maker’s knowledge
tradition and the labour theory of knowledge in particular.

It is widely known that the notion of alienation had already had a long
history when Marx appropriated it in his cogitations.”’ Christian theolo-
gians measured the distance between humans and God in terms of

"> The history of the concept encompasses a large quantity of literature. For a recent and general
introduction, see Musto 2010, 2021.
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alienation (Mészdros 2006). Vico himself understood this too, but he gave
it a fundamental epistemic twist. For him, as we have seen before, the
impossibility of comprehending the natural world, which we did not
make, was itself the consequence of a primordial break from God’s
creations. We are essentially ‘alienated’ from everything we did not make.
As Vico conceived it, epistemic alienation could only be overcome by our
productive and creative drive. In the eighteenth century, social contract
theorists used the term ‘alienation’ to refer to the loss of natural liberties.
In contrast, political economists used it to refer to the transmission
(alienation) of property (Musto 2010). The development of the concept
was dramatically expanded by Hegel, who, in his Phenomenology of Spirit
(1807), distinguishes between estrangement (Entfremdung) and external-
isation (Entiusserung), which, respectively, refers to the fact that conscious-
ness is unable to recognise that it is composed of subjective and objective
elements, while externalisation concerns the process of consciousness’
objectivisation or projection into the objective world (Rae 2012).

Hegel believed that the history of man was a painful history of a struggle
for self-awareness and that self-awareness was achieved through a long
dialectical process that involved the crucial moment of ‘externalisation’.
In the great speculative history envisaged in the Phenomenology of Spirit
(1807), Hegel distinguishes between three cognitive moments: sensuous
consciousness, understanding, and reason. In the first moment, humans
experience the world immediately. They are so entrenched and intertwined
with the natural environment that they do not realise there is something
external to them. In the moment of ‘understanding’, humans realise there
is a difference between their minds and the world they perceive. The world
is not something immediately given but is appropriated by our conscious-
ness. In the third moment, reason, humans reach a higher integration
between subject and object, mind and world. Humans become properly
self-aware when they attain this higher unity between these initially
opposite things. The integration and unity of subject and object could
only be achieved through the self-projection of the self into the external
object. Self-knowledge requires the resistance of something standing before
us, which makes us aware of our individuality. In that sense, producing
something is equivalent to struggling against an opposing entity. Yet the
struggle harbingers knowledge and self-knowledge. Through its concrete
creations, the subject transforms nature and itself. Alienation, in this sense,
is the critical moment when the spirit recognises itself.

The highly speculative diachronic process of painful self-awareness
described by Hegel was famously simplified by Ludwig Feuerbach, who,
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in Essence of Christianity (1841) and then in Principles of the Philosophy of
the Future (1843), argued that God is nothing but the outward projection
of human nature. Feuerbach believed that humanity ‘alienates’ itself by
projecting its essence into an external, imaginary, abstract, and transcend-
ent entity. For Feuerbach, God is nothing more than an inward exterior-
isation of man, and alienation consists in the fictitious separation between
us and a product of our imagination that is capable, as fiction, of shaping
or determining our will and actions.

Religion — writes Feuerbach — is the disuniting of man from himself; he sets
God before him as the antithesis of himself. God is not what man is — man
is not what God is . .. But in religion, man contemplates his latent nature.
Hence it must be shown that this antithesis, this differencing of God and
man, with which religion begins, is a differencing of a man with his
own nature. (Feuerbach [1841] 2008, 33)

Yet Feuerbach did not conceive alienation as something inherent in
human production or action but as an ideological veil to be unmasked
and removed. Only by overcoming alienation can we achieve proper self-
knowledge.

Drawing on Hegel and Feuerbach, the young Marx entirely reframed
the concept of alienation. Unlike Hegel, Marx believed that the process of
self-awareness is not a journey of a mind discovering the world and itself
through multiple exteriorisations and interiorisations; it is rather the
material struggle of flesh-and-blood humans with a hostile and inhospit-
able environment. By assuming an LTK, where humans are conceived as
technological and creative animals, Marx de-theologised the despiritualised
Hegel. What remains universal, and what characterises the human species
as a whole, is its activity of projecting and objectivising itself into external
objects. For Marx, humans are essentially makers, and they know them-
selves and the world insofar as they ‘inject’ themselves into the world
through their productions. Through labour, humans objectivise, and thus
humanise, their essence into the world (Wendling 2009). As Marx power-
fully argues in the text ‘Estranged Labour: “The product of labour is
labour which has been congealed in the object, which has become material;
it is the objectivisation of labour’ (1988, 71). He clarifies this further a few
pages later: ‘[TThe object of labour is, therefore, the objectivisation of
man’s species life: for he duplicates himself not only, as a consciousness,
intellectually, but also actively, in reality, and therefore he contemplates
himself in a world he had created’ (1988, 77). Labour involves a sort of
externalisation of the labourer into the world. The whole process, by
shaping external matter, shapes human subjectivity too.
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At the centre of Marx’s history, there is neither the world-spirit
nor God, but practices and labour: the inexhaustible human energy
in bringing forth new things, new solutions, and, thus, new knowledge.
When in the spring of 1845, he scribbled on a paper the eleven theses on
Feuerbach that would serve as notes for The German Ideology, he made
clear that Feuerbach, like Hegel before him, did not consider the
centrality of making: ‘Feuerbach, not satisfied with abstract thinking,
appeals to sensuous contemplation; but he does not conceive sensuousness
as practical, human sensuous activity’ (1998, 573). Feuerbach still
conceived of experience as a relation between a detached subject and
the material world that it apprehends. He did not understand that we
experience the material world not through sensuous apperception but
through collective practice: ‘Social life — Marx jotted down in the 8th
thesis — is essentially practical. All mysteries which mislead theory into
mysticism find their rational solution in human practice and the com-
prehension of this practice’ (1998, 574). The world is not standing there
waiting to be analysed, classified, and subsumed under an encompassing
theory. It is constantly and inexorably transformed in the course of
human history.

Since the early 1840s the young Marx realised that knowledge of the
world is not about passive contemplation but is rooted in laboring prac-
tices. Then, in his Poverty of Philosophy, published in Brussels in 1847,
Marx observed that new historical epochs do not emerge in parallel with
new intellectual conceptions of the Spirit; they are prompted by new
inventions, which disrupt the old social relation and transform the sur-
rounding environment. New technologies generate a change in the pro-
ductive forces, which, in turn, transform societies and, therefore human
previous ‘nature’:

In acquiring new productive forces men change their mode of production;
and in changing their mode of production, in changing the way of earning
their living, they change all their social relations. The hand-mill gives you
society with the feudal lord; the steam-mill society with the industrial
capitalist. (2010, 73)

The very premise of historical materialism that Marx and Engels developed
in 1846, in the manuscripts structuring 7he German Ideology, is that
humans are essentially producers. Humans are not genuinely humans
unless they make the conditions of their own existence. The central insight
of historical materialism is that human history is the history of the growth
of human productive forces. Human history is discontinuous because
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every time the social formations organising those productive powers thwart
them, they are condemned to collapse. Every obstacle impeding the
development of the human inner drive to create is destined to be, sooner
or later, overcome. The history of humanity is thus a history of labour that
goes through four stages: primitive communism, ancient production,
feudal production, and capitalist production. Each stage is paralleled by a
specific social formation that guarantees the reproduction of human labour
powers. Marx believed that capitalism’s last phase, having opened extraor-
dinary possibilities for the material transformation of the world, was
increasingly binding and stifling human creativity.

Marx might have agreed with Vico that making and knowing are
synonyms, and he might also have agreed that knowing involves a moment
of exteriorisation. Yet the German philosopher went much further than
Vico by posing a fundamental question: if our labour activities determine
our subjectivity or essence, what happens when someone else ‘takes’ or
‘steals’ the products of our work? What happens when we are deprived of
our own externalised and objectified consciousness?

3.5 Vico and Darwin

By considering these questions, Marx could explore a dimension left
entirely open by Vico — and, for that matter, by Hegel and Feuerbach
later. He explored the psychological, social, and ethical implications and
consequences of a labour theory of knowledge. He considered the existen-
tial offshoots emerging from the relation between knowing and making.
The first obvious conclusion Marx drew was that if someone deprives us of
our epistemic or concrete products, she is not merely appropriating our
products; she is seizing us as makers. Unlike Hegel, who saw the two
processes of estrangement and externalisation as essential moments of
humans’ engagements with the world and themselves, Marx believed that
there was a fundamental difference between objectivation and alienation/
estrangement. While he maintained that objectivation was an essential
feature of the human species, alienation was the specific outcome of the
capitalist mode of production (see Wendling 2009). When the natural
and free humans’ drive to objectivise themselves into the material world
through labour is constrained, controlled, and taken away by someone else.
In the context of capitalist production, while the productive energies of
mankind were thereby boosted, humans were increasingly alienated from
their products and themselves. The epoch of the greatest inventions,
discoveries, and wealth was also the epoch of the greatest miseries and
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the most painful estrangement. The capitalist mode of production had
eventually to fall not because it was generically unjust but because it would
end up enslaving and alienating the whole of humanity — and therefore
stifling the very productive and epistemic energies that had initially given
rise to capitalism itself. No doubt, the concept of ‘alienation’ changed
dramatically between the Manuscripts and Capital, as many Marxologists
have convincingly stressed (Mészdros 1970; Mandel 1970; Musto 2021).
But it is important to linger on this concept because it resonates with
Vico’s epistemology and complements the LTK. If human labour were
only an activity performed to survive — or even thrive — in a hostile
environment, why would it be a problem to privatise its products? After
all, as Adam Smith had wonderfully shown in the eighteenth century, the
division of labour brought about an extraordinary increase in productivity
and wealth. If one social system can guarantee a better and more efficient
organisation for productive labour, why should we not celebrate it?
We should pay tribute to the virtues of modernity, whereby an army of
anonymous workers generate collective wealth and technological trans-
formations. In this sense, in the capitalist mode of production, the inner
creative human drive is developed, and the conjunction between practice
and theory is fully realised while humanity can fully control its history.
So why bother?

Marx’s answer is relatively straightforward, and we can understand its
dramatic tone only against the backdrop of the maker’s knowledge trad-
ition. Because labour is a defining existential activity, the ‘appropriation’ of
its products involves alienation. Labour, for Marx, is not only the mere fact
of producing or doing something to satisfy some contextual need; labour is
the creative act that defines human beings as a species.”® Human history
began with production when humans created and reproduced the material
conditions of their existence. To be, for Marx, is ‘to be either a producing
or a produced being’ (Lachterman 1983, 41). Non-producer humans

¢ As Arendt emphatically put it: “The very reason for the elevation of labor in the modern age was its
“productivity,” and the seemingly blasphemous notion of Marx that labor (and not God) created
man or that labor (and not reason) distinguished man from the other animals was only the most
radical and consistent formulation of something upon which the whole modern age was agreed’
(1998, 85-86). E. Grassi, who read Marx through Vichian lenses, saw the centrality of labour in
philosophy as the triumph of a humanistic conception of history. As he writes: ‘Marx conceives
labour as the expression of the human essence in its totality; in other words, he poses it as a
philosophical category. This is why he can, under certain conditions, condemn it as alienated
exteriorization. This theory, because it is a “humanist” theory, is the only one that can provide an
overcoming of alienation and reification’ (1978, 118, my translation). And again, ‘The real
humanisation of nature through labour represents the root of the real development of man; Vico
recognizes this reality as a historical reality’ (1978, 129, my translation).
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certainly existed and still exist, but they were not entirely humans to Marx
(Cohen 1978). If humanity is defined in terms of labour, then we might
expect that the alienation of labour must have vast consequences for
humanity itself. But in the 1840s, the young Marx could only abstractly
and vaguely imagine those consequences. Twenty more years were needed
to have a clear statement on what alienation really consists of, in all its
disturbing complexity (Dversveen 2021). In the 1857/58 Grundrisse, Marx
discovers the notion of ‘surplus value’, and in Capizal, in part VII, where
he addresses capitalist accumulation, he complements the idea of alien-
ation by observing that:

Since before enters the process, his own labour has already been alienated
[entfremdet] from him, appropriated by the capitalist, and incorporated
with capital, it now, in the course of process, constantly objectifies itself so
that becomes a product alien to him [fremder Produkt] ... Therefore the
worker humslef constantly produces objective wealth, in the form of capital,
an alien power that dominates and exploits him. (1990, 716)

By entering the capitalist machine, workers do not merely produce things
they cannot possess. Not only do they manufacture things that are alien
and alienating to them. What workers do in the capitalist mode of produc-
tion is to generate and replicate abstract value. In an advanced capitalist
system, alienation is more intense, not only because the capitalist takes over
the products but also because all the products are transformed into abstract
value. Workers participate in a process where the use value of real things
they fabricated is constantly reduced to exchange value. Concrete objects are
converted into something no worker can control or even understand in its
totality. The whole process generates a monstrous and alienating abstraction
that is above them, controls them, and, finally, devours them. Hence, in the
more mature Marx, alienation is reconceived as the outcome of economic
exploitation whereby the products are converted into the abstraction of
capital. The productive natural drive of humanity is stifled twice: first, by
taking out the concrete products made by the worker and, second, by
reducing them to a universe of numbers that transmogrify into an autono-
mous and abstract entity that feeds on the sweat and blood of the workers.
The realm of abstractions now controls the realm of everyday life, and the
power of the worker and its dignity is dramatically diminished.

In the 1850s, Marx also (presumably) discovered and read Vico’s New
Science (Pipa 1983). But while Vico is never mentioned in the Grundrisse,
he surfaces in a famous footnote included in chapter 15 of Capizal, where
Marx discusses the development of machine technology. The footnote
deserves to be cited at length and then carefully unpacked:
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Darwin has directed attention to the history of natural technology, i.e. the
formation of the organs of plants and animals, which serve as the instru-
ments of production for sustaining their life. Does not the history of
productive organs of man in society, of organs that are the material basis
of every particular organization of society, deserve equal attention? And
would not such a history be easier to compile, since, as Vico says, human
history differs from natural history in that we made the former, but not the
latter? Technology reveals the active relation of man to nature, the direct
process of the production of his life, and thereby it also lays bare the process
of the production of social relations of his life, and of the mental concep-
tions that flows from those relations. (1990, 493 n.4)

There are at least two fundamental points here that deserve to be exam-
ined. First is the connection between Darwin and Vico, and second is the
idea that different mental conceptions must be reduced to the history of
technology. For Marx, the connection between the British naturalist and
the Italian philosopher represents the continuity between natural and
human science under the aegis of practical, non-speculative materialism.
Marx believed that there is a deep continuity between natural and human
history. Humans are animals that have evolved from ‘lower’ ancestors or,
as Vico believed, developed out of savage beasts after the great flood. Yet,
with Vico, Marx maintained that the human world is much more compre-
hensible because we have made it. Along with Darwin, Marx maintains
that evolution is the history of forming the organs (natural technologies)
that sustain and reproduce life. But, following Vico, Marx suggests that the
evolution of those artificial organs, which consisted of a direct external-
isation or projection of natural organs, paralleled human social history.
Unlike animals, human technologies are not mere ‘adaptations’ because
they foster and shape social relations and human cogitations. While
non-human organisms developed diverse sorts of biological ‘technologies’
to ensure their survival and reproduction, humans produced all sorts of
non-biological artefacts to cope with hostile environments, from a simple
axe or hammer to the steam engine. The essential difference between
humans and non-human organisms is, for Marx, the fact that the former
are ‘free’ producers in the sense that their creations are not strictly and
necessarily tied to basic necessities.”” We might say that human

'7 In the Parisian manuscripts, Marx writes: ‘Admittedly animals also produce. They build themselves
nests, and dwellings, like the bees, beavers, ants, etc. But an animal only produces what it
immediately needs for itself or its young. It produces only under the domination of immediate
physical need, while man produces even when he is free from physical need and only truly produces
in freedom therefrom ... An animal’s product belongs immediately to its physical body, while man
freely confronts his product. An animal forms things in accordance with the standard and the need
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production escapes physical determinism, approximating itself to a sort of
‘creation’.

From the Manuscriprs in the early 1840s, Marx argued that human
history began with production, but z7ue (human) production is relatively
free and not immediately determined by the urges of the environment.
As Marx adds in The German Ideology, what humans are ‘coincides with
their production, both with what they produce and with how they pro-
duce. The nature of individuals thus depends on the material conditions
determining their production’ (1998, 37). By producing, humanity shapes
its biological and intellectual forms. In the years following 7he German
Ideology, Marx and his friend and sponsor Fredrick Engels updated and
sophisticated this stance. After reading Darwin’s Origins of Species, Marx
understood the importance of human hands for toolmaking, which was
the origin of the human ‘creative’ urge, which would lead to the creation of
a proper human world."®

The second fundamental insight we get from the long footnote is that
the practical adaptations stemming from human ingenuity, as testified by
the development of industry and technology, become the precondition for
the possible emergence of new cogitations and abstractions. While humans
produce, they modify their natural conditions and, therefore, their social
conditions. As Marx jotted in the Grundrisse: ‘Nature builds no machines,
no locomotives, railways, electric telegraphs, self-acting mules, etc. These
are products of human industry; natural material transformed into organs
of the human will over nature or human participation in nature. They are
organs of the human brain, created by the human hand; the power of
knowledge, objectified’ (1993, 706).

Darwin taught Marx that there is a continuous evolution of natural
technologies. Life is all about organised activities that aim to reproduce

of the species to which it belongs, while man knows how to produce in accordance with the
standard of every species and knows how to apply everywhere the inherent standard to the object’
(1988, 77).

As Engels recognised in “The part played by Labor in the transition from the Ape to Man’, in his
Dialectics of Nature: ‘Before the first flint could be fashioned into a knife by human hands, a period
of time probably elapsed in comparison with which the historical period known to us appears
insignificant. But the decisive step had been taken, the hand had become free and could henceforth
attain ever greater dexterity; the greater flexibility thus acquired was inherited and increased from
generation to generation. Thus, the hand is not only the organ of labour, but also the product of
labour. Only by labour, by adaptation to ever new operations, through the inheritance of muscles,
ligaments, and, over longer periods of time, bones that had undergone special development and the
ever-renewed employment of this inherited finesse in new, more and more complicated operations,
have given the human hand the high degree of perfection required to conjure into being the pictures
of a Raphael, the statues of a Thorvaldsen, the music of a Paganini’ (1976, 171).

18
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more life. Vico had taught Marx that humans know while making and that
humans make their own history. Marx developed both insights in two
radical ways: first, by relating non-human and human evolution to tech-
nology, and second, by showing how humans shape nature, themselves,
and their ideas through labour and technology. By criticising Feuerbach,
Marx had made clear that any cognitive secretion of the human mind, from
the simplest ideas to the highest scientific representations, is itself preceded
by human praxis — human beings’ drive to produce and reproduce their
conditions of existence: ‘[Wlhere would natural science be without industry
and commerce? Even this “pure” natural science is provided with an aim, as
with its materials, only through trade and industry, through the sensuous
activity of men’ (1993, 46). The detached ‘nature’ of the speculative
materialist, waiting to be discovered and understood, would be incompre-
hensible, unintelligible, without our artefacts. In Marx’s mind, Darwin and
Vico merge into one general argument at the service of a powerful critique of
the capitalist system, under which human beings’ technological and creative
urges are increasingly thwarted and degraded.

3.6 Sorel’s ‘Praxis Epistemology’

Like Comte, Georges Sorel had been a pupil of the Ecole Polytechnique,
but unlike Comte, Sorel had been deeply inspired by Marx. Born in
Cherbourg in 1847 (a year before Comte’s death), he became a civil
engineer of the Ponts et Chausées in Perpignan. He spent twenty-three
years of his life as a respectable technician and was virtually unknown until
he was in his forties when he decided to retire and dedicate his life to the
cause of philosophy and politics. From the 1880s onwards, he started a
prolific career as a scholar, writer, and what today we would call an activist,
defending many, often contradictory, causes. Famously — or infamously —
remembered for his Reflections on Violence (1908), which inspired anti-
democratic and even fascist movements, Sorel was a chaotic polymath who
wrote on many different issues — from religion to ideology, from law to
science — with mixed results. In the 1890s, he read Marx and then Vico
and was deeply impressed. Yet he did not read Marx and Vico only for
moral or political reasons. He read them because he felt that their
historicism had something important to say about the origin and nature
of scientific knowledge. Sorel combined the pragmatic education he
received at the Ecole Polytechnique with the materialist and historicist views
he inferred from those philosophers. The result was an eclectic philosophy
and history of science that sounds strangely contemporary.
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In his first epistemological paper, Old and New Metaphysics, published in the
Marxist journal L Ere nouvelle in 1894, he sketched out his future epistemic
agenda: Aristotle had defined human beings as social and rational animals; we
instead, Sorel argued, need to redefine man as a social labourer — as an animal
who uses her knowledge and skill as tools for adaptation to the environment.
Accordingly, science has to be conceived as a social adaptation to the physical
conditions surrounding us. Yet such adaptation is not individual but collective.
The new metaphysics must start from the premise that science is eminently
social and is based on concrete interests and practices. The relationships
between humans and the environment are never direct or transparent; rather,
they are social and historical. Furthermore, like other ‘superior’ organisms,
humans act and move into environments that have been transformed and
fabricated by earlier generations. A metaphysics that is incapable of recognising
the essental artificiality of the human existential and epistemic situation is
a fantasy. In short, scientific knowledge is collective, transgenerational, and
historically determined. The myth of the great isolated geniuses who transcend
average men and women, think, and invent independently from their social
collectives is a mystifying fiction. Any form of knowledge emerges from what
Sorel calls the ‘social milieu’: that is, the collective human environment,
composed of an assorted set of material and cultural elements.

Sorel believed that the essence of the new epoch was the ‘machine’,
which he considered a social invention capable of generating new and
unprecedented phenomena that are not expressed in nature. In Capizal, Marx
famously dedicated a whole chapter to the machine — the very same chapter in
which we find the long Vico footnote. Marx pointed out that the machine is
not simply a device imagined and then fabricated by a creative inventor.
Following Charles Babbage, who, in his On the Economy of Machinery and
Manufactures (1832), argued that mechanical devices imitate human labour
organisation, Machines are the product of an advanced division of labor, in
which human work is increasingly replaced by ingenious devices. Not surpris-
ingly, Marx defines the machine as ‘a mechanism that, after being set in
motion, performs with its tools the same operations as the worker formerly
did with similar tools’ (1990, 495). The historical implications of such a
definition are extremely insightful. The Industrial Revolution did not take off
because new machines (like the steam engine) were invented thanks to
discovering new scientific truths. The Industrial Revolution was the outcome
of a new, larger, and more efficient labour organisation, which made the
invention of those machines (and their scientific theorisation) unavoidable.
Human practice and collective work, prompted by new social and material
needs, trigger technological and scientific innovations.
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According to Marx, insofar as the progress of technology progressively
englobes skills and knowledge in the form of machinery, humans become
increasingly alienated by what they have produced. The machine, not the
makers, becomes the new agent driving production. The worker is there-
fore absorbed into the machine, becoming an automaton. Workers are
transformed into objects that have lost entirely the skill and knowledge
that initially inspired the device’s construction. Machines were not designed
to enhance living conditions but to extract more and more surplus value from
workers. As the handmaid of technology, science itself is put in the hands
of an intellectual aristocracy that contribute to alienating workers even more
from their products. Machines undermined workers’ intellectual abilities by
hiding the knowledge employed in building them. The hand is increasingly
and artificially severed from the mind.

Following Marx, Sorel believed that the invention and introduction of
machines in productive activities was one of the most important events in
modern capitalism. Yet Sorel did not draw the same pessimistic conclu-
sions as the German philosopher. He was much more interested in the
epistemic implications of machines than in their enslaving capacity.
The Sorelian machine was not necessarily a tool generating alienation.
Instead, Sorel claimed, it transforms nature into a social experience.
By constraining natural forces into determined and beneficial channels,
the machine changes our relationship with the world. It replaces human
energy with a more efficient sort of labour but also introduces new
epistemic tools for understanding nature. The industrial world can be
conceived as ‘an immense laboratory of physics where natural energies
act through artificial models . . . the machine is a rational representation of
the material powers’ ([1894] 1935, 205, my translation). We learn more
about the natural forces surrounding us as long as we produce. The
machine is more than a device performing labour: it is an instrument that
connects our concrete actions with our abstractions and, in so doing,
creates the conditions in which we have a different experience of nature.

The idea that machines and industry work out as epistemic systems go
hand in hand with the idea that in the whole history of knowledge, praxis
has constantly preceded theory. Sorel conceived the history of science as
the history of making and transforming both the environment and us.
He believed that by connecting scientific ideas with their different histor-
ical milieus, we will discover that the intellectual limitations of previous
scientific experiences were practical: ‘It could be useful to write a critical
history of the ancient science from the perspective of the action of the
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milieu; it seems to me that we could assess the deep causes that thwarted
the development of Greek mathematics’ ([1894] 1935, 219). If we are
interested in investigating the origins of ancient mathematics and geom-
etry, we should look at the practices, technologies, and necessities sur-
rounding those disciplines. Sorel observed that while the ancients did not
have advanced technologies or machines, they built complex edifices.
Their sophisticated houses, temples, gymnasiums, and theatres required
precision. Hellenic geometry presumably evolved from architecture. From
behind the Elements of Euclid, we might hear the noise of the stonecutters
shaping the appropriate forms for building temples and stadiums. The
same conclusions could be applied to other ‘theoretical’ fields: whether in
astronomy (related to the maritime industry) or physics (i.e., ballistics, the
weapons industry, etc.) or life sciences (medicine, agriculture, etc.). Sorel’s
argument is straightforward: if you want to understand and assess the
limitations of any cogitation, then consider the practices and technologies
that first shaped it.

Sorel went even further than that. He came to the radical conclusion
that the condition sine qua non for having any knowledge of the external
world is human beings’ artefactual drive. We think through artefacts, while
artefacts are a projection of ourselves: they embody how we think and
represent things. A machine, whether a building, a waterwheel, or a
locomotive, is a ‘discontinuous’ and modular device. It is made of different
assembled pieces. Each piece can be isolated and rearranged. Our artifices
make our non-human environment intelligible and, up to a point, domestic-
able. But Sorel wondered, is nature in itself discontinuous like our artefacts?
We will never know, he concluded. The artificial milien is different from
the natural milien. In the former, there is causal determinism and quantified
values, and it is mechanisable. The latter seems to be indeterminate, qualita-
tive, and chaotic. However, epistemic access to the natural milien passes
through the artificial milieu. The idea that human beings can directly know
nature through individual observations and theorisation is a mystification.
We know this through our highly socialised artefacts and practices. If we
could know the laws of human artefactual production, Sorel powerfully
concludes, we would solve the great problem posed by Kant: we would be
able to identify the basic conditions of all of the sciences. In fact, the
‘categories’ that the human intellect uses to organise the data of experience
are ultimately rooted in human labour and productions.

But Sorel felt that there was one missing piece in his new industrial
metaphysics: if nature can be understood through artefactual and
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mechanical categories, what about human sciences? Can we conceive the
history of human societies according to our industrial metaphors? What
about human freedom? Was Marx’s historical materialism sufficient to
answer those questions? In the Old and New Metaphysics, Sorel drafted
only provisional answers. He remarked that we are only free as creators of
our artefacts. We are free as makers, not as observers. The universe might
be run by determinist laws that we can only understand through our
determinist machines, yet those laws cannot account for our artefactual
creativity. They cannot explain our actions and preferences. In short, the
proof that human beings are not determined is artificial nature itself: ‘It is
the existence of the artificial milieu that is the fundamental condition for
our freedom . . . we are free in the sense that we can build devices that have
not referent in the cosmical milieu [nature]; while we cannot change the
laws of nature, we are master in creating sequences that have an order that
is distinctively ours’ ([1894] 1935, 264). The history of humanity, Sorel
imagines, is a history of technological creations, witnessing the irreducible
creative drive of men and women. Yet if the history of humanity is
characterised by intrinsic and profuse creativity, how can we ever have a
science of the social? We approach nature when we build instruments that
produce lawlike and determined relations, but what can we know about
the human world which escapes any plausible determinism? Here Sorel’s
answer was straightforward: study Vico."

3.7 Vico’s ‘Historical Materialism’

Sorel’s Study on Vico was published in 1896 in Le devenir social. This long
essay was the outcome of more than a decade of ruminations on Marx’s
historical materialism. Sorel had persuaded himself that re-reading Marx
through the lens of Vico would purify and protect the former from charges
of historical and technological determinism. One of Sorel’s intellectual
targets was Marx’s son-in-law Paul Lafargue. The year following Marx’s
death, Lafargue published a series of pamphlets where he disseminated
Marx’s ideas and, especially, where he propounded a deterministic view of
Marx’s historical materialism. This view deeply affected the early reception
of Marx in France.” In a short article published in 1903 in the Neue Zeit
titled Marx’s Historical Method (and then translated and published in #he

* On Sorel and Vico, see Berlin 1979c.
*® See Lafargue 1884, from which Sorel might have taken inspiration for his distinction between
natural and artificial milieu. See also Derfler 1998.
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International Socialist Review in 1907), Lafargue concisely resumed his
view by claiming that ‘[e]Jconomic determinism is a new tool put by
Marx at the disposal of Socialists to establish a little order in the disorder
of historical facts, which the historians and philosophers have been incap-
able of classifying and explaining’ (1907, 229). Lafargue enlisted Vico as
a precursor of Marx and all those who emphasised the existence of
historical laws, which determine human societies’ past, present, and future.
He wrote:

Vico, scarcely ever read by the philosophical historians, although they play
with a few of his phrases, which they interpret badly as often as they repeat
them, formulated in his Scienza nuova certain fundamental laws of history.
He lays down as a general law of the development of societies that all
nations, whatever their ethnic origin and their geographical habitat, traverse
the same historic roads; thus, the history of any nation, whatever is a
repetition of the history of another nation which has attained a higher
degree of development. (1907, 57)

And then concluded:

Lewis Henry Morgan, who probably had no knowledge of Vico, arrived at a
conception of the same law which he formulates in a more positive and
complete fashion ... Researches, continued for a century on the savage
tribes and ancient and modern peoples, have triumphantly proved the
exactness of Vico’s law. They have established the fact that all men,
whatever their ethnic origin or their geographical habitat, had in their
development gone through the same forms of family, property, and pro-
duction, as well as the social and political institutions. (1907, 258)

Lafargue believed that the fundamental idea of Marx was historical
materialism and, more specifically, the idea that history is subjected to
rigid laws akin to the laws of natural science. He misleadingly believed that
Vico had been a seminal advocate of such a view. For Lafargue, not only
Vico provided the practical foundations for the humanities, but he had
also shown that social sciences were underpinned by laws akin to those
existing in the physical sciences. For many nineteenth-century thinkers,
the idea of grounding social and historical knowledge into a lawlike
determinism was perceived as nothing short of a philosophical delusion.
In Section 3.6, we have seen that Sorel had wondered how we might
ground a science of society. He excluded the possibility that the latter
could be modelled on the approaches of natural sciences. Sociologists like
Emile Durkheim had famously claimed, in the Rules of Sociological Method
(1895), that the method of the social sciences could be assimilated into
those employed in the natural sciences. Sorel was highly suspicious of this
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possibility and criticised both Lafargue’s and Durkheim’s views.*" As he

wrote in the socialist Le devenir social in 1895:

If we were to operate like M. Durkheim and adopt a terminology borrowed
from physics, we would need, after having recognised the relevant (social)
groups, their tendencies, and the general features of their movements, to
determine their mass, their density, and their tension. There is a much
better way of proceeding. Institutions do not have mysterious origins. They
are human works: ‘Social relations” says Marx ‘are as much produced by
men as linen, flax, etc.’. (Sorel 1896 [2020], 15)

Sorel saw the project of resurrecting Vico as a double-scope agenda: first, to
reconsider the scientific status of the social sciences and, second, to reassess
Marx’s historical materialism as a viable tool for human sciences. Sorel was
not alone in this enterprise. He corresponded with two Italian scholars: the
Marxist Antonio Labriola and the historicist (and Vichian) philosopher
Benedetto Croce. The former row against the Lafarguean’s Marxist ortho-
doxy. He contended that Marxism, as a true philosophy of praxis, should
avoid any determinist interpretations that reduced everything to the eco-
nomic realm. Labriola thought that historical materialism was a philosophy
of practice based on the fundamental insight that practice and experience
precedes all sorts of abstraction and theory.”” But human practice could
not be harnessed by some deterministic scheme because it was eminently
creative and, thus, open-ended.”” Croce was even more radical.
He contended that if economic structures determine human praxis, then
there would be no freedom, and human history would be a prearranged
narrative sustained by universal (and fatalist) economic laws. Moreover,
Marx’s historical materialism, Croce contended, was not sufficiently
sophisticated to account for free, unpredictive, and idiosyncratic human
creativity (Croce 1900; Caserta 1983). Labriola, Croce, and Sorel agreed
that Marxism had to be radically renewed. The first step in doing so was to
consider the absolute centrality of human-free praxis in history. Marx had

** On Lafargue, Sorel, and Vico, see Brandom and Giordani 2019.

** On Labriola and Vico, see Carbone 2008.

*3 This was also the view of Mondolfo, which might explain his interest in Vico. See Mondolfo 1966.
As Labriola himself wrote: ‘So here, we have arrived once more at the philosophy of practice, which
is the pith of historical materialism. It is the immanent philosophy of things about which people
philosophize. The realistic process leads first from life to thought, not from thought to life. It leads
from work, from the labor of cognition, to understanding as an abstract theory, not from theory to
cognition. It leads from wants, and therefore from various feelings of well-being or illness resulting
from the satisfaction or neglect of these wants, to the creation of the poetical myth of supernatural
forces, not vice-versa’ (1907, 60).
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to be de-economised and humanised, and Sorel’s Study on Vico sought to
show how to envision a truly humanistic Marxism.

The first thing Sorel clarified, as against those who defended determin-
ism in the social sciences, was that the ‘social’ world — the world of human
praxis — could not be reduced to the physical one. The ontology of the
social world is essentially indeterministic. Free agency dominates human
history, and, as Vico had taught, human agency is not embodied in the
individual but in human institutions. From ethics to science, religion to
economics, politics to art, human beings’ multifaceted creative expressions
are conveyed by different sorts of historical institutions, whether rites,
laws, customs, organisations, professions, and so forth. The object of any
social science cannot be a quest for deterministic law but must instead
investigate how and in what circumstances human beings produce ideas,
things, and cultures through institutions. Sorel believed that this is one of
Vico’s philosophy’s central lessons, even though Vico’s New Science had to
be amended due to a few archaic and ‘unnecessary’ ideas: the conception of
providence in history and the idea of cyclical history. Only a purified (and
secularised) Vico could give us the philosophical tools we need to reassess
the Marxist conception of history and knowledge. Sorel suggested that
Vico had taught us that humans make their history, that art precedes
science, and that technology precedes metaphysics. He also taught us that
knowledge develops through social collectives and not individuals. Sorel
saw in Vico his theory of the artificial milieu. For him, Vico had hinted at
the fact that to make was equivalent to building up an artficial milien,
which is the condition for knowing the natural world:

When we experiment, we do not imitate nature; we make use of combin-
ations, and tools, which are really ours. We try to produce movements that
never take place in the cosmic milieu. Experimentation is therefore a
creation . . . we will never really know the cosmic world, but we must know
the artificial world because we make it ... [I]t is, however[,] interesting to
note — Sorel concluded — how little modern thought has been able to add to
Vico’s claim. (1896 [2020], 85)

In short, Sorel believed that by updating and secularising Vico’s philoso-
phy, we would get a sort of new ‘historical materialism’ that emphasises the
creativity and indeterminateness of human praxis in history. Vico’s phil-
osophy has the potential to conciliate the ‘apparent’” determinism of the
natural sciences and the intrinsic indeterminism of the human sciences.
In the last years of his life, Sorel’s revisionism of Vico and Marx led him
to consider a more radical epistemic approach: pragmatism. In 1921, one

year before his death, Sorel published Utility of Pragmatism. The book
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suggested that the future of epistemology and social sciences might be
found on the other side of the Atlantic, where Charles Sanders Peirce and
William James had devised a new philosophical method. As he had
previously done with Marx and Vico, Sorel injected into pragmatism his
own perspective. He believed that the pragmatists had diagnosed the ill of
the traditional theory of knowledge: the quest for purity against the
contamination of experience. From the Greeks onwards, to know some-
thing scientifically implied a process of purification from all the idiosyn-
crasies of our perceptions. The old philosophical school regarded the
epistemic process as a process of individual revelation of a world standing
before us, which could be apprehended and controlled with the right
intellectual tools. Sorel believed that Vico, Marx, and then the pragmatists
shattered this dream. Science is not about the disclosure of something
standing before us. It is about a practical activity where artificial and natural
worlds are confronted. Artificial nature has always preceded natural nature,
and the history of science is a testament to this principle, even when
philosophers have tried to hide it through over-intellectualistic views. Sorel
observed that behind the mathematical speculations of Pythagoras were the
practical concerns of architecture. Aristotle’s first cause of the universe, the
prime mover, was fashioned around the properties of a watermill. Euclid’s
geometry, as we have seen, comes from stonecutters, architects, surveyors,
and shipbuilders. Physics developed in the Middle Ages was directly linked
to the construction of efficient weapons. In modern science, the relationship
between practical necessities and mathematical modelling has reached
unparalleled heights. Science itself, Sorel concluded, is utterly and entirely
pragmatic because the history of science is nothing but the history of
different sorts of artificial natures: “The only veritable fact existing in the
history of sciences is the artificial nature that we constantly update with new
constructions to extend our power of control over matter’ (1921, 350, my
translation). The artificiality of science became even more evident with the
invention of the laboratory: the place where new entities are created,
decomposed, and analysed within a simpler devised environment.

As we will see in Chapters 4 and s, in the twentieth century, Marxist
and pragmatic interpretations of scientific knowledge did not depart much
from Sorel’s perspective, even though Sorel’s ideas on science were quickly
forgotten. Both Vico and Sorel shared a somewhat similar fate. Vico was
remembered as a baroque thinker who proposed an idiosyncratic and
insightful philosophy of history. Sorel is often remembered as a crank
who inspired violent far-right ideologies. However, both were deeply
interested in the theory of knowledge and sought to rethink more effective
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models fit for understanding the productive human drive. They were
protagonists of the maker’s knowledge tradition that swept through
Europe through the eighteenth century, intensified in the nineteenth
century, and branched off into diverse perspectives in the twentieth
century. Sorel was widely read among Marxists in the first decades of the
twentieth century. The young Hungarian philosopher Georg Lukdcs, who
in 1923 published the book considered by many as one of the foundational
texts of western Marxism, was one of them.



CHAPTER 4

Praxis Epistemology 1

From Vico to Marxism

4.1 Vico in Moscow

In the 1930s, the Soviet literary critic and philosopher Mikhail Lifshitz
wrote a long introduction to the first complete Russian edition of Vico’s
New Science." Lifshitz was a Ukrainian-born philosopher who ended up
teaching Marxism to art students at Vkhutemas, the Moscow art and
technical school founded in 1920. The school became a hub for avant-
garde movements such as modernism, constructivism, and rationalism in
Russia — trends that Lifshitz did not appreciate. In the late 1920s, as a
consequence of his conceptual misalignments with his colleagues, Lifshitz
was flagged as a right-wing deviant and moved to the Marx-Engels
Institute, where he shared the office with Gyorgy Lukécs, who turned
out to be a lifetime friend.” Lifshitz’s introduction to the New Science was
the crowning achievement of a vibrant debate that had concerned many
Russian scholars from the late nineteenth century onwards over the place
of Vico in the history of western philosophy.’ Lifshitz believed that Vico
had invented a new historical theory of knowledge because he was the first
to stress that human consciousness is not something given once and for all
but evolves over time. Vico’s book, Lifshitz emphatically argued, ‘is a
fantastic anticipation of that task of reconstruction of the history of human
thought, science, and technique ... it embraces the history of various

" The essay was prepared for publication in the 1930s. It was published in 1941 and translated into
English in 1948 (see Lifshitz 1948; Dmitriev 2016).

* On the intellectual and personal relation between Lifshitz and Lukdcs, see Ilés 1993.

? Alexander Dmitriev has recently chronicled the multiple ways Vico was enlisted and squeezed into
different projects and agendas before, during, and after Stalin’s terror (2016). Vico had been used as a
bulwark against the sociological perspective of Max Scheler, Karl Mannheim, and the so-called
vulgar sociologism of Valerian Pereverzev. Vico’s theory of ‘historical cycles’ was employed for
making sense of the last stages of capitalism. Other scholars used Vico’s philosophy of history to
enlighten the experience of the Russian revolution as well as the historical nature of the class struggle.
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sciences, the history of language, art and poetry, and of child’s develop-
ment, the history of the state, law, and material culture’ (1948, 394).

Lifshitz held there were at least three elements that made Vico an ideal
hero for the soviet revolutionary Pantheon and, eventually, a ‘precursor’ of
Marx and Engels. First, Vico was a man of the people, especially of the
underprivileged. He was not the philosopher-aristocrat who had inspired the
enlightened French bourgeoisie of the eighteenth century. His humble
origins made him wary of the sweeping prospects of infinite progress and
unimaginable wealth that ‘modern’ men could expect in the near future.
He did not buy the bourgeoisie dreams of indefinite perfectibility. Vico,
Lifshitz assured his readers, “... assigns the highest place to the “popular
wisdom” of the mass of people which makes history with its hands’ and, he
added: ‘. .. considered himself the ultimate type of thinker who comes to the
fore after the great burst of practical activity of his people is spent’ (19438,
397). Secondly, Vico did not trust Descartes’s bet that the only way out of
our ignorance and prejudice was to escape from the mess of human history
and take refuge in a transparent, pure, and self-reassuring ego from which
philosophical certainty is distilled in the form of numbers and geometrical
figures. Vico ‘did not attempt to purify the intellect of all historical stratifi-
cation in order to make it the property of mathematics and abstract morality’
(1948, 403). The ‘popular’ philosophy of Vico clashed with the Cartesian’s
fantasies of a world ruled by impersonal and arrogant rationality, the same
rationality that, while praising the marvels of a universal method for grasping
the truths of science, forgets ‘the calamities of primitive accumulation, the
pauperisation of the peasantry, the strengthening of religious fanaticism, the
decline of the art and free thought which the Renaissance had achieved’
(1948, 401). Thirdly, Vico recognised that human history was a history of
class struggle against oppression. The struggle ultimately involved human
masses and not enlightened and isolated individuals. Above all, Lifshitz
pointed out, Vico understood that the internal contradictions affecting social
classes were the fuel for historical novelties.

Lifshitz’s reading of Vico was interestingly biased and fuelled by his
militant anti-modernism, but he was far from being alone in considering
Vico as a reference against any blind faith for modern technology. Like
many other soviet and Marxist scholars (including Horkheimer), Lifshitz
read in the powerful final pages of the New Science a seminal critique of
capitalist society. In the last stage of civilisation, affected by what Vico
called the ‘barbarism of reflection’, the common sense that guaranteed
social cohesion was increasingly shattered and overcome by egoistic inter-
ests. In Vico’s words:
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Like beasts, such people are accustomed to think of nothing but their own
personal advantage, and in their extreme fastidiousness, or rather pride, they are
filled with bestial rage and resentment at the least provocation. Although their
bodies are densely crowded together, they live like monstrous beasts in utter
solitude of their private wills and desires. Not even two of them can agree
because each pursues his own pleasure and caprice. (Marsh, 2013, [1106] 488)

Of course, Vico was not referring to capitalism. Rather, he described the
last moment of a highly civilised, modern, and rational society where
scepticism has corroded all institutions and made communal life impos-
sible. Scholars like Lifshitz read in those pages the representation of the
final gasps of hyper-technological and heartless modernism spurred by the
capitalism mode of production.

In what follows, I have no intention of tracking down the complex web
of influences exerted by Vico on several Marxist scholars. My goal is
considerably less ambitious. I aim to provide historical and philosophical
evidence that Marxist epistemology and historiography of science were
largely consistent with the MKT that inspired Vico in the eighteenth
century. I show that Marxist scholars produced an extraordinary number
of historical reconstructions and philosophical analyses resonating with
many of the ideas discussed in Chapters 1—3: viz. the conviction that the
history of knowledge (as history zout court) is not the history of great
geniuses, but the history of collective actions; the belief that consciousness
of individual subjects is the product of a given society; the idea that
knowledge is more about making and doing than speculating and theoris-
ing; the idea that new forms of making and doing, and therefore thinking
and imagining, emerge throughout human history; and that all knowledge
is eminently historical and rooted into specific social relations and material
cultures. I posit that all these suggestions are the hallmark of the MKT
and characterise praxis epistemology. Scholars as different as Lifshitz or
the so-called father of Russian Marxism, Georgi Plekhanov; Marxist his-
torians; philosophers; and scientists like Boris Hessen, Nikolai Bukharin,
Benjamin Farrington, Lukdcs, Alfred Sohn-Rethel, and Max Horkheimer
(among many others) all subscribed to different versions of praxis episte-
mology. They accepted the Vichian insight that humans know what they
make, and by making, they transform themselves and the way they think
and act. They endorse the idea that human action expresses itself as
collective action and involves social and political struggles that lead to
new forms of understanding. In short, many first-rate soviet and Marxist
scholars (not all, of course) realised that, after all, behind and within
Marxism, there was a persistent Vichian conceptual core. Not surprisingly,
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Vico was often hailed as a forerunner of Marxist epistemology and histor-
ical materialism.

It would be utterly impossible to do justice to the wealth of Marxist
studies that have been issued since the 1920s in one chapter. I present only
a small fraction of the proposals, concerns, and reflections that have
characterised the Marxist tradition in the history and philosophy of
knowledge and science during the first half of the twentieth century.
My partial (and partisan) selection has been driven by my interest in the
MKT and the way the tradition shaped both Marxist epistemology and the
historiography of science. I am convinced that rereading these texts today
in the context of this tradition makes them much clearer and more
persuasive. For the sake of my exposition, I divide the Marxist tradition
into two main channels. The first kind has been principally engaged with
the origins and character of the natural sciences. It has generally addressed
the following questions: How did particular forms of scientific abstraction
become possible in the history of human knowledge? What kind of
material circumstances fed the production, selection, and success of spe-
cific ideas? The second goes a step further and explores the implications of
those abstractions for the social world by tackling the problem of
alienation in the capitalist mode of production. In this case, the main
question filling the mind of many Marxist scholars was: What kind of
critical consequences do such scientific abstractions have on our social
environment and ourselves as individuals? From Lukdcs to Horkheimer
and the Frankfurt School, the philosophical strategy has consistently aimed
to link harmful abstractions to the experience of social alienation. I show
that both channels, that is, the origin and implications of common and
scientific abstractions, explored issues that Vico himself had addressed in
the eighteenth century.* The arguments followed the very same logic
I introduced in Chapters 1—3: our understanding of physis is rooted in
human historical and situated zechne. However, in the Marxist tradition,
we have a fascinating twist. In the Marxism of Lukdcs, Horkheimer and
Alfred Sohn-Rethel, the abstractions that reveal or represent physis, and
that had ultimately emerged from historicised zechné, become a source of
alienation and domination. Vico’s ‘barbarism of reflection’ coincides with
the insidious technocracy prompted by the capitalism mode of production.

* We will see that many western Marxist scholars did know Vico, especially, Farrington, Lukdcs, and
Horkheimer (beyond, of course, Marx himself and Sorel, who, in turn, had inspired the young
Lukdcs).
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4.2 London, 1931

In the summer of 1931, a Soviet delegation of leaders and scholars travelled
to London to participate in the Second International Congress of the
History of Science and Technology. The episode has been widely explored
from different perspectives (Crowther 1970; Werskey 1971; Schaffer 1984;
Graham 1985; Melcon 2004; lenna and Rispoli 2019). What has been less
explored is how those soviet scholars revived and used an old epistemological
tradition. Undoubtedly, the immediate context affecting their lives funda-
mentally shaped their opinions.” Yet the strong epistemic convictions
held by the Director of the Industrial Research Department and Supreme
Economic Council, Nikolai Bukharin, and the Director of Physics Institute
at Moscow University, Boris Hessen, were much older in origin. Most of
the cogitations held by those scholars can be best understood when situated
into Marx’s version of the MKT that we explored in Chapter 3. Bukharin’s
first paper at the London session, Theory and Practice from the Standpoint
of Dialectical Materialism, is an extraordinary document demonstrating
such a connection. The paper is an ambitious and programmatic statement
on the future of epistemology and the history of science. It represents a
strong positioning of what scientific knowledge is and should be. Of course,
Bukharin did not rely on Vico but on Marx’s version of praxis epistemology
(especially on what Marx put forward in his theses on Feuerbach). However,
as we will see, Bukharin’s claims touched on many points explored by Vico
himself, although we have no evidence that the soviet revolutionary was
acquainted with the Neapolitan philosopher.

Bukharin denounced what he called ‘the gospel’ of traditional episte-
mology, namely the idea that knowledge begins with ‘pure’ sensations.®

> In Moscow, for example, the debates dividing Machists versus Leninists. For an analysis of the
proximate environment affecting those scholars, see Ienna and Rispoli 2019.

¢ Many of the insights we find in this paper were already put forward six years carlier in Bukharin’s
Historical Materialism: A System of Sociology. As Bukharin wrote then: “The following principle is of
fundamental importance: every science is born from practice, from the conditions and needs of the
struggle of life on the part of social man with nature, and of the various social groups, with the
elemental forces of society or with other social groups’ (1925, 161). Bukharin showed that all
scientific discipline ultimately derived from some original social and practical need: [T]he interests
of production gave the first impulse to the growth of science. Practice created theory and impelled it
onward’ (1925, 162). The passage is worth quoting in full because it is a concise manifesto of the
Marxist conception of scientific knowledge: ‘Astronomy arose from the need of finding one’s
bearings by the stars in desert plains, from the significance of the seasons in agriculture, the need
of a precise division of time (astronomical control of clocks, for instance), etc. Physics was intimately
connected with the technique of material production and warfare. Chemistry arose on the basis of an
expanding industrial production, particularly mining; the beginnings of chemistry are already found
in Egypt and China, in the manufacture of glass, dyeing, enameling, the production of paints,
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He questioned the empiricist myth that we are individual subjects receiv-
ing some unmediated information from the ‘outside’. He claimed that the
concepts of 7, ‘my’, and ‘given’ needed to be reassessed and replaced by
‘we’, ‘our’, and ‘made’. He believed that traditional epistemologists had
concocted a sort of fake Robinson Crusoe who knows through his individ-
ual and egotistic brain holding his own, given sensations. Bukharin argued
that real, empirical flesh-and-blood subjects have experiences that include
individual and collective practices. The ego contains the ‘we’ of society and
the experiences as transmitted by previous generations. In the so-called
individual experience of the 7, we get in one stroke history and society.

metallurgy, etc.; the word chemistry is derived from chemi, “black”, thus suggesting its Egyptian
origin. Alchemy is found among the ancient Egyptians, the outgrowth of the desire to find the law of
transmutation of metals into gold; in the Fifteenth Century, chemistry was much aided by medicine.
Mineralogy arises from the use of metals in production, and their study for purposes of production.
Botany originally consisted of a knowledge of healing plants, later of useful plants, still later, of plants
in general. Zoology developed from the necessity of understanding the useful and harmful qualities
of animals. Anatomy, physiology, pathology, started from practical medicine (the first “specialists” in
this field were Egyptian, East Indian, Greek and Roman physicians, such as the Greek Hippocrates,
the Roman Claudius Galenus, etc.). Geography and ethnography were developed by trade and
colonial warfare. The ablest commercial peoples of antiquity (for instance, the Phoenicians,
Carthaginians, etc.), were also the best geographers. Geography was neglected in the Middle Ages,
a great renewal of interest in the subject coming in modern times, beginning with the Fifteenth
Century, in the era of the colonial wars waged by the trade-capitalist nations, and the half~
commercial, half-predatory, half-scientific voyages connected with these wars. The voyages and
discoveries were performed chiefly by the predatory commercial nations; Portugal, Spain, England,
Holland. Ethnology was also encouraged by colonial policy, the practical question being the learning
of a method of utilizing savages for labor for the advantage of the “civilized” bourgeoisie.
Mathematics, the science that is apparently most remote from practice, was nevertheless of
practical origin; its original tools were those first used in material production; the fingers, hands,
feet (counting on one’s fingers), the quinary, decimal, vigenary systems; the original designations for
the angles, etc., after the bend in the knee; units of length: the ell, foot, etc. The material basis of
mathematics was the needs of production: surveying (“geometry” means “carth-measurement”), the
erection of buildings, measuring the content of vessels, shipbuilding; still earlier, the number of
cattle; in the commercial period, commercial arithmetic, inventory, balance-sheet, etc. The Egyptian
and Greek geometers, the Roman agrimensores, the Alexandrian engineers (for instance, Hero of
Alexandria, who invented a sort of steam-engine) were simultaneously the first mathematicians. The
case of the social sciences (as already discussed in our Introduction) is in no way different. History
arose from the need of knowing the “destinies of nations”, for purposes of practical politics. Legal
science began with the collection and codification of the most important laws, again for practical
purposes. Political economy arose with capital™ ism, originally as a science of merchants, serving the
needs of their class policy. The philological sciences arose in the form of “gram mars” of the various
languages, as a result of commercial relations and the requirements of intercourse. Statistics began
with merchants’ “tables”, each dealing with a specific country (likewise, the first beginnings of
political economy; one of the earliest economists, William Petty, calls one of his works: “Political
Arithmetic”), etc. New sciences are arising from production before our very eyes, for in— stance, the
technical experiences acquired in the application of the Taylor system give rise to so called psycho-
technics, the psychophysiology of labor, the theory of the organization of production, etc.” (1925,
162). For a historical contextualisation and overall assessment of Bukharin’s Historical Materialism,
see Cohen 1980, especially chapter IV.
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In that sense, any sensation is ‘impure’ from the beginning and any preten-
tion of ‘purity’ is a spurious and misleading abstraction. Furthermore, real
and empirical subjects do not observe ‘nature’ from above or beyond; they
‘function’ in nature before even being aware of the existence of a theoretical
relation between an abstract ego and reality itself. As Bukharin explained,
human beings, ‘like other animals, they begin by eating, drinking, etc. —
i.e., they do not “stand” in any relationship, but function actively, with the
help of their actions take possession of certain objects of the outside world,
and in this way satisfy their requirements’ (2013, 13). The ‘functionality’ of
human agents is expressed through practices aimed to change the external
environment for their own reproductive use. The primacy of practice in
knowledge was strongly emphasised when addressing the nature and role
of theorisation and abstraction. For Bukharin, we do not think and then act;
we act by thinking insofar as our speculations are themselves a condensation
of practices. Theory and practice ‘are the activity of social man ... and
theory is accumulated and condensed practice’ (2013, 13).

While epistemologists had traditionally wondered how cognition was
possible and how the mind could ever represent a supposed ‘independent’
world, for Bukharin, the relevant question was how action, and not
thinking, was possible. He suggested that to address that sort of issue,
we need a new praxeological epistemology, and this epistemology had to
take into account both history and society.” History, because — in a very
Vichian fashion — ideas (and scientific ideas) come out from the ‘produc-
tion of things’. The ‘mode of conception’ — writes Bukharin — follows the
‘mode of production’. Society because specific forms of consciousness
emerge from collective material practices. Bukharin was convinced that if
we accept a praxeological epistemology, namely a theory of knowledge
centred on human practices, the old question about the existence of the
external world is futile. The external world (whatever we mean by that) is
whatever emerged from our social and historical practices. What we call

7 In those very same years, a still young Chinese leader, Mao Tse-Tung, reached the same Bukharin’s
conclusions: ‘Before Marx, materialism examined the problem of knowledge apart from the social
nature of man and apart from his historical development, and was therefore incapable of
understanding the dependence of knowledge on social practice ... Marxists regard man’s activity
in production as the most fundamental practical activity, the determinant of all his other activities.
Man’s knowledge depends mainly on his activity in material production, through which he comes
gradually to understand the phenomena, the properties and the laws of nature, and the relations
between himself and nature; and through his activity in production he also gradually comes to
understand, in varying degrees, certain relations that exist between man and man. None of this
knowledge can be acquired apart from activity in production’ (Mao Tse-Tung 1937, 1).



4.2 London, 1931 125

nature and reality are themselves historical and practical categories.
In short, an epistemology conceived in terms of praxeology begins by
accepting as an obvious fact that we are deeply engaged with the world.
To deny this simple fact, Bukharin added, would put ourselves against all
human practices because practice is ‘an active breakthrough into reality,
egress beyond the limits of the subject, penetration into the object, the
“humanising” of nature, its alteration ... practice is the refutation of
agnosticism, the process of transforming “things in themselves into ‘things
for us, the best proof of the adequacy of thought, and of its truth —
understood historically, as a process”™ (2013, 17).

Such an ambitious philosophical framework had to prepare the stage for
introducing a truly materialistic historiography of science. This discipline
had to emphasise that all general theory emerges from situated practices
and social needs. A field that had to assume that science is not a contem-
plative, idealistic enterprise but rather a concrete tool for struggling against
nature because ‘science’ ultimately reproduces social life. Thus, all sciences
are the consequence of socio-technical needs, and those needs are them-
selves the outcome of the change of productive forces: ‘the practice of
material labour is the basic motive force of the entire process as a whole’
(2013, 23). Capitalism was the outcome of a general and progressive
reorganisation of productive forces, which hugely affected how people
acted, thought, experienced, and then represented the world. Modern
science developed gradually from the technical need imposed by the
extension of markets and production growth. New practices blossomed
out of new needs, making new cogitations possible.

Bukharin also prepared the stage for Boris Hessen, who would squeeze
Bukharin’s broad and vague philosophical framework into a specific
example: the origins of Newton’s Philosophiae naturalis principia mathe-
matica. We know that Hessen’s paper was a blast for the British public.
Influential scholars such as John D. Bernal, Joseph Needham, and science
journalist Gerald Crowther, who provided the first description of the
meeting, were deeply impressed by Hessen’s talk (Melcén 2001, 2004;
Freudenthal and McLaughlin 2009). As Freudenthal and McLaughlin
argue, Hessen’s essay ‘was notorious from the day it was published.
It had an immediate and lasting impact on the participants of the conference
at which it was presented. It was widely read in the 1930s and is still widely
known — at least in facile misrepresentations’ (2009, 27). Unfortunately,
one of the most persistent misrepresentations was the portrayal of Hessen’s
paper as one of the earliest examples of an ‘externalist’ history of science.
Pablo Melcdn has defined it as the ‘myth of externalism’, namely the idea
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that Hessen provides a so-called external sociological analysis about the
supposedly ‘internal’, and exclusively rational, development of science
(Melcén 2001). The myth was built by some immediate readers who
believed that Hessen reduced everything to the economy or, to put it more
clearly, scientific ideas were reduced to some specific ‘external’ social sources,
which questioned the ‘inner’ purity and objectivity of the scientific enter-
prise. The misunderstanding of Hessen’s essay was probably due to an
anachronistic (and idealistic) reading that ignored the philosophical contents
of historical materialism as well as the MKT. Once we put Hessen’s paper in
the right context, we would immediately realise that 7he Social and Economic
Roots of Newton’s Principia had nothing to do with the ‘externalism’ of many
sociological studies of science that followed World War II.

If we understand Bukharin’s philosophical framework that Hessen
shared, there is nothing external to the dialectical relation between practice
and theory. If we accept Bukharin’s idea that abstraction results from
condensed practices as motivated by new needs and requirements, then
there is nothing to discriminate between internal and external. There is
one great historical space where practices, ideas, subjects, and objects interact
in all sorts of ways. If; in this philosophical framework, we ask ‘where do
Newton’s ideas come from?’, the answer cannot simply be ‘from Newton’s
brilliant brain’. Of course, we can all agree that Newton had an extraordin-
arily creative mind, but from Hessen’s (and Bukharin’s) historical perspec-
tive, this was the least interesting thing. From a materialist viewpoint, no
world of minds, spirits, and abstractions parallels a world of things. The
things that make up our world have a constitutive influence on how our
minds work (independently of their inner talents). To use a more recent
philosophical metaphor: naturalists are not brains in a vat. They are people
living and engaging in particular social and historical settings, and, as such,
they share a common ‘consciousness’. We should keep in mind that one of
the basic insights of Marx was that historically given forms of consciousness
are the result of situated material conditions of life and not vice versa.
Hessen faithfully follows the German philosopher by noting that ‘practice
should not be explained by ideas, but on the contrary, ideological structures
should be explained by material practices’ (Hessen in Freudenthal and
McLaughlin 2009, 43). Hence, Hessen believed that the history of science
could not be reduced to a history of ideas. Rather, the history of science is
the history of those material practices underpinning and shaping specific
cogitations. Newton’s own ideas could only be understood by rooting
them in the concrete, technical, and social world in which he lived. The
great Bukharinian argument behind Hessen’s historical reconstruction of



4.2 London, 1931 127

Newton’s feat is that new demands posed by a growing economic system
provided the conditions for the emergence of new technical problems that
could have been solved by new intellectual tools. New scientific fields,
conceived as an ensemble ideas and abstractions, are rooted into specific
technical problems generated, in turn, by new industries, forms of commu-
nication, navigation, transport, mining activities, war, and so forth.

The lesson we might extract from Hessen’s paper can be condensed as
follows: if you want to understand the genesis of Newton’s ideas, you need
to start looking at the technical issues of his time and then observe how
those issues were articulated with physical theories. In early capitalism, for
instance, communication and transport became increasingly important.
This implied various issues that could not be solved with simple artisanal
know-how but required scientific and sustained attention. If, for example,
we consider the necessity to improve water transport, then we can discrimin-
ate a series of issues that artisans and naturalists need to address, that is, the
tonnage capacity of boats, their stability, navigability, manoeuvring, and so
forth, and more reliable forms of orientation in the high seas. Furthermore,
improvements in transport require the construction of better canals connect-
ing the sea with internal cities. Hessen claimed those technical issues
connected with emerging scientific fields such as hydrostatics, hydrodynam-
ics, and celestial mechanics, In parallel, the development of industry and
the expansion of markets demanded better technologies for metal extraction:
‘By the 16th century, the mining industry had become a complex organism
whose organisation and management required considerable knowledge’
(2013, 48). The mining industry nurtured the development of mechanics
and statics, hydrostatics, and aerostatics. Finally, the expansion of the war
industry expected the parallel development of new weapons and more
resilient fortresses. Ballistics was one of the most important new scientific
fields shaped by very concrete problems concerning the development of
more reliable artilleries: ‘Galileo gave the world the theory of the parabolic
trajectory of a projectile; Torricelli, Newton, Bernoulli, and Euler studied
the flight of a projectile through the air, air resistance and the cause of
deviation of the projectile’ (2013, 50). Hessen showed how those practical
issues trickled down through Newton’s highly abstract cogitations contained
in his Principia, which was also motivated, Hessen argued, by Newton’s
lifelong interest in technology.® The highly rarefied ideas contained in

8 Hessen mentioned Newton’s letter addressed to Francis Aston as evidence of Newton’s interest in
technical issues (see Hessen 2013, 57). Then, Hessen showed how technical issues informed the
different contents of Newton’s Principia.
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Newton’s book entertained an unmistakable link with the more prosaic,
though still extraordinarily important, issues of his time.

Hessen did not reduce all abstractions to one or more technical prob-
lems. He also recognised that ideological, philosophical, and religious
elements played a role in the making of Newton’s Principia. While he
accepted Marx’s distinction between structure and superstructure, he gave
it a flexible interpretation:

[T]he economic situation is the basis. But the development of theories and
the individual work of a scientist are also affected by various superstructures
such as the political forms of the class struggle and its results, the reflection
of these battles in the minds of the participants — in political, juridical,
philosophical theories, religious beliefs, and their subsequent development
into dogmatic systems. (2013, 62)

Newton was a naturalist with deep religious concerns, which shaped the
kind of science he did and accepted. While economics and technology opened
space for new ways of thinking and doing, existing ideologies (pre-existing
traditions of thought, whether religious or philosophical) did affect how those
ideas were formulated, selected, justified, communicated, and, eventually,
transmitted to younger generations. Ideas do not just breed other ideas in a
vacuum. Ideas can shape other ideas only in a concrete context populated
with practices, inventions, and technologies. For Hessen, Newton’s theory
of universal gravitation could be interpreted as a condensed system of
thought grounded in several practices and inventions and, parallelly, forged
and strengthened by religious and philosophical beliefs. In this sense, in
Newton’s world (as in the world of any other naturalist), things preceded
thoughts, practices preceded theories, technologies preceded abstractions, and,
altogether, the interaction of all those elements constituted the whole history
of objects and ideas. In short, we understand Hessen’s historical narrative
if we grasp Bukharin’s philosophical framework. Yet, if we follow the MKT,
we understand much better what Bukharin and Hessen were proposing.
Hessen, along with Bukharin and Marx (and, for that matter, Vico in
the eighteenth century), asserted that science was not about a passive
representation of the external world; rather, it was about the production
and transformation of both the social and natural world. In this process
of material transformation, there were no ‘external’ or ‘internal’ aspects to
discriminate against. As will become evident in Section 4.3, when we sever
practice from theory, and therefore manual from intellectual labour, the
distinction between the ‘internal’ and ‘external’ of scientific activity inevitably
emerges. This distinction is the offspring of an idealist view of knowledge.
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4.3 ‘Hands’ and ‘Heads’ in the History of Knowledge
(and Science)

Bukharin stressed that the separation between theory and practice was
a historical phenomenon due to the development of late capitalism.
He contended that, while science did emerge from practice, the rupture
between theory and practice occurs with a ‘definite historically transitory
“mode of production, with the bifurcation of labour into intellectual and
physical labour™ (2013, 27). The only way to again reunite theory and
practice, intellectual and manual labour, in science was, Bukharin con-
cluded, the triumph of socialism. Whereas a socialist form of production
and organisation would include the whole mass of workers in higher
education, in capitalist societies, the productive system fed on the division
of classes, which thwarts any attempt at integration between heads and
hands. He believed that idealist historiographies and epistemologies of
science justified the way science was performed under capitalism, an
individualist, contemplative, and supposedly neutral enterprise whereby
concrete needs are artificially separated from pure thoughts. For Bukharin,
the task of the Marxist historian and philosopher was to reveal how such an
ideological perspective of ‘neutrality’ was the outcome of a specific social
framework, which tends to hide the ‘instrumental’ nature of science (and
knowledge more generally). In this sense, history of science and epistemology
were conceived as ideological and philosophical battlefields where new forms
of thinking and doing could be imagined for inspiring social change. The
rationale behind the idea that scientific knowledge developed out of a
virtuous relation between hands and heads fed upon the assumption that
science declines when manual and intellectual labours are severed, when
dogmatic forms of speculative approaches are imposed by a class of reckless
‘savants’ who are interested more in managing people than improving nature.

Unlike the Marxists of the Lukdcsian school, scholars and revolution-
aries like Bukharin were imbued with fervent enthusiasm for the natural
sciences. They believed science to be inherently positive. It freed humanity
from dogmatism, superstition, and scarcity. It made humans more critical,
refined, and aware of their own environment and nature. Those Marxists
agreed with most of the 1930s British Marxism of the likes of John Bernal
and Joseph Needham that science, correctly used and understood, was the
way out of capitalist degeneration. The capitalist mode of production had
created the social conditions for the emergence of scientific knowledge in
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. However, in the twentieth cen-
tury, capitalism was killing science. With the development of capitalism,
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science needed to be protected because new forms of pernicious ideologies,
severing laborious hands from restless minds again, did succeed. The
minds of great ‘entrepreneurs’ — now empowered with technology —
owned thousands, if not millions, of hands (with their obedient brains).
The extraordinary concentration in few hands of wealth that the applica-
tion of science and technology supplied threw Europe and the world into
cyclical recessions, bloody uprisings, and self-destructive wars. Science
under capitalism was used against and not for the great mass of people.
It was employed for private profit and petty interests, not for human
progress and emancipation from toil. The only way to save science (and
humanity) from the mortal claws of capitalism was the institution of
socialist state. Natural sciences could only thrive again in socialism.
In short, overcoming capitalism was the only way to keep minds and
bodies together.

The Irish historian Benjamin Farrington and the Austrian physicist
Edgar Zilsel were two distinctive examples of this philosophical and
historiographic orientation. The former was a classicist who wrote seminal
work on ancient Greek science, while the latter was a physicist-turned-
historian who drafted an original overview of how science emerged after
the Middle Ages. Born in 1891 in Cork, Farrington started his academic
career at the University of Cape Town. The almost twenty years spent in
South Africa made him an idiosyncratic Marxist, distant from the British
Marxist circle dominated by figures such as Bernal, J. B. S. Haldane, and
Needham. In 1936 he emigrated to the UK. He taught at the University of
Bristol and University College, Swansea, where he died in 1974.
He published his most important books on science’s ancient and modern
history in Britain. One thread connects his first and seminal Science in
Antiquity (1936) to his studies on Francis Bacon: the relationship between
making and knowing, and, therefore, manual and intellectual labour.
Farrington was inspired by Italian philosopher Rodolfo Mondolfo, whom,
at the end of his career, he defined as ‘the great master in our age of the
history of ancient philosophy’ (1967, XIII). Farrington used Mondolfo’s
works in his historical reconstructions, and, perhaps through Mondolfo, he
might have known Vico, whom Farrington considered the figure who ‘saw
more clearly than Bacon that science and human history are not achieve-
ments of single men, but of the whole society. Later philosophers like
Hegel and Marx extended these ideas’ (1967, 312).

Farrington provided an original — and still deeply instructive — narrative
of Greek science and philosophy as rooted in everyday practices and
technologies. In one of his most mature books, Greek Science: Iis
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Meaning for Us, published in 1944, he synthesised the seminal ideas he had

been developing since the 1930s. For him, ancient science was not the
crowning achievement of great contemplative minds such as those of Plato
or Aristotle; rather, science sprung from the skilled hands of thrifty and
often anonymous artisans: ‘Science has its origins in techniques, in arts and
crafts, in the various activities by which man keeps soul and body together.
Its source is experienced, its aims are practical, its only test that it works’
(Farrington 1944, 18). Farrington claimed that the new philosophical
outlook that underpinned scientific activity first emerged in Ionia in the
sixth century BC, where a community of thriving merchants and artisans
started to apply, metaphorically, the technical processes of labour to
understand the natural world. He supposed that a new social configuration
produced new kinds of enterprising and, and the same time, contemplative
men who, in turn, provided new kinds of abstractions. No doubt, other
civilisations have developed sophisticated forms of knowledge provided by
skilled technicians and practitioners. There were competent architects,
mathematicians, astronomers, and physicians before the Greeks. But
Farrington observed that these practical arts were not used to provide a
unitary and naturalistic explanation of the cosmos. Cosmology was con-
ceived as the province of myth and religion. Practitioners did not inspire
the cosmogonies concocted by sacerdotal casts — those cosmogonies that
underpinned and justified the political structure of society. But in Ionia
something entirely new happened. Some specific social conditions unex-
pectedly converged: ‘Political power was in the hands of a mercantile
aristocracy, and this mercantile aristocracy was actively engaged in pro-
moting the rapid development of techniques on which their prosperity
depended. The institution of slavery had not yet developed to a point at
which the ruling class regarded techniques with contempt. Wisdom was
still practical and fruitful’ (Farrington 1944, 35).

New kinds of thinkers emerged in this context, especially in Miletus.
They were not mystical and contemplative priests, but restless and pro-
ductive men interested in the arts and crafts. Thales was a ‘businessman’
who improved the Egyptian’s techniques of measuring land through
geometry and perfectioned the art of navigation by the stars (1944, 36).
His highly abstract idea that water was the principle of all things emerged
out of the practice of draining swamps. He believed that ‘the earth and
everything else had to be formed out of the water by a natural process, like
the silting up of the delta of the Nile’ (1944, 37). Anaximander followed
Thales’s path. His entire cosmology was inspired by the ‘potter’s yard, the
smithy, or the kitchen’ (1944, 38). His disciple, Anaximenes, rooted his
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very abstract idea of air or ‘mist’ as the origin of everything in the technical
process of ‘felting woven materials by pressure’ (1944, 39). His hypothesis
was based on his observation that the processes of condensation and
evaporation were accompanied by heat and cold. Heraclitus of Ephesus,
in turn, framed his cosmology around the element of fire out of his
observations of the behaviour of the strings in the bows and lyres:
‘According to Heraclitus, there is in things a force that moves them on
the Downward path to Earth. The existence of matter in any particular
state results from a balance of opposing forces, of tensions. Even the most
stable things in appearance are the battleground of opposing forces, and
their stability is only relative’ (1944, 40). lonians, Farrington concluded,
developed a new natural philosophy deeply engaged with techniques and
labour. By rejecting mythology and religion as sources of explanations,
they embraced technology as the source of fertile analogies for grasping
natural phenomena.

Farrington noticed that the Ionian’s ‘miracle’ was soon overcome by
new mysticism that severed technology from thought, practice from
theory, and manual labour from intellectual labour. Pythagoras and
Parmenides had been at the forefront of such a counterrevolutionary
movement, which aimed to disentangle philosophical speculation from
technology and experience. The former replaced the concrete element with
abstract and mystical numerology, while the latter denied any relevance of
concrete experience for any reliable knowledge. Parmenides, Farrington
argued, was against ‘science’ (as understood by Ionians) because he was
worried about the atheistic consequences of such a philosophy, which was
limiting the power of gods on nature. While the Ionians emphasised the
centrality of movement, flow, the concreteness of things, practices, and
experience, Parmenideans embraced eternity, stillness, logical purity, and
contemplation. His world was totally alien to the world of inventors,
practitioners, and technicians. Farrington observed that to address the
rarefied world of the mind, the Eleatic philosopher invented a new
powerful ‘technique’ that would become the principal tool of the philoso-
phers in the years to come: the logical argument. The tool reached its
perfection through the sophisticated dialogues and teachings of Socrates,
Plato, and Aristotle. Knowledge increasing became the province of pure
thought and not the province of craft. Farrington concluded that the new
ideal of science that those philosophers put forward fed on a society
divided between citizens and slaves, between proper intellectuals and
forced labourers. For the lonians (and pre-Socratics), science and know-
ledge had to do with intelligent practices and arts. For Plato, and his
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followers, real knowledge was about ‘talking consistently’, that is, about
‘being able to give the right answers to any questions that might be asked.
The rightness of the answer mainly depended on its logical consistency’
(1944, 141). This sort of intellectualisation of knowledge was paralleled by
a new idea concerning the right use of science. For Plato and Aristotle,
philosophy did not serve humanity’s interests because the activity of
thinking was tailored for the leisured classes. Real philosophy only begins
when men have no needs to satisfy, no menial preoccupations to address,
and no practical labours to perform. By replacing the hand’s labour with
the brain’s sole activity, knowledge becomes increasingly abstract and
isolated from the needs and interests of most of the population. The chief
role of knowledge becomes managing and controlling people, not improv-
ing their life.

For Farrington, the separation of hands and heads deeply shaped Plato’s
and Aristotle’s philosophies. In the former, the distinction between soul
and body mirrors the distinction between master and slave. In the latter,
the difference between matter and form, whereby form rules over matter,
echoes the relationship between the proper citizen and the slave (or
woman). While we can rightly admire the great dialogue of Plato and
the sharp treatises of Aristotle, we should not forget that they express a
strong ideological stance that was generally inimical to science. The
separation of practice and theory reflects a separation between social
classes. Such separation is often strengthened by rational and abstract
philosophies aiming to justify the privileges of the ‘intellectuals’, and
classical philosophy was done in the latter’s interests. Ultimately, the
decline of the Greek scientific world could be ascribed to the uncontrolled
increase of slavery as a mode of production, which was powerfully legitim-
ised by political force assisted by the power of logical arguments.
Furthermore, the cleavage of hands and heads, which we observe in both
Greek and Roman societies, prevented any further development of science:

The ancients rigorously organised the logical aspects of science, lifted them
out of the body of technical activity in which they had grown or in which
they should have found their application, and set them apart from the world
of practice and above it. This mischievous separation of logic from the
practice of science was the outcome of the universal cleavage of society into
freemen and slaves. (1944, 303)

Except for Alexandria and the Hellenistic period, which was character-
ised by a productive interaction of hands and heads, Farrington concluded
that only in the Middle Ages and Renaissance did the scientific spirit
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emerge again. When the institution of slavery came to a dramatic halt, the
convergence between manual and intellectual labour could be resumed.

Edgar Zilsel’s historical analyses began precisely when Farrington ended.
Born in 1891, the same year as Farrington (one month later), Zilsel was
an Austrian Marxist. He managed to migrate to the United States after
the Anschluss. While in New York, Zilsel approached Horkheimer in
his relocated Institute for Social Research, then hosted at Columbia
University. Horkheimer put Zilsel in contact with the Rockefeller
Foundation, which granted him a fellowship for his studies on the origins
of natural science. In the few years that Zilsel lived in the United States
before his suicide in 1944, he worked on his great book project, The
Sociological Roots of Modern Science. Zilsel managed to draft the book, but
he did not complete it. We only have scattered fragments, and a prelimin-
ary paper Zilsel managed to publish in the American Journal of Sociology
two years before his death (see Zilsel 2003). The paper presents, in its most
accomplished form, the argument that natural science only emerged when
the hands of the artisan met the brain of the scholar. Zilsel pointed out
that science developed from a social class mixture prompted by the
development of the capitalist mode of production. His argument paralleled
Farrington’s analysis of the ancient world. Early forms of merchant capit-
alism created the conditions for making new subjects and new ways of
doing and thinking. Something qualitatively new between the Middle
Ages and the Renaissance happened: ‘Economic competition dissolves
the collective feudal society and especially the medieval guilds. This
destroys the collective mindedness and traditional thinking of the
Middle Ages, furthers individual thinking, and is the presupposition of
scientific criticism’ (Zilsel 1942, 3). From the collapse of the old feudal
world emerged a new order where quantification, calculation, and meas-
urement replaced medieval men and women’s qualitative, imprecise,
unmathematical world. Science itself was the offspring of such a new
world. In the period from 1300 to 1600, Zilsel noticed three domains of
intellectual activity began to converge: the domain of the university
scholar, still imbued with scholasticism; the domain of the Aumanists,
who were essentially functionaries who worked at the service of courts or
the Pope; and, finally, the domain of the craftsmen and artisans, whom the
previous two groups traditionally despised. However, the needs prompted
by capitalism — principally the expansion of the market through new
technological inventions — squeezed these three forms of intellectual and
manual labour into a common agenda:
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The two components of the scientific method were still separated: method-
ical training of intellect was preserved for upper-class learned people, for
university scholars and humanistic /izerati; experiment and observation were
left, more or less, to plebeian workers. Real science is born when, with the
progress of technology, the experimental method of the craftsmen over-
comes the prejudice against manual work and is adopted by rationally
trained university scholars. (1942, 5)

In the Renaissance, the precursors of this movement were the so-called
superior artisans — those artist-engineers who painted frescoes, cast statues,
and built cathedrals while, at the same time, raising fortresses, weapons,
canals, boats, and all kinds of sophisticated artefacts. Figures such as
Filippo Brunelleschi, Leonardo da Vinci, and Leon Battista Alberti were
the distinguished representatives of this new group of learned craftsmen.
But the true accomplishment of the modern scientific spirit only becomes
explicit with Galileo Galilei in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. ‘As
a young professor of mathematics and astronomy at the University of
Padua, he lectured privately on mechanics and engineering and established
working rooms in his private house where craftsmen were his assistants —
the very first university-laboratory’ (1942, 5). Galileo opened up a new
intellectual space where many other scholars — including the physicist
William Gilbert and physician William Harvey — would follow. The
Galileo of Zilsel was very similar to the Galileo of Vico: a man who
understood by making and explained by experimenting, an ingenious
naturalist. who lived amid technical objects and inspired craftsmen.
As Farrington had previously shown in his studies of science in antiquity,
the scientific approach requires the articulation of brains and hands, of
theory and practice, technology and speculation. Zilsel applied the same
argument to modern science by adding that this articulation worked in
modernity also because ‘capitalist economy weakens collective minded-
ness, magical thinking, traditions and the belief in authority, which
furthers mundane, rational, and causal thinking, individualism and
rational organisation’ (1942, 6). Like Farrington, Zilsel saw a force of
emancipation from dogmatic traditions and thoughts in the early forms
of merchant capitalism. Natural science and its methods emerged from the
society that capitalism had been shaping since the fourteenth century.

As we will see in Section 4.4, while agreeing with Farrington and Zilsel
about the genesis of science, other Marxist scholars were much less con-
vinced about its supposedly ‘emancipative’ virtues. Neither Farrington nor
Zilsel addressed the consequences and implications that the new way of
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thinking and doing, the new scientific outlook, could have on individuals
and society. Their enthusiasm for the natural sciences did not let them see
that science does not necessarily free people and can also enslave them
more. After all, other Marxists noticed that modern science prospered with
capitalism for a reason: science had been the handmaid of capitalism at the
service of profit. With its powerful techniques of quantification and
abstraction, it became the perfect instrument for controlling human
labour, mind, and, therefore, the whole society. The minds of a handful
of masters managed millions of hands all around the globe. Bukharin,
Hessen, Zilsel, Farrington, and many other Marxist scholars addressed the
question of how scientific abstractions emerged. But they did not tackle
the most fundamental question about how those abstractions were used as
tools for exploiting human beings. In short, they did not consider the
relationship between scientific abstraction and alienation.

4.4 From Abstraction to Alienation

The idea that the capitalist mode of production had introduced a new way
of experiencing and understanding nature and society was shared by many
Marxists. The Hungarian philosopher Gyérgy Lukdcs was perhaps one of
this idea’s most enthusiastic and influential advocates. His collection of
essays, History and Class Consciousness, first published in 1923 and con-
sidered one of the founding documents of western Marxism, is a sort of
philosophical monument celebrating and criticising the thorny powers of
scientific abstractions in the modern world and, more specifically, in the
world shaped by the bourgeoisie. Andrew Feenberg once defined Lukdcs’s
Marxist project as characterised by the virtuous integration of two funda-
mental discoveries: ‘the first of these, which he attributes to Vico, holds
that society is a human product’, while the second discovery, which is
attributed to Ricardo and Smith, supposes that one aspect of society, that
is, the economy, can be understood scientifically, like a product of natural
sciences (Feenberg 2014, 261). No doubt Ricardo and Smith were
common references among Marxist scholars, while Vico was not necessar-
ily so. Apart from Marx, Lukdcs might have known Vico through Georges
Sorel, whom he read in his youth.” Then, during the year spent in Moscow
after the 1930s, he might have discussed his work in Moscow with Lifshitz
and other scholars of the Marx-Engels Institute. What cannot be easily

? ‘[Tlhe contradictions of my social and political views brought me intellectually into contact with

Syndicalism, and above all with the philosophy of Georges Sorel’ (Lukécs 1971, X).
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denied is that Vico is a recurrent presence of Lukdcs’s philosophical
explorations, together with the most conspicuous figures such as Kant
and Hegel. Yet what concerns us here is not to provide a general introduc-
tion to Lukdcs” philosophy but instead to explore how he connected, in
one single and mostly coherent framework, human labour, knowledge,
consciousness, practice, and history, providing an original and powerful
praxis epistemology."®

Like many other Marxists of his generation, Lukdcs held that capitalism
had opened a new phase in human consciousness. Capitalism was not
merely one form of economic and social organisation, among others; it was
a complex and variegated cultural system that worked as a sort of ‘tran-
scendental’ prism through which the world appears in a distinctly specific
form. Along with Georg Simmel and Max Weber, Lukdcs argued that the
modern world, as issued from merchant capitalism, was a world of
numbers, mechanisms, pragmatic rationality, and bureaucracy, where
everything tends to be understood in quantitative terms. The reality
addressed by the natural sciences, which from the late eighteenth century
had increasingly colonised the so-called moral sciences, was a reality of
independent, discrete, and pure facts. Just as the use value of a sensuous
and concrete object was reduced to its abstract exchange value as issued
using money, the qualitative world of nature and society was reduced to a
world of bare numbers and facts. The mathematical and mechanistic view
of the universe, so celebrated by the apologists of the scientific revolution,
was the outcome of such a gigantic cultural shift — provoked by the
triumph of capitalism — that was the base of what Lukécs called ‘reifica-
tion’. In his larger and probably most famous essay, ‘Reification and Class
Consciousness’, Lukdcs pointed out that the modern world was, and still
is, a reified world where, as Marx himself put it: ‘Quality no longer
matters. Quantity alone decides everything: hour for hour, day for day’
(Marx quoted in Lukdcs 1971, 90). The concept of time changes and, with
it, the notion of space: [T]ime sheds its qualitative, variable, flowing
nature; it freezes into an exactly delimited, quantifiable continuum filled
with quantifiable “things” (the reified, mechanically objectified “perform-
ance” of the worker, wholly separated from his total human personality): in
short it becomes space’ (1971, 90). This world of fragmented ‘things’ as
represented by the natural sciences was a consequence of merchant capit-
alism and, ultimately, of the labour processes it shaped. In a capitalist
world, commodities ‘no longer appear as the products of an organic

"® For a more recent introduction to Lukécs’s philosophy of praxis, see Kavoulakos 2018.
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process within a community. They now appear, on the one hand, as
abstract members of a species identical by definition with its other
members and, on the other hand, as isolated objects, the possession or
non-possession of which depend on rational calculations” (1971, 91).

The reified world concocted by the capitalist mode of production
required that the labour process be parcelled out. Workers were also split
and organised according to their specific tasks. The objects produced
by these workers were stripped of their concrete properties and perceived
solely in terms of exchange value. The world of sensuous things was
reduced to abstractions (exchange values replacing use value). Overall,
the production process isolated the workers from each other and their
own products, ultimately leading to the radical separation of human
beings from nature. Lukdcs added that this reality, deprived of all its
qualitative sensuous properties and reduced to bare quantities, led to the
‘bureaucratic’ and ‘reified” world of the bourgeoisie. For Lukdcs’s con-
ception of human knowledge, the concept of ‘reification’ was absolutely
crucial. This is because Lukdcs believed that reification was responsible
for the ‘contemplative’, that is, idealist thought of the bourgeoisie
as powerfully expressed by Immanuel Kant. The German philosopher
had devised an idealistic epistemology where the subject was artificially
separated from the object, and the role of practices and labour was
entirely dismissed.

Along with Bukharin, Lukécs argued that the so-called reflection theor-
ies of knowledge, which supposed that an individual knowing subject
represents an independent world out there, missed the fundamental point
that we are not contemplative beings but transformative agents operating
in a community. As agents, we fundamentally grasp ‘external’ reality
through purposive activities and shared practices. The reified social reality
produced by capitalism led us to perceive this world as a world of inde-
pendent facts, which could be ordered, organised, and then employed to
support one or more theories. Indeed, the reality perceived by the empiri-
cist (or the positivist, Lukdcs added) was a reality made of bare facts. But
the simpleminded empiricist, who dreams of formulating a definitive or
fundamental theory of the world, was unaware that the reality she observes
was a ‘reified’ reality created by the capitalist order. It is easy to forget —
Lukdcs admonished — that:

The ‘pure’ facts of the natural sciences arise when a phenomenon of the real
world is placed (in thought or reality) into an environment where its laws
can be inspected without outside interference. This process is reinforced by
reducing the phenomena to their purely quantitative essence, to their
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expression in numbers and numerical relations. Opportunists always fail to
recognise that it is in the nature of capitalism to process phenomena in
this way. (1971, 6)

Facts of the empirical sciences are not the hard rocks on which theories
are proved or disproved. They are created through a historical process of
practical and intellectual purification. Facts are concrete or conceived
‘abstractions’ in the sense that they are ‘extracted’ or ‘derived’ from the
continuous flux of history. The ‘metaphysics’ of facts is a bourgeois meta-
physics based on a previously reified reality.”" Facts, Lukdcs argued, are:

the product of a definite historical epoch, namely capitalism. Thus when
‘science’ maintains that the manner in which data immediately present
themselves is an adequate foundation of scientific conceptualisation and
that the actual form of these data is the appropriate starting point for the
formation of scientific concepts, it thereby takes its stand simply and
dogmatically on the basis of capitalist society. It uncritically accepts the
nature of the object as it is given and the laws of that society as the
unalterable foundation of ‘science’. (1971, 7)

The argument Lukdcs develops through his essays could be brutally relayed
as follows: the early merchant capitalism and the state capitalism create
what he called a new ‘form of objectivity’, namely a new form of percep-
tion, understanding, and engagement with reality based on a layer of
abstractions. The objects we use and share in everyday life are reduced to
commodities, and commodities are perceived in terms of exchange value.
They are reduced to universal and abstract quantities. The social process of
‘reification’ consists of this reduction of the natural and social world to
mere and simple ‘factuality’, where the abstracted ‘facts’ can be handled
and ordered within a deterministic framework. The very same process that
reduces things to abstractions inspires methods and contents of natural
and social science with their idealistic epistemologies justifying them.
‘Reflective’ theories of knowledge harmonise well with a reified world
created by capitalism. In this context, the separation between subject and

" We should not confuse Lukdcs’s discussion on the purported ‘construction’ of facts with the more
recent forms of social constructivism. As Andrew Feenberg has clearly shown, Lukics was not
suggesting that all knowledge needs to be reduced to social conventions: ‘Lukdcs insists the social
involvement of the subject is a necessary precondition for knowing, and not just a barrier from
which “pure” science would have to abstract. This is a meta-critical reconstruction of the concept of
knowledge in the relative, under a finite horizon, rather than a skeptical critique of human limits in
the light of an unattainable absolute truth’ (1971, 77). We can extend the same consideration to any
or most Marxists treated in this chapter. Social constructivism, in fact, is entirely at home with an
idealistic conception of knowledge, where minds and hands are separated.
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object, theory and practice, and minds and hands obeys the logic of the
capitalist mode of production. The historical process of reification has
fundamental consequences for the way society is organised. Scientific
abstractions function as ideological frameworks for human alienation.
In the capitalist mode of production, they contribute to alienation by
facilitating social reification, reducing everything — including humans — to
commodities. Any human objectification or creation indeed involves some
form of alienation. However, in the capitalist mode of production, alien-
ation goes beyond anything humanity had known before because it
permeates the entire society (not only the less-privileged ones). Capitalism
can only survive in a mechanical universe where everything can be separated,
quantified, and appears in the form of ‘objective’ facts, which are connected
by impersonal causes that can be deterministically ordered and predicted.
Perhaps the most disturbing implication of the whole argument is that
science and technology, as practised and applied under capitalism, further
humanity’s alienation.

Like most of his fellow Marxists, Lukdcs concluded that the only way
out of the enslavement of abstraction and alienation was socialism. In a
socialist world, we would immediately understand that ‘“facts’ are not given
but produced. We would see that knowledge in general, and scientific
knowledge in particular, is about making and not speculating. We would
perceive that the foundation of reality is essentially historical. We would
appreciate that the method of science is, and must be, dialectical. In short,
in a new socialist state, we would necessarily develop a new philosophy, a
philosophy of praxis that is essentially transformative. The new philoso-
phers would realise that the great philosophical antinomies we inherited
from ancient and modern philosophy are not merely theoretical anti-
nomies. Philosophical contradictions are the sublimation of social contra-
dictions that reverberate in our consciousness. As such, traditional
dichotomies such as object and subject, value and fact, theory and practice,
and freedom and necessity cannot be solved in the realm of theory but only
in the world of practice through the transformation of society. Only with
the proletariat’s triumph and the reunification of heads and hands will
humanity finally transcend those dichotomies and realise the unity or their
necessary intertwinement. For Lukdcs, in this grandiose and somewhat
overambitious scheme, Vico appears as the philosopher who can help us
comprehend the contradictions generated by modern philosophy, which
found their more consistent formulation in Kant’s transcendental philoso-
phy. Lukdcs felt that Vico’s verum ipsum factum principle provided the
tools for transcending the Kantian dichotomies between noumenon and
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phenomenon, as well as between subject and object and fact and value
(Lukédcs 1971; Damiani 2002). A subject who knows insofar as she makes
is someone who does not need those distinctions anymore. But more
fundamentally, for Lukdcs, this ‘subject’ was the proletariat itself, which
shapes its own history, its world, and objects by making a revolution and
escaping the alienating conditions imposed on it by capitalism (which
presents the social and natural world as alien to the subject), the social
environment on which those dichotomies fed disappear and, with it, the
philosophical contradictions themselves. In short, the only way to evade
the pernicious, alienating, and enslaving abstractions of capitalism is
to transform society radically (not just denounce its contradictions and
hypocrisies).

4.5 Commodities and Abstraction

After Lukdcs, and beyond Horkheimer and other members of the
Frankfurt School, the philosopher who most focused on the epistemic
character of scientific abstractions was the German economist and phil-
osopher Alfred Sohn-Rethel. His seminal work Inzellectual and Manual
Labour: A Critique of Epistemology, conceived in the 1930s, completed in
1951, and first published in 1972, is one of the most inspiring, although
widely overlooked, texts in twentieth-century epistemology. In it, we
find a synthesis of Bukharin, Hessen, Farrington, Zilsel, Lukdcs, and
Horkheimer (among others). With the first four, Sohn-Rethel shared that
scientific knowledge is about activities and practices rooted in specific
historical contexts and triggered by specific needs and interests. With the
last two, he explored the close interconnection between abstraction and
alienation, but with a deeper analysis focused on the connection between
the invention of coinage and the reified nature of thought. In common
with all of them, Sohn-Rethel believed that epistemology could not be
separated from politics and society, as it was profoundly intertwined with
the dynamic relation between manual and intellectual labour.
Sohn-Rethel’s analysis started with the assumption that the division
between hand-based and mind-based labour cut across the whole history
of class society and was one of the main and persisting elements respon-
sible for human exploitation and alienation. Human cognition emerged
out of labour. We think because we make. The way humans reflect and
ponder hinged on the way human beings relate to each other while
reproducing their material conditions of life. The reproduction of those
conditions entailed the existence of different sorts of social systems. Sohn-
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Rethel distinguished between societies of production and appropriation:
the former referred to communities where labour is performed collectively,
and specialisation is scarce. The hunter-gatherer groups or earlier farming
and classless communities are representative examples. In those cases, the
unity of hands and heads, making and knowing, permeated the whole
social system. The latter, instead, included two categories: unilateral and
reciprocal appropriation. The first refers to the class and hierarchical
societies characterised by lordship and bondage (i.e., ancient Egyptians,
Persia, China, etc.). The kings, and their administrators, seized directly
and unilaterally the surpluses produced by the great mass of workers and
slaves. Reciprocal appropriation describes societies based on commodity
production, which presupposes the invention of coinage and, thus, of
metal money. In all those societies, Sohn-Rethel argued, we have different
kinds of knowledge addressing nature, religion, mythology, and so forth,
but only in the last one — reciprocal appropriation — are the conditions
reunited for the emergence of scientific abstractions. Natural science was
the offspring of a social world based on commodity exchange.

The reason why theoretical and scientific abstractions occur in com-
modified societies was that only in those societies do certain kinds of
abstractions become possible. Sohn-Rethel distinguished between rea/
and thought abstraction. He argued that the former is the condition for
the emergence of the latter. Real abstractions developed with the technol-
ogy of coinage and the diffusion of money. A coin is a peculiar technology.
It is something concrete and tangible. We can hold something that has a
density, colour, and weight in our hands, yet it embodies something
abstract and intangible: its exchange value. ‘Money’ abstraction is real
because it does not occur in the private minds of those who use physical
currency but is rooted in collective trading activities. Real abstraction is, at
the same time, something conventional, yet materially embodied:

A coin has stamped upon its body that it is to serve as a means of exchange
and not as an object of use. Its weight and metallic purity are guaranteed by
the issuing authority so that, if by the wear and tear of circulation it has lost
in weight, full replacement is provided. Its physical matter has visibly
become a mere carrier of its social function. A coin, therefore, is a thing
which conforms to the postulates of the exchange abstraction and is
supposed, among other things, to consist of an immutable substance, a
substance over which time has no power, and which stands in antithetic
contrast to any matter found in nature. (2021, 49)

Since the introduction of coinage in Greece in 680 BC, money’s technol-
ogy has extraordinarily impacted people’s thinking, perceptions, and
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actions.””* Sohn-Rethel pointed out that coinage introduced what he called
a new ‘social synthesis’. His idea of ‘social synthesis’ was not entirely
different from Lukdcs’s notion of the ‘form of objectivity’. Commodity
exchange — spurred and facilitated through the circulation of money —
generated a new network of relations whereby new abstractions, beliefs,
and thoughts become possible. The specific social synthesis gives an epoch
its style or ways of thinking and acting. The frantic activities of the
individuals involved in buying and selling — and, at the same time, in
perceiving everything in terms of abstract values — open space for new
forms of cogitations. By the diffusion of real abstraction — namely, the
triumph of the money economy — we get the condition for the emergence
of thought abstractions employed by philosophers and naturalists. For
Sohn-Rethel, this new social synthesis based on commodity exchange is
fundamentally the same as the Lukdcsian reification, where conceptual-
isation, quantification, and mathematisation become the privileged cogni-
tive tools for grasping the natural and social world. The difference with
Lukdcs was that Sohn-Rethel, like Farrington before him, saw social
reification as something that happened well before modernity. The
abstract thinking of Parmenides; the numerological and mystical thought
of Pythagoras; the fundamental Platonic distinction between matter and
form; the Aristotelian discrimination between substance and accidents — all
bear witness to this extraordinary shift triggered by the new money
economy."? Then, from the Renaissance onwards, the fever of quantifying
any quality increased rise with a further expansion of commodity produc-
tion, which would eventually feed ‘scientific revolution’. The wide-ranging
use of mathematics in science, which Sohn-Rethel conceived as ‘the logic
of socialised thought’ (2021, 92), demonstrated that the reification
brought about by an advancing capitalist economy was an established fact.
The shift from craftmanship to scientific mass production, which had been
happening since 1300, was achieved by the increasing use of conceptual
tools that could automatise the wit and creativity of the artisan-producer,
who was increasingly subsumed under the direct ‘intellectual’ control of the
new entrepreneur-capitalist: ‘Medieval handicraft began with the personal
unity of head and hand’ (2021, 92); however, the growth of commerce, the

* Sohn-Rethel quoted Engels’s The Origin of the Family, by reconstructing the origin of the state of
Athens, which declared: ‘From here the growing money economy penetrated like corrosive acid into
the old traditional life of the rural communities founded on the natural economy’ (2021, 80).

3 Sohn-Rethel’s observations on ancient Greece were based on the works of the Marxist historian
George Derwent Thomson and Benjamin Farrington. Recently, Sohn-Rethel’s argument has been
reconsidered by R. Seaford. See Seaford 2004.
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expansion of markets and cities, and the need for new roads, canals, and
bridges determined the origin of new forms of labour:

The employment of more and more semi-skilled workers resulted in class
division within the workshop. Construction and production tasks of such
dimension and novelty stretched the craftsmen to the limits of their
resources and inventiveness. By the necessity to tackle the problems there
rose from the ranks of ordinary producers the great Renaissance craftsmen,
the ‘experimenting masters’, artists, architects, and also engineers of the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. The main qualification which the crafts-
man lacked in their capacity as artisans for solving the problems facing them
can be named in one word — mathematics. (2021, 92)

The new science, as it emerged from the wise hands of ‘experimenting
masters’, saw physical events in terms of discrete parts fit for to mathemat-
ical description. Theoretical hypotheses, expressed in mathematical form,
were confronted with specific and selected portions of nature ‘of which the
hypothesis contains the definition” (2021, 109). As Lukdcs had previously
observed, the phenomena, or ‘facts’, of the natural sciences are not given to
the eyes of the observer but ‘abstracted” or ‘decontextualised’ from nature.
Those abstract ‘objects’ constitute a parallel — ideal — universe, which is
distilled in terms of general theories and laws of nature. These abstract
‘ideas’” are made to preside, explain, and control ‘concrete’ nature. In other
words, by reducing physical processes to a set of discrete ‘facts’ amenable to
mathematical treatment, modern science was both the offspring of a
commodified nature and the instrument for commodifying it more.
As well as the introduction of coinage and the triumph of societies based
on reciprocal appropriation that had reduced the natural and social world
to abstractions (value exchange), modern science, by consistently reducing
nature to quantities, opened it up to capitalist exploitation: ‘It can be said
that objects over which capital can exercise control must be cast in the
form of a commodity. It is the exact truth of exact science that it is
knowledge of nature in commodity form’ (2021, 109). For Sohn-Rethel,
mathematics, science, technology, and capitalism went hand in hand and
reinforced each other. Throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centur-
ies, the virtuous — and often infamous — integration of those four elements
generated the world in which we live, a world that found its powerful
justification in Adam Smith and Immanuel Kant, the founders of political
economy and epistemology. The former left us with the representation of a
commodified society based on supposedly ‘free’ and selfish individuals
selling and buying goods. The latter, instead, bequeathed an idealistic
epistemology where the role of the hands in knowledge was entirely
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dismissed in favour of an all-powerful ego. Scientific abstractions were
grounded in the a priori categories of our minds, and the origins of those
categories lay solely in the pure intellect.

For Sohn-Rethel, Kant presupposed and magnified one of the central
distinctions of the bourgeoisie society: the distinction between the con-
crete activity of the hands and the ethereal activity of the mind. Kant’s
most basic question of epistemology — how to ground pure science, given
that it could not be entirely derived from experience — betrayed his idealist
approach. For Sohn-Rethel, the real, non-ideological, and hidden question
behind Kant’s epistemology was: ‘How is knowledge of nature possible
from sources other than manual labour? ... How does man acquire an
intellectual capacity of knowledge of nature that far exceeds the standards
accessible to handicrafts?” (2021, 106). Sohn-Rethel believed that a materi-
alist (and poietic) epistemology should precisely try to answer these ques-
tions — questions that could not be easily conceived in the wake of Kant’s
philosophy. This is because the philosophy of Kant was shaped by a reified
world ruled by real and thought abstractions, by a view that divided the
world into two compartments: the timeless, universal, and ahistorical
world of mind that drew the attention of most philosophers, and the
contingent, concrete, and material world of the body, which was largely
excluded from any philosophical concern. For Sohn-Rethel, a critical and
practical epistemology and history of science should explain how and why
such a reified world of the intellect emerged. Instead of justifying our
abstractions, we should track down their socio-political origin. And, once
we do that, we should comprehend (and criticise) how abstractions
enslave, alienate, and co-opt us. The ahistorical modes of thinking typical
of many bourgeois philosophers were socially and historically produced,
and they were produced for a reason."*

"+ Sohn-Rethel considered that, in the twentieth century, the most pernicious form of separation
between hands and heads came through the scientific management of production. Like Marx, he
believed that, with the development of capitalism, the rate of profit fell. To avoid the collapse of the
capitalist mode of production, both imperial expansion and better forms of scientific management
were needed. The latter, by reorganising the processes of labour, optimised and rationalised
exploitation and, in doing so, guaranteed the reproduction of profits. The mechanical engineer
Frederick Taylor was for Sohn-Rethel the most representative example of scientific management,
which, in essence, consisted in severing the activity of the mind from that of the hand to control the
movements and outputs of workers. The know-how of the practitioners was increasingly
transformed in ‘an intellectual feat transcribed into a set of norms and rules. It thereby became a
possession of managers to deal with in the interest of capital; they could carve it up, mechanise the
subdivisions and even automate it as a whole’ (2021, 126). Sohn-Rethel saw Taylorism as a visual
and concrete example showing how abstractions could generate alienation. By perfecting different
forms of automatism in the fabric, the control of the mind over the hands of workers becomes
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4.6 Coda: Vico in Frankfurt

Along with Zilsel, whom he sponsored while in New York, the German
sociologist and philosopher Max Horkheimer believed that science
emerged in the Renaissance when the hand of the artisan met the math-
ematician’s mind. And along with Lukdcs, Horkheimer explored the
consequences and implications of the reified abstractions as they were
concocted throughout the scientific revolution. What makes Horkheimer
particularly interesting for us here is the German philosopher’s use of
Vico’s philosophy within his Marxist framework.”” In a long essay pub-
lished in 1930 when he was still in Frankfurt, Die Anfinge der biirgerlichen
G eschichisphilosophie (Beginnings of the Bourgeois Philosophy of History),
Horkheimer confers to Vico a very prominent place in the historical fight
against modernity.'® Like other Marxists, Horkheimer believed that the
forces unleashed by merchant capitalism created the conditions for formu-
lating highly abstract and ahistorical philosophies. He saw in Descartes’s
Cogito the crowning achievement of post-Renaissance economic and tech-
nological development. The new notion of nature as a huge complex
machine became a despiritualised object that could be understood with
the powerful tools of mathematics and geometry. The necessity of control-
ling nature, issued from the expanding forces of capital for the sake of
production, conferred to mathematics an absolute power: ‘Descartes’s phil-
osophy constitutes the philosophical analogue to the fact that modern
society was, to a great extent, turning to mathematical natural sciences.
The needs of the trade economy that was then in the process of unfolding,
the necessity of technical mastery over inanimate matter, led to the idealiza-
tion of mathematics as the only reliable form of knowledge’ (Horkheimer
1987, 376). All past myths, traditions, and prejudices had to be defeated to
make room for the new absolute space and time of mathematics, which
reflected the homogeneous space and time of markets. Once again, the
mindful hands were overcome by the activity of ethereal minds.

In this context, Horkheimer saw Vico as the figure who, albeit vainly,
questioned such a world view. He challenged the fetishism attached to an
all-powerful and ahistorical rational mind. He understood that the old

absolute. Intellectual knowledge, whether in the form of pure science or technical procedures,
controls manufacture and production and, with it, the hands and brains of the workers. However,
the reduction of manual tasks was neither directly nor indirectly in the interests of the workers.
> On the relation between Horkheimer and Vico, see Maier 1976.
' An extract has been translated by F. Dallmayr for the New Vico Studies in 1987 with the title ‘Vico
and Mythology’. This is the translation used in my discussion.
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myths were not mere prejudices to be relegated to the dustbin of history.
We can comprehend how the human mind changed through myths
and human history. Myths hide crucial information about the ways
primitive people related to their social and natural environments. They
reveal the needs, fears, and prospects of ancient humans. Through myths,
which are gradually replaced by more rational ways of dealing with the
world, Vico demonstrated that humans make the world where they live. For
Horkheimer, Vico’s Verum Factum principle was the most powerful answer
to modern rationalism. It was a powerful answer because the way Vico
interpreted it was entirely different from other versions of the past.
Horkheimer conceived of Vico’s Verum Factum principle not as referring
to minds making their own abstract objects but rather as referring to
concrete men and women who create the social and historical reality in
which they live. This view had extraordinary implications. In the Vichian
philosophical world, individuals could not know themselves through an
introspective analysis (cogito) but only as part of a collective historical
experience. Self-understanding is an inherently historical and social process:

Human self-knowledge derives only from an analysis of the historical
processes in which men are engaged, and not from mere introspection or
inner reflection (as subjective idealism has always contended). Economy,
state, law, religion, science, art-all these specifically human creations have
their origin in history, and thus cannot be understood from the vantage
point of isolated individuals but only from the angle of the relations
between individuals; in Vico’s language: from the fact of their sociability.
(1987, 65-66)"7

But there was a final sinister element that Horkheimer shared with Mikhail
Lifshitz in the same years the soviet philosopher was writing his long
introduction to Vico’s New Science. While Europe was sinking into the
totalitarian experiences of fascism and socialism, Vico’s notion of the
‘barbarism of reflection’ rang disturbingly true. ‘Civilisations’ blossomed
from previous ‘barbarous’ societies in a ceaseless cycle of historical ‘courses
and recourses’, development and decay. The possibility of regression to a
sort of natural state was not implausible: ‘{O]ne must grant him [Vico] at
least that the possibility of a relapse into barbarism is never completely
excluded’ (1987, 75), remarked Horkheimer. Reason and civilisations can,

"7 Even more, Horkheimer pointed out that Vico anticipates Feuerbach by arguing that humans
objectivised their inner essence into nature: ‘Humans project their own essence into nature, that is,
natural forces appear to them from the beginning as living beings wholly similar to themselves’
(1930, 381).
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and often actually do, kill themselves. And they do it with the same
intellectual and material tools humans invented to emancipate themselves
from ‘barbarism’. Amid World War II’s bloodshed, the regress to a
mythological and barbarian state felt imminent. Not surprisingly, this was
the principal recurring reframe in Horkheimer and Adorno’s Dialectic of
Enlightenment, published immediately after the war.

The ideas we followed in this chapter, which constitute what I see as the
Marxist version of ‘praxis epistemology’, were not an exclusive patrimony
of Marxists, nor can they be reduced to Marx. The ideas were much older
and constituted the MKT. The scholars here revisited, updated and then
applied this tradition to the history of science and epistemology, providing
an extraordinary wealth of hypotheses on the origins and nature of human
knowledge, which were consistent with the Vichian idea that we know as
material and conceptual makers. But, from the late 19th century, the idea
that practice precedes theory was widely explored and tested by another
philosophical tradition, which provided different variations (although
important ones) on the very same Hippocratic theme: that rechné is the
very conditions for accessing and understanding physis. This tradition is

the subject of Chapter 5.



CHAPTER §

Praxis Epistemology 11
From Vico to Pragmatism

The trail of human serpent is over everything.”
W. James

5.1 From Florence to Boston

In 1905, the American philosopher William James travelled to Rome to
participate in the fifth International Congress of Psychology. The event
was ‘far too vast’ — James commented to his wife, Alice — ‘but filled with
strange and interesting creatures of all sorts, and socially very nutritious to
anyone who can stand sociability without distress’ (Rome, 25 April 1905;
James 1920, 227). Among those ‘interesting creatures’, James added, was a
small group of enthusiast writers who had recently founded a pragmatist
journal called Leonardo and were spreading the pragmatist creed through-
out Italy. One of the movement’s young leaders was the essayist, poet, and
philosopher Giovanni Papini. James was deeply impressed by him and his
followers:

I have been having this afternoon a very good and rather intimate talk with
the little band of ‘pragmatists’, Papini, Vailati, Calderoni, Amendola, etc.,
most of whom inhabit Florence, publish the monthly journal ‘Leonardo’ at
their own expense, and carry on a very serious philosophic movement,
apparently really inspired by Schiller and myself ... and show an enthusi-
asm, and also a literary swing and activity that I know nothing of in our
own land, and that probably our damned academic technics and Ph.D.-
machinery and university organization prevents from ever coming to
a birth. (Rome, 30 April 1905; James 1920, 227)

One year later, in early April 1906, James wrote to the German-British
philosopher and self-avowed humanist Ferdinand Schiller, telling him that
the reading of Papini and Dewey had prompted him to grasp:

' James 1907, 64.
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the full import for life and regeneration, the great perspective of the
programme, and the renovating character for all things, of Humanism;
and the outwardness as of a scarecrow’s garments, simulating life by
flapping in the wind of nightfall, of all intellectualism, and the blindness
and deadness of all who worship intellectualist idols ... Ha! Ha! Would
that I were young again with this inspiration! Papini is a jewel! To think of
that little Dago putting himself ahead of every one of us (even of you, with
his Uomo-Dio) at a single stride. And what a writer! and what fecundity!
and what courage (careless of nicknames, for it is so easy to call him now the
Cyrano de Bergerac of Philosophy)! and what humor and what truch!
(Monterey, California, 7 April 1906; James 1920, 245-246)

In the same month, James sent a letter to Papini informing him that he was
reading his crepuscolo dei filosofi (“Twilight of the Philosophers’). The book
was a Nietzschean tirade against all major eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
philosophers, from Kant to Hegel.” Papini aimed to get rid of all philosophers
and philosophy itself. He believed that even the greatest philosophers fell
short of their universalist aims, providing fictitious and useless abstractions.
Papini assuredly claimed that the only meaningful task left for philosophers
was to formulate a theory of human praxis, which would replace the pointless
abstractions of Western philosophy with a concrete pragmatica. And pragma-
tica, as Papini concluded in the last chapter, scornfully titled ‘Dismissing
Philosophy’, was nothing but the study of action:

If action, that is, to act or to change, is the most abstract verb to which all
life can be reduced, a theory of action will be the most abstract theory
possible. It will tell what action is and what are the ways in which action
takes place and what are the various categories of actions. It will teach us
how to adjust means to ends and it will study the compatibility or incom-
patibility of ends. It will indicate to the scientist what are the various modes
of action not yet possible or tested and will advise everyone to study
himself, his strengths, his goals, his possibilities. (Papini [1906] 1942,
278, my translation)

James was deeply impressed by Papini’s conclusions. As he enthusiastically
claimed,

What a thing is genius! And you are a real genius! Here have I, with
my intellectual timidity and conscientiousness, been painfully trying to
clear a few steps of the pathway that, leads to the systematised new
Weltanschauwung and you with a pair of bold strides get out in a moment

* The book was clearly inspired by Nietzsche’s Twilight of the Idoks, or, How to Philosophize with a
Hammer, published in 1889.
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beyond the pathway altogether into the freedom of the whole system, into
the open country.?

Two months later, in June 1906, James’s enthusiasm transpired in a
paper in the Journal of Philosophy titled ‘G. Papini and the Pragmatist
Movement in Italy’. James lamented that while American students looked
at Germany and France for philosophical inspiration, ‘for poor little Italy,
few of them think it necessary even to learn to read her language’ (1906,
337). Yet, James observed, Italy was undergoing an intellectual renais-
sance, of which the small group of Italian pragmatists served as a telling
example. The Italians had understood that philosophy needed regeneration
through pragmatism, while pragmatism was nothing but a theory of action
that emphasised the extraordinary creative powers of human beings. James
finally consecrated Papini in the Pragmatist’s Hall of Fame in the cele-
brated lectures he delivered in Boston in 1906 and then published in his
classic Pragmatism: New Name for Some Old Ways of Thinking (1907).
There, James used the definition of pragmatism that Papini had put
forward in 1905 on the pages of his journal Leonardo. In the paper signed
by the ‘Florence Pragmatist Club’, Papini argued that pragmatism did not
and could not have a conclusive definition because it was not a structured
philosophical theory but an approach toward philosophy. It consisted of a
sort of ‘armed neutrality’ that could address different and even contradict-
ory positions. The pragmatist, he remarked, ‘does not decide upon ques-
tions, but only says: given certain goals, it suggests you to use certain
means rather than others’ (James quoted in de Waal 2022, 49).
Pragmatism is not a philosophy seeking any kind of abstract or concrete
truth. It is instead an intellectual feat enmeshed in action and its success.
In the very same paragraph, Papini introduced the metaphor James found
so suggestive in his Pragmatism, the hotel corridor:

As the young Italian pragmatist Papini has well said, it lies in the midst of
our theories, like a corridor in a hotel. Innumerable chambers open out of
it. In one you may find a man writing an atheistic volume; in the next
someone on his knees praying for faith and strength; in a third a chemist
investigating a body’s properties. In a fourth a system of idealistic meta-
physics is being excogitated; in a fifth the impossibility of metaphysics is
being shown. But they all own the corridor, and all must pass through it if
they want a practicable way of getting into or out of their respective
rooms ... No particular results then, so far, but only an attitude of
orientation, is what the pragmatic method means. (James 1907, 54)

? James quoted in Adamson 1993, 78.
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At this point, we might address one reasonable question: why James — then
a world-famous philosopher in the last years of his life — was so impressed
by a very young (twenty-four-year-old), autodidactic, largely unknown,
eccentric, and provincial writer like Papini? I show in this chapter that one
plausible answer is hidden in the thread connecting Vico, the MKT, and
pragmatism itself. In fact, one of the reasons why James was so excited
about Papini might be that through Papini he realised that pragmatism
could be much more than a mere method for settling enduring philosoph-
ical disputes: pragmatism, he explained to Schiller, could also be seen as a
new and radical form of neo-humanism.* By reading Papini, James realised
that pragmatism was a philosophy that addressed human creativity and
action throughout history. Pragmatism revealed the fundamental fact that
humans define themselves and the world in which they live through praxis.
Papini showed James that American pragmatism was an original and
insightful variation of a great family of praxis epistemologies.” By reading
Papini, but even more through Henri Bergson, Maurice Blondel and
Ferdinand Scott Schiller, James was immediately thrown into the vast and
thrilling world of the European philosophies of action. In addressing the
question about why Papini mattered, I suggest that pragmatism was much
more than an original American product.® It was a transnational philosophical

+ Not surprisingly, as will be shown at the end of Section 5.2, James distinguished between narrow
and wide kinds of pragmatism, the former as typically American and the latter as Anglo-European.

> On Papini and the American pragmatism, see Golino 1955.

¢ Ts pragmatism American? This was a question that hooked John Dewey’s mind in the 1920s. The
answer, for Dewey, was yes and no. Like Peirce and James before him, Dewey believed that
pragmatism was the development of European empiricism. It consisted in an American
rearrangement of an old way of thought emphasizing the centrality of experience and practice in
knowledge. The history of pragmatism as it evolved through Peirce and James found its proximate
origin in Kant’s distinction between pragmatic and practical, with the latter referring to moral action
and the former to technique as applied to experience (art or practice). As Dewey saw it, Pragmatism,
as the correlate of Kant’s pragmatisch, took in the hands of Peirce, a new meaning, which outlined an
experimentalist way of thinking whereby concepts are intertwined with experience. Peirce was a
logician and was mainly interested in a method for clarifying concepts, but James was, to Dewey, a
humanist who extended the very notion of pragmatisch to all human affairs, from a method of
clarifying meanings to the assessment of whole philosophical conceptions. What Peirce and James
did, however, was to develop and readapt elements of the European thought insofar as ‘American
thought continues European thought' ([1922] 1931, 32) and pragmatism as a new readaptation of
European insights to the American continent. Dewey regarded his own philosophy as a continuation
and development of European philosophy. Pragmatism was itself a radical development of
empiricism with one fundamental difference; pragmatism is a sort of prospective empiricism.
Pragmatism, unlike traditional empiricism, ‘does not insist upon antecedent phenomena but upon
consequent phenomena; not upon the precedents but upon the possibilities of action” ([1922] 1931,
24). Dewey was probably developing an argument first put forward by Peirce, who, in 1905, had
claimed: ‘But for one who had learned philosophy out of Kant, as the writer, along with nineteen out
of every twenty experimentalists who have turned to philosophy, had done, and who still thought in
Kantian terms most readily, praktisch and pragmatisch were as far apart as the two poles, the former
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approach involving many people on both sides of the Atlantic enmeshed in
a kaleidoscope of different philosophical traditions, whether voluntarist,
immanentist, or historicist.” By contextualising the pragmatist tradition on
both sides of the Atlantic, I show that Vico’s intellectual resurrection in the
early twentieth century and the parallel success of pragmatism in the same
period are somewhat linked. They both resulted from a widely felt obses-
sion with human action and an uncompromising contempt for all kinds
of barren intellectualism.

s.2 Man—-God

When Giovanni Papini founded Leonardo, he did not consider himself a
pragmatist. Born in Florence in 1881, like many of his generation, Papini
was deeply fascinated by a contradictory assortment of voluntarist meta-
physics such as those variously expressed by Friedrich Nietzsche and
Arthur Schopenhauer, then Blondel and Bergson. But Papini was particu-
larly inspired by another older scholar who published a 1902 book that
made him relatively famous: Aesthetic as Science of Expression and General
Linguistic.® The scholar was Benedetto Croce, who would be responsible
for recovering Vico’s studies in Italy and elsewhere a decade later. Croce
outlined his neo-Vichian philosophy in the book, emphasising the primacy
of imagination and intuition over rationality and speculation in human
knowledge. He argued that any form of knowledge hinges on intuition and
that intuition is essentially expression. Expression, in turn, is an active,
creative, and formative operation of the mind that immediately grasps
specific elements of reality without the mediation of the intellect. Croce
questioned the traditional empirical distinction between empirical data
and concepts, in which empirical evidence is passively received and classi-
fied. For him, our first engagement with reality is essentially aesthetic
because we actively perceive something as a meaningful and expressive

belonging in a region of thought where no mind of the experimentalist type can ever make sure of
solid ground under his feet, the latter expressing relation to some definite human purpose. Now
quite the most striking feature of the new theory was its recognition of an inseparable connection
between rational cognition and rational purpose; and that consideration it was which determined the
preference for the name pragmatism’ (1905). More than eighty years later, Cornel West, in his
informative historical reconstruction of pragmatism in the United States, proposed an insightful and
telling analogy by comparing Ralph Waldo Emerson, who he considered the American precursor of
pragmatism, to Vico: ‘(I]f Emerson is the American Vico, and James and Peirce our John Stuart Mill
and Immanuel Kant, then Dewey is the American Hegel and Marx!” (West 1989, 69).

7 Crossing all sorts of political spectrums, from the left to the far right.

¥ The book was translated and published in English in 1909.
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unit. He defined intuition as ‘the undifferentiated unity of the perception
of the real and of the simple image of the possible. In our intuitions we do
not oppose ourselves as empirical beings to external reality, but we simply
objectify our impressions, whatever they be’ (1909, 4). Through intu-
itions, we are expressively engaged with reality; we are not — and we cannot
be — mere spectators of it. Croce also recognised the presence of a passive
element of perception (i.e., sensations). Yet he conceived sensations as the
brute matter of intuition, and without intuition as the irreducible unit of
sense, no human knowledge is imaginable. As long as we intuit reality, we
express it and, by expressing it, we make it: “The spirit only intuits in
making, forming, expressing. He who separates intuition from expression
never succeeds in reuniting them’ (1909, 8). We are not spectators but
aesthetic makers of reality.

We cannot fully understand Croce’s philosophy without considering its
Vichian frame. When Croce published the 1911 book that put Vico back
on the philosophical map of the twentieth century — The Philosophy of
Giambattista Vico — he revealed that Vico did invent Aesthetics insofar as he
recognised the primacy of intuition and expression in knowledge.” In the
New Science, Vico had claimed that humans first communicate through
poetry (mythology and fantasy) and only later learn to understand the
world in a rational, intellectual, or speculative form. For Croce, mytho-
logical engagement with reality would be essentially intuitive and expres-
sive. A lake, a mountain, a tree, a dog, a person, or a chair is not a complex
cognitive construct constituted by bundles of external sensations but is
perceived in terms of active unified intuitions and thus expressed. We do
not synthesise, in a Kantian fashion, the manifold of data into one
coherent thing. This is directly intuited and expressed as such. The
perceived world around us is not a whole composed of sensorial data but
a whole constituted by meaningful units. The perceived tree, rock, or bird
are not colours, movements, and shapes the subject puts together to
generate a coherent representation of them. World’s entities are apper-
ceived as wholes with a specific meaning for us.

For Croce, the idea was connected with one of the oldest and most
enduring expressions of human beings: mythmaking. Mythologies, in fact,
hide particular forms of intuiting and expressing reality. Old mythological
accounts — pagan and religious legends — were assorted collections of

? Of course, Vico did not explicitly use the notion. Croce used the Kantian technical notion of
Aesthetics, which essentially referred to the lowest, perceptual activity of the intellect. Yet Croce
argued that this basic faculty of generating images paralleled the Vichian notion of ‘imagination’.
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intuitions and thus expressions. Remember, for Vico, mythologies are not
fanciful descriptions of different crude realities. They are genuine descrip-
tions of a reality that is so apprehended. They are the primary cognitive
objects constituting the meaningful world of primitive people and form
the basic furniture of civilised societies. Vico’s idea that there can be poetry
without prose but no prose without poetry is equivalent to Croce’s idea
that no conceptual knowledge is possible without previous aesthetic insti-
tutions. We can have intuitions without concepts but not concepts with-
out intuitions. Any form of rationality floats on a sea of expressed
intuitions. We make reality through our intuitions and then we eventually
judge it through the logical instruments of our intellect. Croce conceived
intuitions as historical entities. We have diverse intuitions in different
times as we apprehend reality and nature historically, and the natural
sciences themselves were based on a previous synthesis of intuitions:

The so-called natural sciences indeed themselves recognize that they are
surrounded by limitations, and these limitations are nothing but historical
and intuitive data. They calculate, measure, establish equalities and uni-
formities, create classes and types, formulate laws, show in their own way
how one fact arises out of other facts; but while doing this they are
constantly running into facts known intuitively and historically. (1909, 30)

Nature is first apprehended aesthetically and historically, then logically and
conceptually. Reality, which in itself is pure activity and development, can
only be grasped through intuitions and concepts.’® Croce’s philosophy
hinged on one fundamental insight: that philosophy itself is the science of
the concrete, which must be distinguished from sciences based on abstrac-
tions (namely, the natural and social sciences).”’ With the adjective
‘concrete’, Croce referred to the world that we immediately perceive,
enjoy, and suffer — the worlds of objects, peoples, cultures, and institutions
that surround us every day. The concrete is the historical and unproblem-
atic world we have made over many generations and in which we
dwell. Instead, the material world of atoms, molecules, elements, hor-
mones, and cells — the world we call ‘natural’ — and the world of our

' Later on, in a quite Vichian fashion, Croce argues that reality is nothing but history. As such, he
dubs his philosophy ‘absolute historicism’. As he defined historicism in one of his magnum opus, La
storia come pensiero ¢ come agione (1938), historicism ‘is the affirmation that life and reality are
history and history alone’ (in trad. Eng., 1949, 65).

" Croce’s distinction was a development of Hegel’s discrimination between abstraction and
concretion. In the 1808 essay “Who Think a Abstractly?” Hegel observed that abstraction is the
hallmark of unphilosophical thinking.
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idealisations — mathematical notions and geometrical figures — is the world
of abstractions derived from this primary, human-made world. It is a world
concocted by our intellect, which has selected and secreted, from the
constant flow of aesthetical institutions, those concepts which are useful
for domesticating and controlling nature.”* In short, for Croce, we are
twice world makers: first through aesthetic expressions and then through
the concepts formed by the intellect, which organise those expressions in a
coherent way and are the conditions for having those abstractions that
constitute natural sciences.

When in 1903 Papini published a paper in the Monist titled ‘Philosophy
in Italy’, he had Croce’s 1902’s book in mind.”> According to Papini, the
history of philosophy in Italy revealed a persistent bias favoring action and
production over speculation and abstraction:

The two salient aspects of their activity, particularly is we review their past,
are practical life and art. They love action, they have produced successful
merchants, adventurous travellers, statesmen and warriors; they love reality,
they had a brilliant succession of scientists and inquirers ... Love of pure
thought, of abstraction, and of generalization is absent, at least in the great
majority of cases. (Papini 1903, 353)

Papini concludes that philosophy in Italy is essentially non-speculative.™*

It holds a special relation to practices and actions. Papini praises Leonardo
da Vinci — ‘perhaps the greatest intellectual that Italy ever produced’
(1903, 368) — but also recalled the experimentalism of Galileo and the
collectivist and historical thought of Vico. Vico, in particular, had to be

> As Wildon Carr described a view of Croce: “The mind is inventing or creating, not perceiving or
conceiving. Its inventions are images, and these images are as different from the real objects of the
world as dream palaces are different from our real homes. We are exercising a mental activity quite
distinct from conceiving or from perceiving or from willing — we are image-forming’ (Carr
1917, 57)-

In writing the article, Papini asked Croce to advise and supervise. See Regina 2006. On the
intellectual relation between Papini and Croce, see Colella 2005. It should be recalled that Croce
remained critical of pragmatism throughout his life. After 1905, the close relationship between
Papini and Croce deteriorated dramatically; see Regina 2006.

Papini entirely accepted the Crocean distinction between concreteness and abstraction while
defining science as the realm of useful conceptual and practical tools. As he wrote in his Twilight
of the Philosaphers: ‘Science is also the creation of a fictitious world, different from the aesthetic and
religious one, but also different from the real one. Concepts, laws and scientific theories, however
built with arbitrary hypotheses supported by selected and distorted facts, are all aimed to provide us
with reliable predictions, that is, beliefs capable of making us act in a certain way rather than in a
certain other. Every scientific proposition is therefore a hypothetical imperative. It suggests us what
we should do or not do, given certain conditions and certain ends. Further, science, through its
practical applications (above all machines, which one could call them theories made of iron just as
theories are machines made of words) contributes, albeit indirectly, to modifying certain classes of
things” (Papini [1906] 1942, 268-269, my translation).

=
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considered the last of the old and the first of the new. He had to be
situated between antiquity and modernity, although his social and epi-
stemic ideas were definitely modern. The article mainly emphasises Vico’s
philosophy of history, but Papini made the connection two years later
between his (and Croce’s) philosophy of action with Vico’s verum factum
principle and thus with pragmatism.

In a short essay published in Leonardo, ‘Unico e diverso’ (‘Unique and
Different’, 1904, republished in Pragmatismo, 1920), Papini argued that
traditional philosophical disagreements could not be solved through mere
argument but by appealing to practice and action. Drawing directly on the
Catholic philosopher Maurice Blondel, Papini observed that living itself is
action and that action leads to individual enrichment.”” In this sense,
we enrich ourselves by seizing the world through our doings and makings.
Philosophy is and must be a tool for appropriating the world, when
‘appropriation’ means ‘humanisation’. In short, the external world is com-
prehensible only as a humanized world — one that is experienced, expressed,
and filtered through our imagination, creations, and actions. Papini
observed, ‘to comprehend meant to assimilate, and to assimilate meant to
make its own. Thus, we understand what we make, when we reduce it to
something of ours (Vico)’ (1920, 43, my translation).

The reference to Vico is crucial for understanding Papini’s Mediterranean
version of pragmatism. For Papini, the connection between the European
philosophy of praxis and American pragmatism has a common ancestor in
Vico while in the middle he places Bergson and Croce. The history of
philosophy has taught us that the desperate human intent to find unities,
principles, and foundations in the world is constantly thwarted by the
abundance of diversity, which shatters our aspirations for order and
necessity. Difference, in fact, is given by ‘reality itself, which gives us, not
when it is known but when it is lived, a series of differences in space and
time. The difference, in fact, is given by intuition and not by reason’
(Papini 1920, 50, my translation). Further, the difference is given by the
‘desire of augmenting and enriching the world, by the desire to possess it
more’ (1920, 50, my translation). As Croce puts it, lived reality is given to
us through aesthetic and productive intuition while reason tries to domes-
ticate such abundance of diversity through general and abstract categories.
Papini reinforces the Vichian (and then Crocean) insight that pre-modern

> Blondel argued that the foremost issue of philosophical speculation had to be human action.
Human beings come to know themselves not through thought alone, but through action. It is in
the experience of action that they reveal the truth about who they are. See Blondel 1893.
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communities lived the experience of difference while modern and civilised
communities domesticate such experience with forced abstract - and often
spurious - unities. In classical Greece, method and rationality ruled;
mathematics and logic domesticated poetry and lived intuitions. Yet
revolts against unity in favour of difference have been frequent in human
history. Questioning spurious unified abstractions means emancipating the
self from the stultified yoke of unrealistic speculations. The world is
essentially flux, and we experience it through action, not logical or math-
ematical formulae. Papini believed that pragmatism was the last powerful
attempt to rebel against absolutistic philosophies (idealism and positivism).
A true philosophy of action realises that ‘[r]eality is unsayable but modifi-
able. Passing from metaphysics to action means to end the contrast
[between the particular and the general] and provide a new ideal to the
man freed by romanticism . . . and this is, today, the task of those who feel
that something grandiose is being achieved, of all those who want to be
gods, not only with words” (1920, 59, my translation).

The theory of the ‘Man—God’, which was enthusiastically praised by
James, emphasises the contrast between humans as makers and humans as
thinkers. We think as far as we act, and any form of speculation is in truth
an instrument for action. To ask whether our thoughts represent an inde-
pendent world is preposterous. The world is not reducible to a linguistic and
theoretical representation but is revealed to us through our makings and
doings. Any theoretical picture of the world is a post hoc construction made
to fulfil some specific need or interest. In short, reality is what we make of it,
not what we merely think or imagine of it. The world is inherently plastic
and changes as long as we change. His readings of James’s famous essay “The
Will to Believe’ (1896) and Ferdinand Schiller’s ‘Axioms and Postulates’
(1902) cemented Papini’s conviction of the human power of fabricating
realities. In his short 1906 essay ‘Dall’'uomo a Dio’ (‘From Man to God’),
Papini sketched his radical — and eccentric — philosophy of action appropri-
ate for what he understood as the Man-God. The ‘Man’ of the future
needed new kinds of science — imaginary sciences capable of expanding our
concrete possibilities. As he explains:

Science, as it has been done so far, could have sufficed for men who did not
set out to make great changes in the world but rather to adapt to the things
that exist . .. the sciences are concerned only with what has happened and
on the basis of this with what will happen. But for those who want to
prepare a new dynamic age of the world — who want to remake and
transform the world — those sciences are not enough. We need not only
sciences concerned with what happens and what will happen, but sciences
concerned with what would happen if certain conditions, certain facts,
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certain parts of reality changed. To change, and to change consciously, one
must first know what would happen by changing certain parts. We need to
choose among many possible worlds and therefore we need to create as
many physics, as many biology, as many psychologies as there are possible
changes, although currently fantastic ones, that we can make on bodies,
organisms, and souls. On the example of non-Euclidean geometries, we
need to construct non-Newtonian physics, non-Darwinian biologies, etc.
Among these various perspectives offered by the imaginary sciences, the
creator will choose the one he wants to see realized and thus his ability to
remake the world will have an indefinite number of possible tests. (Papini
1906, 15, my translation)

The new Man—-God must train himself in making a new world and can do
it through the art of pistica (from Greek pistis, faith). As Francesca
Bordogna aptly recalls (2020), Papini, along with his pragmatist colleague
Giuseppe Prezzolini, tried out different techniques or arts for the creation
of reality, which essentially involved a voluntary direction of will through
selective attention or other bodily practices (which did not exclude the use
of drugs)."® The idea that we can change reality by changing our minds
and perceptions was partly inspired by James himself, who had argued in
‘Will to Believe’ that decision-making was not, could not, and should not
be a matter of pure rationality:

Our passional nature not only lawfully may, but must, decide an option
between propositions, whenever it is a genuine option that cannot by its
nature be decided on intellectual grounds; for to say, under such circum-
stances, ‘Do not decide, but leave the question open’, is itself a passional
decision — just like deciding yes or no — and is attended with the same risk
of losing the truth. (1896, 11)

James suggests that there are many occasions on which we cannot wait for
strong evidence. For most moral decisions, we must take a leap in the dark
and believe propositions that do not have adequate evidence. The will to
believe something might be much more important than any impartial
reasons to believe in something. James’s view was relatively moderate: he
did not apply the argument to all possible epistemic situations. We often
have the condition of using appropriate evidence to support or reject a
belief. In science, for instance, the evidence used in empirical reasoning
might be sufficient to support or reject a belief. Yet for enthusiastic readers

' As Papini explained, ‘We must isolate ourselves, suppress feelings, drive out sensuality, abolish
particular sensations, die, as the Christians say, to the world ... Solitude, silence, chastity, fasting
are the necessary preparations of extraordinary powers. And also, certain exterior acts, such as staring
at objects, standing still, holding one’s breath, procuring artificial pains that accustom one to
insensibility, favour the formation of an ensemble of spiritual powers’ (Papini [1906] 1942, 12).
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like Papini, humans’ powerful will to believe encompasses virtually every-
thing, including scientific inquiry. But Papini is not arguing that we create
reality out of the blue. Rather, he claims that through our will, we sift
those elements of reality that we deem valuable. Science can certainly say
what there is in the world, but why some of those things have value or not
for us cannot be decided by science itself. Any sort of rational endeavour is
ultimately driven and fundamentally grounded in our creative and norma-
tive will. Drawing on Schiller, who in ‘Axioms and Postulates” had been far
more radical than James, Papini, and Prezzolini, he stressed the fundamen-
tal constructive drive of humanity. We are essentially makers of our
worlds, and we should behave accordingly.

The influence of Schiller on both Papini and Prezzolini cannot be
emphasised enough.”” In ‘Axioms as Postulates’ (1902), Schiller argues
that the world we experience is not something given standing before us; it
is the outcome of previous human experiments. Human beings are funda-
mentally agents who know the world through action and tests. Humans
are forced to experiment because if they do not, they become objects of
experiments by nature itself. But experiments do not happen in an empty
space; they only work against the background of previous experiments.
Reality is the outcome of external resistance exerted by external reality
within the backdrop of our assumed traditions and customs. Schiller
points out that reality itself is plastic and that our interests, motives, and
necessities constantly shape it. Once we recognise the essential plasticity of
the world we have engaged with as limited, situated and biased animals, we
realise that neither empiricism nor rationalism can be a plausible philosophy
describing how we know. While empiricists had assumed a view of humanity
as a passive data collector, rationalists supposed that eternal laws are some-
what printed in our brains. Both overlooked the basic fact that subjects and
objects are plastic and reactive. Whereas the subject transforms the object
by knowing it, the object transforms the subject by resisting it. The most
important results emerging from this dynamic and constant intercourse
between subjects and objects are postulates and axioms, namely, beliefs
about the world that are generally not doubted. Schiller lists the principles
of identity and non-contradiction, causality, and uniformity of nature, as
the leftovers of ancient experiments that have worked in the past and
continue to work in the present. Postulates are not true because they are
universal or necessary but because we need and want them to make sense
of our experiences. Axioms, Schiller explains, are postulates that have

'7" Papini considered Schiller one of the most important contemporary philosophers (see Papini 1918).
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worked for a long time, and therefore there is no need to dismiss them.
And postulates have emerged out of human needs. Their fundamental
justification is not rationality but will. We want postulates and axioms to
be true because we need them in our engagements with the world:

The postulation is the expression of the motive force which impel us
towards a certain assumption, an outcome of every organism’s unceasing
struggle to transmute its experience into harmonious and acceptable forms.
The organism cannot help postulating, because it cannot help trying,
because it must act or die, and because from the first it wi/l not acquiesce
in less than a complete harmony of its experience. It therefore needs
assumptions it can act and live by, which will serve as means to the
attainment of its ends. These assumptions it obtains by postulating them
in the hope that they may prove tenable, and the axioms are thus the
outcome of a Will-to-believe. (1902, 91)

While for James the will to believe only applies to ‘genuine options’ — all
those hypotheses deemed plausible by the believer — to Schiller it applies to
everything, even the most cherished and apparently undoubtable propos-
itions. A significant corollary of the view is that thought itself is grounded
in practice and action: ‘Genuine thinking must issue from and guide action,
must remain immanent in the life in which it moves and has its being’ (1902,
127). The philosophy Schiller sketches in this lengthy essay outlines what
he later called ‘humanism’. Following Schiller’s lead, James himself defined
humanism as an extended form of pragmatism. In his essay ‘Humanism
and Truth’, James claimed that there are two main pragmatisms: a narrow
American one and a wider European—British one. The former is limited to
abstract discussions and emphasises that truth should have practical conse-
quences. The latter concludes that every statement, not only true ones, should
have practical and also ‘good consequences’ (1907, 46)."* The pragmatic
method is a method for settling disputes, while ‘humanism’ is a pragmatic
sort of philosophy that places at the centre the idea that humans are makers of
their worlds (James, ‘Pragmatism and humanism’). Schiller’s humanism was
the very philosophical foundation of Papini’s and Prezzolini’s Man—God,
namely the idea that humans are makers of worlds.

5.3 Pragmatism as a Neo-humanism

The idea of humanistic pragmatism was revised by another influential
philosopher, Henri Bergson. James met Bergson the same year he had met

*® See, in particular, Lecture VII, in James 1907.
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Papini, in 1905. They admired each other’s work and interchanged
extremely enthusiastic letters about their respective writings."”” In 1911,
Bergson wrote an introduction to James’s French translation of Pragmatism.
Bergson argued that the importance of pragmatism lies not in its method
for settling abstract disputes but in the ideas of experience, reality, and truth
it supposes. Notions such as ‘world’, ‘cosmos’, and ‘universe’ are exceedingly
complex and dynamic. Yet most philosophers had conceived of them as
referring to a finished collection of ordered things to be represented and
grasped by our intellects. But from a pragmatic viewpoint, those notions
refer to something developing and open. The world is superabundantly
rich and, in itself, goes well beyond our epistemic possibilities. The
difference we see between reality and the philosopher’s impoverished
‘reality’ is like the difference we acknowledge between real life and life as
acted in a theatrical piece:

On the stage, each actor says and does only what has to be said and done;
the scenes are clear-cut; the play has a beginning, a middle and an end; and
everything is worked out as economically as possible with a view to an
ending which will be happy or tragic. But in life, a multitude of useless
things are said, many superfluous gestures made, there are no sharply-drawn
situations; nothing happens as simply or as completely or as nicely as we
should like; the scenes overlap; things neither begin nor end; there is no
perfectly satisfying ending, nor absolutely decisive gesture, none of those
telling words which give us pause: all the effects are spoiled. Such is human
life. And such, no doubt, in James’s eyes, is reality in general. (Bergson
[1911] 1946, 249-250)

The ‘reality’ we experience is not something standing before us to be
admired or contemplated in its final constitution; it is something that
‘emerges’ and ‘grows’ from our experience. Our factual judgements of
reality, the judgements we proffer about real situations, needed to be
comprehended in the context of lived engagements with the world.
A true judgement is not like a copy of an allegedly coherent and made
world; it is a tool we use for preparing and managing our actions in reality.
James’s basic view, for Bergson, supposed that true judgements aim to
conform not to what there is but to what will eventually exist. True
judgements are plans of action for future fruitful engagements with reality.
In short, truth is not about discovering something that has always existed
but a human device for delving into reality as we invent new technologies
for employing the forces of nature. Because truth is a tool for action, it

2 See Perry 1996.



5.3 Pragmatism as a Neo-humanism 163

cannot be relativised. As not every tool or technology can be used to
perform a given activity, and not every proposition works for the success of
a given action, ‘[tJhe value of a mechanical invention lies solely in its
practical usefulness. In the same way an affirmation, because it is true,
should increase our mastery over things’ (Bergson [1911] 1946, 256).
In short, if we dismiss the idea that there is a structured and complete
reality that can be grasped through our categorising intellect, we accept
that reality itself emerges through our dynamic experiences. We realise that
logical truths are human inventions for furthering our purposes and
interests. Building new artefacts or inventing new truths always happens
within contexts and according to particular traditions. As long as these
purposes and interests change over time, our grasp of reality changes too.
The world we are acquainted with is a world built over many generations
of anonymous speakers and makers.

No doubt, Bergson’s interpretation of James was highly idiosyncratic.”®
As Sarin Marchetti has duly noted, Bergson’s reading of James cannot be
easily severed from Bergson’s use of James, ‘since by advocating pragma-
tism he would be at the same time backing his own positions’ (2012, 7).
Bergson admittedly emphasised what James had identified as the broader,
humanistic version of pragmatism, which was much closer to his own
view. But James himself had credited Schiller for the original proposal of
pragmatic humanism. While Schiller is not often invoked as a protagonist
of the pragmatist tradition, he was quite influential at the beginning of the
twentieth century, especially in Europe. James considered Bergson his ally
in France but deemed Schiller his spearhead in England. In a series of
radical papers published at the very beginning of the twentieth century in a
volume simply titled Studies in Humanism (1907), Schiller put forward the
peculiar version of pragmatism he called ‘humanism’. His primary source
of inspiration for the humanist view was the Greek philosopher and
thetorician Protagoras. The sophist philosopher philosopher had famously
stated that ‘[m]an is the measure of all things’, a statement that had been
notably criticised by Plato, mainly in the 7Theaetetus. To Schiller, the great
hiatus between Protagoras and Plato witnessed the historical gap between a
pluralist and pragmatist philosopher and a dogmatic and absolutist phil-
osopher. To Schiller, pragmatic humanism anteceded modernity and
informed the whole history of Western philosophy. The battles between
pragmatists and intellectualists, humanists and absolutists, empiricists and
dogmatists were neither first fought in the metaphysical club at Cambridge

*® Although it was calibrated by many conversations he had had with James himself.
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nor waged in the capitals of modern Europe; they started in fifth and
fourth century BC in Athens and other Greek cities. Schiller argued that
Protagoras Protagoras’s view had been dramatically disfigured by Plato and
many of his disciples, who equated Protagorism with subjectivism, relativ-
ism, and scepticism. Yet Protagoras was the real inspiration for pragmatic
humanism because he believed that truth was essentially contextual, nor-
mative, and based on human interest.

To Schiller, the crucial problem in understanding Protagoras’s famous
saying that ‘Man is the measure of all things’ was the notion of ‘man’.
Since Plato, the view has been that ‘man’ means the individual subject and
not a community or the whole of humanity. This interpretation implies
that everyone perceives or interprets the world subjectively and independ-
ently from anyone else. If ‘man’ is interpreted egotistically, we must
surrender to a cacophony of individual opinions and give up hope of
reaching any sort of shared objectivity. The conclusion inevitably follows
that no real knowledge about anything is possible. But this was the specific
and misleading conclusion of Plato — or rather, Plato’s Protagoras — not the
real Protagoras, whom Schiller regarded as vastly more sophisticated. The
real Protagoras had argued that knowledge begins with individuals and
accepted that knowledge is eminently contextual, but he did not dismiss
the possibility of having objective knowledge. In fact, for Protagoras,
knowledge starts with the ‘man’ as an individual but grows through
‘men’ as a collective. The notion of ‘man’ in Protagoras’s dictum must
be read as singular and social. Human knowledge originates in the brains
and bodies of individuals. Still, it develops through the coordination of
whole communities, who gradually reach a consensus on what reality is or
is not, or what it should or should not be. As Schiller ironically stated, “The
question “if man is the measure, then how do we manage to measure?” was
not raised. What was raised was the unfair, untrue, and uninstructive cry,
‘then knowledge becomes impossible!’” (1907, 39). If we seriously raise this
question, then the doctrine of Protagoras reveals its extraordinary philo-
sophical depth. Knowledge is not a copy of some eternal reality; it is not a
set of uncontroversial and certain truths; it is the collective coordination of
our sensations and opinions. In short, it is about the human ability to share
and align individual experiences into a coherent and shared whole.

For Schiller’s Protagoras, objectivity is not neutrality or certainty but
agreement. But this agreement is not a merely conventional consensus.
Instead, it is the unstable outcome of many conversations clashing with a
resisting, independent reality. Yet the ‘autonomy’ of realty, Schiller added,
‘must not be construed as a denial of connection with human life, but as a
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description of the selective valuation which discriminate some more pre-
cious contents in human experience from others of inferior value’ (1907,
69). Objectivity is not the upshot of an external reality as comprehended
by allegedly uncompromised minds; it is the result of human coordination,
and, as such, it is instead an ideal which changes over time. In short, ‘man’
as the measure of all things means that humans collectively select the
portions of reality they value in given circumstances and historical spaces.
One crucial upshot of this idea is that the Protagorean man is both a maker
of truth and reality. Once we accept that truth is a sort of value that a
community attaches to the world, it is evident that truth is made and not
found. But once we accept that truth is made, we must also accept that
reality itself is, in a certain sense, made.

In a dialogue that Schiller wrote in 1907, the relation between truth-
making and reality-making is explicitly outlined. An imaginary philosopher
and winemaker, Antimorus, discusses with a young boy, Philonous, the
opportunity to study philosophy in Plato’s Academy. Antimorus had been in
Athens. He had known both Socrates and Plato but was largely unimpressed.
Instead, he tells Philonous he has been deeply impressed with a foreign
thetorician travelling from Abdera, Protagoras. The dialogue rehearses the
argument that the intellectualism of Plato had misrepresented the philosophy
of Protagoras. Yet here we find a particular emphasis on another aspect of
Protagoras’s famous saying: the man is the measure of all things insofar as
they are the maker of them. Philonous was apparently shocked by the
proposal: ‘Can you not see, man, then Reality is not made by you, but -
pre-exists your efforts, immutable, sublime, and unconcerned, not to be
fully grasped by man, even when he discovers it?” (1907, 320). The answer
of Antimorus (Schiller) was profoundly Bergsonian, and perhaps Jamesian:
“The Real I deal with is a real which I acknowledge, and I know, because my
action alters it (1907, 320). “Reality” is whatever resists by and changes
through our collective activities, needs, and wills:

For though our actions mostly start from something which we take, as pre-
existent, it did not pre-exist as that which it was altered into. And so that
which becomes real by our efforts is ever said to be more real than that
which we started from, and altered, and thereby proved to be unreal, or real
only for the purpose with which it was taken. (1907, 321)

The idea that humans are makers of both truth and reality was further
articulated in two other major essays, in which Schiller’s humanism came
full circle. Like Bergson, Schiller believed that the notions of truth and
reality are fundamentally intertwined with knowledge. Schiller observed
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that traditional epistemologies — rooted in intellectualistic views of know-
ledge — are fundamentally hopeless in showing how facts or events can be
apprehended as purportedly autonomous from our knowing processes.
They assume that knowledge is based on independent facts and that facts
are simple and given, as are the sensations based on them. Yet facts are
extremely complex things and are selected in many ways: ‘It is clear also
that the recognition of “facts” is by no means a simple affair. “Facts” which
can be excluded from our lives, which do not interest us, which mean
nothing to us which we cannot use, which are ineffective, which have little
bearing on practical life, tend to drop into unreality’ (1907, 188). There
are no basic or hard facts that everyone must agree on, because facts are
chosen by us for many different reasons. When we say that ‘the bottle on
the table is green” and ‘the dog of Paul is white’ are true propositions, we
are focusing on specific segments of reality that, we agree, have certain
properties of interest for us. To Schiller, to judge whether a statement is
true or false is equivalent to experimenting with things we care about. Any
kind of experience is a proactive experiment, and while experimenting, we
generate truths about the world:

For every judgment is essentially an experiment, which, to be tested, must be
acted on. If it is really true that ‘this’ is a chair, it can be sat in. If it is a
hallucination, it cannot. If it is broken, it is not a chair in the sense my interest
demanded . .. if I consent to complete the experiment, the consequences will
determine whether my prediction was ‘true’ or ‘false’. (1907, 192)

The consequences of our actions, the interests that prompt them, and
our expectations about how things behave determine our views of reality.
Truth is fundamentally constituted in playing on the selected data of
human experience. But human experience is based not only on a constant
selective operation but also, fundamentally, on previous retained experi-
ences. Old, formally uncontested, experiences are behind the determin-
ation of new factual statements. For Schiller, the notion of ‘knowledge’
refers to a systemic set of truths that have accumulated over time and that
are constantly under the threat of being challenged: “These “systems” are
continually verifying themselves, proving themselves true by their “conse-
quences”, by their power to assimilate, predict and control fresh “facts”.
But the fresh fact is not only assimilated; it also transforms. The old truth
looks different in the new light, and really changes’ (1907, 194-195).
When a system of truths changes, the way in which we perceive our world
changes too, so that there is a profound intertwinement between our
making of truth and our making of reality. If reality is the upshot of our

collective engagements, then new truths make new realities as new realities
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make new truths. When, for example, we claim to have discovered
something new, by the word ‘discovery’ we mean that which is not
pragmatically convenient in considering the discovered thing to be deter-
mined by our individual or collective activities. When, on the contrary, we
claim that we have invented something, by the notion of ‘invention’ we
mean that it is pragmatically convenient to compare the invented thing to
the community’s activity. The very distinction between discovery and
invention is relative to the collective interests of the community, and in
this sense, all discovery is a sort of invention as all invention involves some
sort of discovery.

Clearly, once we reject the view of a static reality waiting to be repre-
sented by our mind, we need to retool our ideas of both discovery and
invention entirely:

To wish for a chair and to find one, and to wish for a chair and make one,
are experiences which it is not easy to confuse, and which involve very
different operations and attitudes on our part. In the one case, we have to
merely look around, and our trusty senses present to us the object of our
desire in effortless contemplation; in the other a prolonged process of
construction is required. (1907, 430)

As Schiller had clarified a few years earlier in the pages of Papini and
Prezzolini’s Leonardo, what really defines humanistic pragmatism is the
idea that humans are makers; they are makers of truths as world makers.*"
Papini spells out Schiller’s philosophy with the following words: ‘Such is
the philosophy which comes to us from Oxford under the fair name of
Humanism, dear to our Latin memories. Italian humanism was the resur-
rection of a distant and unfamiliar world; Anglo-Saxon humanism is the
announcement of a new world, still unfamiliar, but no longer distant: a
world in which the soul is master’ (Papini 1922, 24). The old humanism
looked at the past, while the new humanism looks at the future, yet both
humanisms emphasise the centrality of humans in knowledge and history.

Unlike Papini, Schiller never mentions Vico. Yet the affinities and
connections between the two philosophies can be easily spotted. Like
Vico, Schiller thinks that an important function of philosophy is to recover
ancient wisdom that has been forgotten or marred by centuries of misin-
terpretations: for Vico, the wisdom hidden in the Latin language, and for
Schiller, the wisdom of the ancient sophists. And like Vico, Schiller rejects
the idea that subjects are spectators of a reality they have not made.

** Schiller 1905, 44—45.
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We shall remember that Vico put as the first axiom of his New Science a
slightly adulterated version of Protagoras’s saying: ‘Man makes himself the
measure of all things.” Man, for Vico, is not the measure of all things; he
makes himself the measure of all things. We can better understand what
Vico had in mind in light of his second axiom: ‘[W]henever men can form
no idea of distinct and unknown things, they judge them by what is familiar
and at hand.” Because we live in a world we did not make, the only way to
grasp it is to reduce it to our own measure. We understand the world and
our reality once we humanise it, thus making it our own according to our
rules. In short, Vico’s interpretation of Protagoras is distinctively close to
Schiller’s reading. No doubt the notion of ‘making’ in Vico is not precisely
the same as in Schiller, just as Schiller’s humanism is not James’s or Papini’s
pragmatism, Bergson’s vitalism, or Croce’s absolute historicism.** What all
of them share is the idea that reality is not a horizon of events that we
glimpse from afar but is itself the result of our active engagement with it.

5.4 What If Peirce Had Read Vico?

For another insightful comparison between Vico and pragmatism, we must
leap from the pre—World War I era to the post—World War II period. After
Sorel and Papini, the philosopher who most directly compared Vico and
pragmatism was Bertrand Russell. In 7he Wisdom of the West, first pub-
lished in 1959, Russell dedicates a generous discussion to Vico.”® Like
most previous interpreters, Russell saw Vico as a radical critic of
Descartes’s rationalism. He noted that, although Vico’s work was not
widely recognised during his life, he anticipated many insights of the
nineteenth century, mainly by Sorel, Comte, and Marx (who, Russell
noted, had all read Vico).** But what most drew Russell’s attention to
Vico was his verum factum principle. Russell deems it to be heuristically
illuminating for mathematics, the human sciences, and especially the
natural sciences: ‘An active knowledge of what can be done with the
material under investigation gives one a firmer grasp on reality than mere

** See De Waal 2021.

*3 Unlike the previous book, A History of Western Philosophy (1949), where Vico was missing.

** Russell perhaps even exaggerates the influence of Vico on Marx. As he writes: [W]e find that
Marx’s philosophic materialism is not of the mechanical type. What Marx maintains is much rather
a doctrine of activity which goes back to Vico . . . he [Marx] puts forward a conception of truth that
is very reminiscent of Vico’s formula and foreshadows certain forms of pragmatism. Truth for him
is not a matter of contemplation, but something that has to be demonstrated in practice’ ([1959]
1977, 271).
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external abstract knowledge’ ([1959] 1977, 206). He immediately and
surprisingly adds: “This is at the basis of the pragmaticist philosophy of
Peirce’ ([1959] 1977, 206). What is particularly fascinating is that Russell
shared Schiller’s insight that James is essentially Protagorean while
ascribing the adjective of Vichian to Peirce. Russell believed that James’s
pragmatism leads to pernicious relativism like Protagoras’s but that the
more respectable pragmatism of Peirce, as it was rooted in Vico’s verum

Jactum, has some important bearings on the scientific enterprise.”’
As Russell observed,

Peirce’s view is much rather in line with the verum factum formula of Vico.
Truth is what you can do with your statement. To take an example, if
I make a statement about a chemical substance, then the import of it is
enhanced by all properties of the substance that can be subjected to experi-
ment and tested. This, roughly, seems to be what Peirce is driving at.

([1959] 1977, 277)

To see James as a Protagorean and Peirce as essentially Vichian might be a
misplaced simplification. After all, as I showed in Section 5.3, Vico did use
Protagoras’s saying in his New Science. Further, Schiller’s interpretation of
Protagoras was, in principle, compatible with James and Peirce’s types of
pragmatism. Schiller showed that we can locate sophisticated pragmatism
within a non-trivial interpretation of Protagoras. Interestingly, while most
pragmatists did not discuss (and presumably did not read) Vico, the links
between pragmatism and Vico were constantly scrutinised throughout the
twentieth century, even by self-avowed anti-pragmatists like Russell.
Sorel, Papini, and Russell had found interesting connections between
Vico and pragmatists, and a few other twentieth-century scholars did too.
In 1939, the American philosopher James Feibleman observed that Vico’s
significance for the contemporary world was his original challenge to
problems that were still timely; in particular, Vico ‘anticipated in an exact
parallel the logical theory of social ethics held by Charles S. Peirce’ (1939,
36). In other words, Vico was the first to emphasise that knowledge is
a collective business. In 1950, another American philosopher, Arthur
Child, argued that Vico’s notion of making in knowledge was very close
to Dewey’s pragmatism. Nine years later it was Russell’s turn, and in
1969 the pragmatist and Vico expert Max Fisch published an insightful
essay wondering what Peirce would have thought of Vico’s verum factum
formula. While the analysis of the real or possible connections between

*> Even though, privately, Russell deemed Pierce a ‘muddled eclectic’ (see Spadoni 1986).
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Vico and pragmatism continued well after Fisch,>® Fisch’s analysis is
particularly emphatic, deep, and still timely. Like Russell, Fisch saw
Vico’s verum factum as a polemical alternative to Descartes’s theory of
knowledge and thought there to be significant ties between Vico and
Peirce’s epistemology.”” In fact, Peirce had devastatingly criticised
Descartes’s cogito in two papers: ‘Some consequences of four Incapacities’
(1868) and ‘How to make our ideas clear’ (1878). In the later paper, Peirce
argues that Descartes did not distinguish between clear, distinct ideas and
those that appear to be clear and distinct: “The distinction between an idea
seeming clear and really being so, never occurred to him’ (1878, 287).
Peirce noted that if our last authority is left to our minds, it will be
impossible to discern between real and apparent clarity. But if we assume
that clarity has to do with the success of our action, then we can find a
more appropriate — and external and shared — criterion for clarity and
distinctness. The clarity of a belief is about its meaning, and its meaning is
about the habits it produces: ‘(OJur idea of anything is our idea of its
sensible effects’ (1878, 293). Ideas are unclear because we have internal,
consistent, and self-evident representations of them in our minds; they are
clear because we are acquainted with their real and possible practical
effects. This is why Peirce famously concluded that ‘our conception of
these effects is the whole of our conception of the object’ (1878, 293).
If we have the idea of a ‘hard thing’, ‘weight’, or ‘force’, we know that its
meaning — and therefore its clarity — hinges on its concrete effects, on
whether we can scratch or break something hard, lift or drop something
heavy, or change the path of an object.

Russell and Fisch found Peirce’s connection between conceptualisation
and practice eminently Vichian insofar as the convertibility of truth and
making could be read as the convertibility between truth and action (and
thus manipulation and truth). After all, Vico himself had argued that our
abstractions are directly related to the movements effected by our bodies.
But perhaps a more fascinating connection with Vico can be found in two
fundamental insights of Peirce: (1) the impossibility of transcending any
form of prejudice with phantomatic universal doubt and (2) the idea that
any notion of reality involves a community (i.e., that we know as a
collective and not as individuals). Like Vico, Peirce rejected the possibility

26 See, for instance, Barnouw 1978; Palmer 2002; Fellmann 2004.

*7 On the relation between Vico and Peirce (especially between Vico’s philosophy, pragmatism, and
semiotics), see Trabant 2004 and Fellmann 2004.Although Peirce was probably unacquainted with
Vico’s philosophy, he was aware of Robert Flint’s Vico, published in 1884 (Fisch 1976; Verene
1976).
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of having a first philosophy based on the sheer power of introspection. Any
inquiry cannot start with a universal doubt questioning everything but
must ‘begin with all the prejudices which we actually have when we enter
upon the study of philosophy’ (1868, 140). This stance supposes that any
doubt needs justification. To doubt whether something is true or false
requires a justified reason. We do not doubt it — not because a philosoph-
ical maxim dictates so, but because we recognise and idenitfy a specific
challenge to solve. Even more, doubt is not an individual game but a social
game. The search for truth is a collective endeavour, not an individualistic
and self-centred speculation. Both arguments — the impossibility of uni-
versal doubt and the essential sociableness of knowledge — point toward
one fundamental insight: that introspection gives us no privileged access to
ourselves. Vico might have said that we know ourselves through history,
and therefore our cultural and material products, while Peirce might have
emphasised that we know each other through collective engagements.
Both rejected egotistic introspection as a source of significant knowledge
about us and the world. As Fisch argues,

The mind is no more given for introspection than the world is for extros-
pection. Nor does it shine out through human faces, least of all from our
own in the glass. It is known by hypothesis and induction from human
doings and makings, in large part the same as those from which the world is
known. The doings and makings by which the world and mind are known
enter into the making of both mind and world. If the human mind could be
given at all, it would be nothing short of a history of human institutions;
but that history, like the history of the natural world, is a laborious, secular,
incompletable construction. (1969, 423)

Vico and Pierce might well have shared the insight that beyond doing and
making lies the inconceivable or unintelligible. Yet to Fisch there remained a
distinctive difference between the two philosophers: if Peirce had read
Vico’s verum factum principle, he would have it interpreted in the Greek
form 16 &AnBés = T Tpdypa, where alétheia (as truth conceived in terms of
unconcealment) is associated with the notion of pragma and thus with
action or deed.”® While the Latin used by Vico emphasises the existence
of an accomplished action — factum as ‘made’ — as the carrier of truth, the
Peircean Greek would have insisted on the process of the performing action
as tending toward the future. Truth as making is inherently processual. The

*# The ironic conclusion that Fisch could have reached is that if Peirce had read Vico and interpreted
truth in terms of Greek’s alétheia, he would have anticipated Heidegger’s philosophy. On the
relation between alétheia and praxis, see Chapter 6.
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factum refers to the past; the pragma leans toward the future. As Fisch
concludes, ‘the Latin is retrospective; the Greek is, or may be, prospective’
(1969, 424): truth is not something made once for all but is something in the
making within an open horizon.*® Russell might have been partially correct;
Peirce was a Vichian who interpreted the verum factum prospectively.

5.5 Historicising Praxis: Dewey and Vico

Fisch could also have included John Dewey in his analysis. If Dewey had
read Vico, he would probably have agreed with him that the true and the
made are somewhat convertible. Yet along with Peirce (and then Fisch), he
would have added that the relation between making and knowing is
thoroughly dynamic, processual, and fundamentally oriented toward the
future. Drawing on Peirce, Dewey saw knowledge as based on a tension
between a problematic situation and a possible, although inherently pre-
carious, solution. Knowledge is an unstable and situated praxis. As Dewey
observes in a short paper published in 1908, ‘Does Reality Possess Practical
Character?’, to know means to adjust or readjust the organism to the
environment, as the ability to deal with challenging situations.
Knowledge should be characterised as a sort of ‘gumption’: ‘the knowledge
of a mechanic or farmer was what the Yankee calls gumption — an
acknowledgement of things in their belongings and uses’ ([1908] 1998,
126); intelligence itself is no other than ‘a practical term: ability to seize up
matters with respect to the needs and possibilities of the various situations
in which one is called to do something’ ([1908] 1998, 126). Vico would
have called such an ability ‘ingenium’, but Dewey frames this ability into a
biological framework: the organism makes a reality that conforms to its
needs and propositions. A good reality is that which allows organisms to
prompt valuable and enriching reactions:

For ordinary purposes, that is for practical purposes, the truth and the
realness of things are synonyms. We are all children who say ‘really and
truly’. A reality which is so taken in organic response as to lead to subse-
quent reactions that are off the track and aside from the mark, while it is,
existentially speaking, perfectly real, is not good reality. It lacks the hallmark
of value. ([1908] 1998, 130)

Reality is not something confronting us as a static and definite surrounding

but is something that has been made or domesticated according to our

*> As I will show in Section 5.6, the Greek version of Vico’s verum factum resembled Heidegger’s
notion of truth.
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interests and needs. Reality is what emerges from the reciprocal and
dynamic adjustment between organisms and their environments.

What makes Dewey particularly interesting in this context is his view on
the genealogy of scientific knowledge and, more generally, his history of
human praxis. The crucial question that concerned Dewey (and in part
Vico) was how and when humans started to believe in reality as an object
of neutral and pure contemplation. The answer to Dewey (and partly to
Vico) lay in the historical separation between theory and practice. While
the stories put forward by Dewey and Vico are different, they both start
with the same insight: the fundamentality of fear. For Vico, the first
humans, frightened by nature’s unpredictable and incomprehensible
forces, began to conceive of them in terms of divine power. Primitive
humans concocted the idea that beyond nature’s concrete and material
forces lies a transcendent realm that can account for those inscrutable
forces. The earliest forms of religion emerged from specific ideas, which
Vico calls ‘imaginative universals’. As Vico himself explains in section
I of the New Science, titled ‘Poetic Metaphysics’, ‘As the first wisdom
of the pagan world, poetic wisdom must have begun with a metaphysics
which, unlike the rational and abstract metaphysics of today’s scholars,
sprang from the senses and imagination of the first people’ (Vico in
Marsh, 2013, [375] 144). Vico deems those elements of imagination as
crucial in instituting the first communities: they helped primitive
humans to make sense of their environments and relieved their existen-
tial anxieties. Vico conceived of the earliest poetic metaphysics as the
effect of imagination plus the ignorance of natural causes. ‘Primitive
metaphysicians’ escaped the intolerable feeling or precarity by creating
an imaginary world that could account for the apparent idiosyncrasies of
the natural world.

For Dewey, instead, the original speculative bias was triggered by the
fear of unpredictable and incomprehensible changes in and of nature. The
idea is spelled out in his 1925 book Experience and Nature, first published
in 1925. In it, Dewey formulates a sort of praxis epistemology he calls
‘naturalistic humanism’. He insists that classical philosophy was obsessed
with stability because reality appears itself as ambiguous, precarious, and
capricious and thus frightening. As he puts it, ‘Our magical safeguard
against the uncertain character of the world is to deny the existence of
chance, to mumble universal and necessary law, the ubiquity of cause and
effect, the uniformity of nature, universal progress, and the inherent
rationality of the universe’ ([1925] 1954, 44). Conceptual thinking itself
emerges as an adaptive and functional response to the idiosyncrasies of the
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environment. We thus create theoretical uniformity and predictability
where, in truth, there is diversity and chaos. Theory itself, for Dewey, is
the outcome of practice. The act of speculation is a productive process that
transforms ‘the disordered into the orderly, the mixed-up into the distin-
guished or placed, the unclear and ambiguous into the defined and
unequivocal, the disconnected into the systematized’ ([1925] 1954,
65—66). Dewey probably ignored that a fundamental principle of Vico’s
New Science was that the human mind seeks uniformity in what it
perceives, whenever possible: “The human mind naturally tends to take
delight in what is uniform’, wrote Vico in section II of the Elements.”® The
delight in finding uniformity is also, for Vico, a consequence of a primor-
dial fear of an unknown and threatening world. For both Vico and Dewey,
an imagined, ordered, and predictable world is a safe escape from a
threatening, harsh, and unpredictable reality.

In his Gifford Lectures, given at the University of Edinburgh in 1928 and
published in 1929 with the title 7he Quest for Certainty: A Study of the
Relation of Knowledge and Action, Dewey focused more on the historical
emergence of a theory from praxis. He conceptualised human practice as
something eminently dangerous because it is contingent and intellectually
ungroundable. Instead, theory is a tool aimed at creating universal and ideal
(although abstract) elements, inspiring safety: “The distinctive character of
practical activity, one which is so inherent that it cannot be eliminated, is the
uncertainty which attends it. Of it we are compelled to say: Act, but act at
your peril ... Through thought, however, it has seemed that men might
escape from the perils of uncertainty’ (1929, 10). He continues, ‘men have
longed to find a realm in which there is an activity which is not overt, and
which has no external consequences. “Safety first” has played a larger role
in effecting a preference for knowing over doing and making’ (1929, 11);
by ‘knowing’, Dewey here means speculation. The speculative attitude can
only thrive away from the horrors of primitive life: “The precarious crisis of
birth, puberty illness, death, war, famine, plague, the uncertainties of hunt,
the vicissitudes of climate and the great seasonal changes, kept imagination
occupied with the uncertain’ (1929, 13). Imagination is the mother of
speculation, and speculation engenders a theoretical attitude toward reality
and, accordingly, a consequential split between making and knowing,.

While the theoretical attitude was initially driven by the fear of unpre-
dictability, it triumphed thanks to philosophical backing and social legit-
imation. Dewey observed that the first Greek philosophers had inherited

?® Marsh 2013, NS, Principle 47, p. 92.
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the distinction between practice and theory. They clarified, justified, and
developed it further. However, their intellectual conclusions had a socio-
logical basis: the class structure of their societies. In ancient Greece, a large
class of slaves (makers and practitioners) was dominated by a smaller class of
citizens (thinkers). Although Dewey was not a Marxist, his perspective on
Greek society was essentially Marxist in nature, as he, like Lukdcs and Sohn-
Rethel, interpreted the gap between hands and brains, makers and thinkers,
in terms of class divisions. To Dewey, a society based on slavery incentivises
the severance between those who think and those who produce. Thus, the
quest for certainty, which was originally a quest for safety, became with Plato
and Aristotle a quest for legitimising and strengthening social divisions: ‘After
a distinctively intellectual class had arisen, a class having leisure and in large
degree protected against the more serious perils which afflicts the mass of
humanity, its members proceeded to glorify their own office’ (1929, 41).
Again, in agreement with the Marxist view, Dewey argues that only in
modernity was the separation between hands and minds shattered with the
triumph of the new scientific outlook.’® Modern science was thoroughly
experimental and transformative, not merely speculative. The new scholar—
naturalists built and used instruments for controlling and reproducing phys-
ical phenomena and, by doing so, understood them conceptually.
Yet although modern science had challenged the separation between practice
and theory, most philosophers continued to defend the prerogatives of the
mind over the realm of action.

Dewey thus saw a split between the results of the scientific revolution
and the philosophical speculations on the nature of knowledge in general.
Practitioners in science had challenged the distinction between practice
and theory, but philosophers had persisted in upholding the values of
immutability and the priority of mind over action. Descartes’s separation
of mind and body, and later Kant’s emphasis on the power of the intellect
in constituting our world experience, had reinforced the gap between the
realm of making and the realm of knowing. Dewey saw it as an ironic
situation in which the extraordinary transformations triggered by modern
naturalists could not efface the contempt for practitioners and makers, who
were the real protagonists of a new world view. Because philosophers were
still blinded by the old aristocratic understanding of knowledge, they could
not appreciate the enormous changes that modern science had introduced
into epistemology. Dewey was quite far from Marxism, yet his view was

** On the relation between Dewey, pragmatism, and Marxism, see Novack 1975.
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entirely compatible with a Marxist interpretation of scientific knowledge
and overlapped perfectly with what Lukdcs had written in the early
1920s. Dewey reconfigured the Marxist distinction between use and
exchange value as a distinction between objects to be qualitatively
appreciated and data to be quantitatively manipulated. The Greek world
view, which for Dewey dominated European thought until early mod-
ernity, saw scientific activity as an aesthetic reflection of objects that were
conceived of as irreducible entities to be contemplated. The objects of
science were substances to be enjoyed and valued — not to be fragmented,
manipulated, and transformed. Instead, with the triumph of modern
science, objects were dramatically reconceptualised. They were trans-
formed into data that could be quantified and therefore manipulated and
controlled:

Objects are finalities; they are complete, finished; they call for thought only
in the way of definition, classification, logical arrangement, subsumption in
syllogism, etc. But data signify ‘material to serve’; they are indications,
evidence, signs, clues to and of something still to be reached; they are
intermediate, not ultimate; means not finalities ... Greek and medieval
science formed an art of accepting things as they are enjoyed and suffered.
Modern experimental science is an art of control. (1929, 96-97)

Modern science opened up a new way to understand reality based on the
fragmentation and devaluation of objects and their reduction to data.’*
Galilean and Newtonian sciences sanctioned the shift from qualitative to
quantitative science. The Aristotelian apperception of objects was con-
verted into the formulation of data and their mathematical relations.
Dewey distinguished between two modes of making reality: first, a reality
that is aesthetically enjoyed or suffered — namely, a reality that is consti-
tuted through and from our aesthetic intuitions and normative evalu-
ations — and second, a reality that is fragmented and quantitatively
abstracted to be manipulated and controlled, that is, a new reality that
can satisfy our instrumental dreams.

Unlike Lukdcs and Horkheimer, Dewey did not criticise the modern
scientific outlook (at least, not in the way Lukdcs and the Frankfurt School
did). On the contrary, Dewey saw the contemporary transformation of

3* We should not interpret ‘devaluation’ in dismissive, critical, terms. To Dewey, the shift from object
to data corresponded to two different ways to perceive the world. An Aristotelian ‘substance’ has a
value in itself, while a set of modern data have a value insofar as they allow manipulation and
control. But the devaluation of the physical world was (or could be) a revaluation of a new reality —a
reality more adequate for the flourishing of human potentialities.
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objects into data as a valuable opportunity to create a better, more valuable
reality for us. The reality of modern science was not a definite reality finally
discovered to be standing behind or beyond our ancient prejudices; it was a
fabricated reality that could be, in principle, a ‘good’ reality for us. The
reality of modern science is good not because it is more real than any
previously made reality but because this new reality can be tailored to fit
our cherished values and interests. The modern and newly emerging
“scientific” data are not derived from direct observation but are instead
constituted by the experimental processes themselves: “The notion that the
findings of science are a disclosure of the inherent properties of the
ultimate real, of existence at large, is a survival of the older metaphysics’
(1929, 100). The separation between qualitative and quantitative worlds
opened up new extraordinary opportunities for humanity. When, for
example, our common experience of water as a ‘glistening, rippling object
with the variety of qualities that delight the eye, ear and plate’ (1929, 102)
is replaced by the symbol H20, the object itself becomes amenable to all
sorts of use and control. The same approach can be expanded to virtually
every material object, whether solid or liquid, provided that it is math-
ematically redescribed: ‘From the practical standpoint, bodies become
aggregates of energies to be used in all kinds of ways, involving all sorts
of substitutions, transformations, combinations and separations’ (1929,
103). The notable conclusion of Dewey was that once we realise that
knowing is a praxis based on the control of natural relations, which are
administered according to a given and willed direction, the question about
values in science becomes crucial. If science is not about a description of an
objective world, a representation of the ‘inherent properties of the ultimate
real’, but a radical restructuring of reality according to our specific interests
and needs, the question of why we should want and value a new reality
becomes inescapable. After all, why would the reality built by science be a
good reality for us?

The aflinities between Dewey, Vico, and Croce are particularly instruct-
ive here. Before Croce, Vico had powerfully observed that human know-
ledge starts from aesthetic apprehension.’? Our primordial perceptions of
objects are not sensory data but whole meaningful things apprehended
aesthetically. Human knowledge begins with poetry and with the aesthetic
apprehension of reality. The great mythical accounts of the past are
descriptions of reality as ancient societies perceived it: realities that were

33 Back in 1934, Croce and Dewey had polemical controversy, which endured until the death of both
philosophers in 1952. See Douglas 1970; Vittorio 20125 Copenhaver 2017.
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at first spontaneously enjoyed and suffered and only later rationally
manipulated and controlled.’* Croce, much closer to Dewey, argued that
human knowledge starts with intuitions, which are expressive and aesthe-
tical appropriations of reality. For both Croce and Dewey, when we talk
about sensory data or simple impressions, we refer to sophisticated abstrac-
tions emerging in advanced techno-scientific societies, which remake the
world according to their new normative interests. To Vico, the passage
from poetry to prose represented the passage from barbarism to civilisa-
tion. To Croce, it represented the movement between aesthetical and
logical apprehensions of the world. For Dewey, it referred to the transition
between qualitatively and quantitatively conceived reality. No doubt there
are many divergences and discontinuities among them. Vico and Croce,
like many apocalyptic Marxists, believed that civilised rationalism — the
Deweyan triumph of data over aesthetic ‘substances’ — prefigures the
primordia of a new fall into barbarism. Dewey was a hopeless optimist
about the possible bounties of a new scientific society. Nevertheless, they
all shared the insight that knowledge starts as an aesthetic apprehension of
reality and ends with a logical-rational restructuring of the world. They
shared the idea that we are world makers. We make and remake reality in
many ways and according to diverse needs. Knowledge is inherently
normative precisely because it is a human intentional praxis.

5.6 From Pragmatism to Hermeneutic Phenomenology

(and Back)

Dewey’s naturalistic humanism had some extraordinary conceptual ties
with Martin Heidegger’s phenomenology (Sukale 1976). Dewey’s distinc-
tion between primary and secondary objects of experiences prefigures
Heidegger’s discrimination between ‘ready-to-hand’ and ‘present-at-hand’
(see Chapter 6). Even more, Dewey’s analysis of primary experience recalls
Heidegger’s analytic of Dasein in his Sein und Zeit, published two years
later as Experience and Nature. For Dewey, primary experience was lived
experience; it was about the unthematised, practical, and everyday involve-
ment in the world. Experience, ‘[l]ike its congeners, life and history ...
includes what men do and suffer, what they strive for, love, believe and

’* As Dewey wrote: ‘Human experience in the large, in its coarse and conspicuous features, has for
one of its most striking features preoccupation with direct enjoyment, feasting and festivities;
ornamentation, dance, song, dramatic pantomime, telling yarns and enacting stories. In comparison
with intellectual and moral endeavour, this trait of experience has hardly received the attention from
philosophers that it demands’ ([1925] 1954, 78).
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endure, and also how men act and are acted upon, the ways in which they
do and suffer, desire and enjoy, see, believe, imagine’, and, more crucially,
‘it recognizes in its primary integrity no division between act and material,
subject and object, but contains them both in an unanalyzed totality’
([1925] 1954, 8). Primary experience is an indivisible totality from which
a secondary experience constituted by abstractions and conceptualisations
emerges. In short, primary experience refers to the world of meaningful
praxes, which philosophers can reveal through analysis of ‘life experience’.
In Dewey’s pragmatism, like Heidegger’s phenomenology, the philoso-
pher’s task is to reveal the basic structure of everyday human experience,
which is covered by a thick pile of conceptualisations and reflections
assembled by many generations.’” Yet, despite the convergences we might
find between the two philosophers, Heidegger did not deem positive the
possibility that Western philosophy and metaphysics would end with
pragmatism. In the ‘Sketches for a History of Being as Metaphysics’,
Heidegger resumes his emphatic insight by noticing that the Greeks’
epistemic ideal — powerfully embodied in Plato and Aristotle’s philosophy
and according to which knowledge reveals the basic principles transcend-
ing or informing reality from within — leads to Nietzsche’s will to power
and ultimately to contemporary instrumentalism as embodied in pragma-
tism (i.e., the very philosophy underpinning modern technoscience).>®
Once we move from evidence to will, from the non-human archai to
too-human desires, we start considering as true what we want to be true or
what satisfies our needs. While Papini had observed that philosophy had to
be annihilated into pragmatica, Heidegger noted that annihilation was
natural and inevitable. Of course, Heidegger’s notion of pragmatism was
not that of Peirce, James, Papini, Schiller, or Dewey. It was something
much closer to the unphilosophical ‘pragmatism’ pragmatists themselves
had constantly dismissed as spurious, that is, the common-sense attitude of
those who think that all that works and functions are good and true.

> As Dewey explained, ‘“There is a special service which the study of philosophy may render.
Empirically pursued it will not be a study of philosophy but a study, by means of philosophy, of
life experience. But this experience is already overlaid and saturated with the products of the
reflection of past generations and by-gone ages. It is filled with interpretations, classifications, due to
sophisticated thought, which have become incorporated into what seems to be fresh, naive
empirical material. It would take more wisdom than is possessed by the wisest historic scholar to
track all of these absorbed borrowings to their original sources. If we may for the moment call these
materials prejudices (even if they are true, as long as their source and authority is unknown), then
philosophy is a critique of prejudices’ ([1925] 1954, 37).

For an illuminating discussion of Heidegger’s argument regarding the fate of Western thought, see
Rorty 1991, 27-30.

36
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To Heidegger, this unphilosophical pragmatism represented the inevitable
end of Western metaphysics, which is fated to be swallowed into technol-
ogy. As Heidegger himself apocalyptically observed, “The decline has
already taken place. The consequences of this occurrence are the events
of world history in this century ... Its course is ordered historico-
technologically in the sense of the last stage of metaphysics’. In such a
new, final stage, Heidegger added, the ‘labouring animal [humans] is left
to the giddy whirl of its products so that it may tear itself to pieces and
annihilate itself into empty nothingness’ (1973, 86—87). In this view,
‘pragmatism’ is nothing but a passing short footnote of the Nietzschean
will to power, fated to be chewed up by the automatic gears of modernity.
Yet if we consider pragmatism not as a banalised technical instrumentalism
but as a philosophy of experience and action, as Papini, James, Schiller,
and Dewey believed it to be, we arrive at a very different and intriguing
conclusion. We realise that pragmatism is not the final stage of collapsing
metaphysics but a crucial part of Heidegger’s own philosophy. In short,
Heidegger had much more in common with pragmatists than he would
probably have liked, for a simple reason: he shared their tradition that
regarded knowledge as a form of praxis.

In Chapter 6, I directly address Heidegger’s analytic of Dasein, which
I read as one of the most powerful versions of praxis epistemology. For
now, I raise one last issue which touches the hidden connections between
pragmatism and phenomenology. In fact, if we define pragmatism in the
ways Bergson, James, and Papini did, and therefore not only as a method for
settling disputes but also as a total philosophy of experience and human
action, then it seems that Heidegger was as an implicit pragmatist as
pragmatists implicit Heideggerians. Of course, this is not my personal view
but the view shared by three generations of scholars: Dewey, Rorty, Richard
Bernstein, Robert Brandom. The first felt that Heidegger’s Being and Time
had some powerful and mysterious connections with his work and ‘sounded
like a description of “the situation” in transcendental Germans’; by ‘situ-
ation’, Dewey intended the crucial element tying human cogitations to their
environments, one of the fundamental concepts of his philosophy (Hook
1974). Rorty deemed Heidegger one of the most influential philosophers of
the twentieth century, together with Dewey and Wittgenstein, and provided
a fascinating reading of Heidegger via Dewey.’” Rorty deemed ‘Division

37 Rorty was convinced that Heidegger’s pragmatism followed from his non-speculative view of
human understanding. As he put it, ‘Once understanding is de-intellectualized in the way in
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one’ of Heidegger’s Being and Time a powerful re-enactment of the standard
pragmatist critique of Plato and Descartes (see Rorty 1991, 32-33).
Bernstein, in turn, found the connections between pragmatism and
phenomenology to be somewhat troubling: ‘Almost every point that
Peirce makes in his brilliant attack on Cartesianism in 1868 (and which is
reiterated by later pragmatic thinkers) is echoed in Sein und Zeir (1986,
200). Brandom did consider Sein und Zeit as an exercise in normative
pragmatism (2002, 324) and provided a deep pragmatist interpretation of
Heidegger’s Dasein.’® It is highly improbable that Heidegger read pragmatist
literature with any serious intent. Yet why do we find such internal affinity?
Can it be a mere coincidence? And if not, from where does the connection
come???

For most pragmatist readers, the Heidegger—pragmatism link was far
from accidental and could be explained in the same way as the connections
between pragmatism and Vico: as a common reaction against Descartes
and the Cartesian paradigm. Bernstein explicitly defended this option
(1986), and Rorty’s historical reconstruction of philosophy in his acclaimed
Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature followed. Rorty claimed that Dewey,
Heidegger, and the late Wittgenstein all shared an anti-Cartesian perspective
on the role of philosophy and epistemology. They all rejected mind—body
dualism, subjectivism, epistemic foundationalism, and the so-called spectator
theory of knowledge. Dewey believed that the quest for certainty had
intoxicated philosophers’ minds since Plato and had been reinvigorated
by Descartes, who shaped modern philosophy and created the conditions
for formulating Kant’s transcendental philosophy. Basically, Rorty argued
that Descartes, Locke, and Kant were the main philosophers responsible
for developing the philosophical paradigm based on the idea that to know
is to represent, appropriately, something external to us. They had successtully
concocted the misleading metaphor of the mind as a ‘mirror of nature’.
Descartes had invented an ethereal mind as separate from the world; Locke

which both Dewey and Heidegger wanted to de-intellectualize it — by viewing the so-called “quest
for disinterested theoretical truth” as a continuation of practice by other means — most of the
standard pragmatist doctrines follows. In particular, it follows that, as Heidegger puts it, Dasein’s
Being-in-the-world is the foundation of the primordial phenomenon of truth’ (Rorty 2005, s15).
Brandom presumably offers one of the most Vichian interpretations of Division One of Being and
Time when he recognises that the central point of Heidegger’s entire discussion is what he calls ‘the
primacy of the social’. As he writes: “The ontological primacy of the social can be justified by appeal
to a more specific thesis, pragmatism concerning authority. This is the claim that all matters of
authority or privilege, in particular epistemic authority, are matters of social practice, and not
objective matters of fact’ (Brandom 1983).

3 For a pragmatist and analytic reading of Heidegger, see also Okrent 1991.
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had provided hints to a general theory of representation based on the
concept of ‘idea’; and Kant had introduced into the philosophical vocabu-
lary the notion of the ‘tribunal of reason’, which, in Kant’s own words, shall
secure the claim of reason against ‘its groundless pretensions’ (Kant 1998,
AXII, 1o01). Rorty argued that the whole Cartesian—Kantian tradition was
based on the view that philosophical knowledge shall escape history.
Philosophical inquiry had to be an attempt to find nonhistorical conditions
underlying historical change. In the early twentieth century, the ideal of
philosophy was reaffirmed by Husserl and Russell, who wanted to keep
philosophy rigorous. But the more philosophy becomes rigorous, the less it
addresses human-situated concerns. The further attempts of analytics and
phenomenologists to ground knowledge as an ahistorical enterprise were
resounding failures on which the philosophies of Dewey, Heidegger, and
Wittgenstein thrived.

These new, anti-foundationalist, historicist, and pragmatic agendas
supposed, for Rorty, a shift in the role and nature of philosophy from a
systematic to an edifying discipline. Systematic philosophies seek a
common granitic ground on which all disagreements can be definitively
settled. For a systematic philosopher, incommensurable perspectives can
(and must) be reduced to one unique rational measure from which those
perspectives can be assessed and justified. In contrast, the edifying phil-
osophers consider the quest for absolute commensurability impossible or
even undesirable. The role of philosophy is not to ground knowledge and
avert disagreements but to keep human conversation alive. Once we
challenge the idea that the mind and language mirror nature and can
therefore lead us to some sort of transparent certainty, we are left with
endless, although humanly relevant, conversations:

If we see knowing not as having essences, to be described by scientists and
philosophers, but rather as a right, by current standards, to believe, then we are
well on the way to seeing conversation as the ultimate context within which
knowledge is to be understood. Our focus shift from the relation between
human beings and the objects of their inquiry to the reladon between
alternative standards of justification, and from there to the actual change in
those standards which make up intellectual history. (Rorty 1979, 390)

While Rorty’s reconstruction might be deemed a wild simplification that
few historians of philosophy would endorse, he stumbled upon something
profound. There are two ways to conceive of philosophy that parallel the
whole history of the discipline. One is the traditional way, which finds in
Plato, Aristotle, and Descartes its most illustrious representatives and sees
philosophy as a quest for objective and atemporal truths. The other way,
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which he admits to be peripheral in the history of the discipline, regards
philosophy as an enterprise of self-discovery that is sensible to human
times and spaces and that gives priority to the analysis of the chaotic
human world before considering transcendent or transcendental non-
human principles; it is a philosophy that pays attention to the quirks of
human existence before contemplating supposedly eternal laws. In a word,
it is philosophies that put praxis before theory and contemplation.

While Rorty never mentions Vico, it would be quite natural to classify
him as an edifying philosopher along with Dewey and Heidegger. With his
anti-Cartesianism and his interests in rhetoric, language, poetry, history, and
seminal anthropology, Vico could have easily been the eighteenth-century
hero of Rorty’s broad narrative.** Even more, if Rorty had read Vico, he
would have probably realised that Vico was to the pragmatists as pragmatists
were to existential phenomenologists: they all shared the same tradition and
formulated powerful, although different, versions of praxis epistemologies.
If Rorty had read Vico, he would have probably recognised that edifying
philosophies were far from peripheral and were part of a much larger, older,
and more complex tradition. In the end, the only recent Anglophone
philosopher who glimpsed the role that Vico could have had in an enlarged
history of philosophy was Scottish philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre. In his
‘Epistemological Crises, Dramatic Narrative, and the Philosophy of Science’,
published in 1977, Maclntyre has argued that knowledge is basically rooted
in narratives, yet that ‘the history of epistemology, like the history of ethics
itself, is usually written as though it were not a moral narrative, that is, in
fact as though it were not a narrative’ (1977, 456). Descartes was wrong
when he pretended to reject myth and history by raising questions of truth.
He himself, after all, while refusing to give history any bearing on truth,
needed to invent one story to tell as to how the quest for truth should be
conducted. Reason in general, and scientific reason in particular, ‘turns out
to be subordinate to, and intelligible only in terms of, historical reason’
(1977, 464). For Maclntyre, the philosophical agenda that dominated a
large part of modern epistemology and which had tried to marry empiricism
with natural science methods was fated to fall constantly into irrationalism
or scepticism. The only genuine escape remaining is history itself. Our
understanding and scientific theorisations are fundamentally historical and

thus intelligible in and throughout history:

4° Especially in his essays (Rorty 1991), the proximity of his pragmatism with Vico’s sensibility is quite
evident, especially when Rorty emphasised the centrality of the metaphor and metaphorical
thinking over inferential thinking. See, in particular, Rorty 1991, 11-15.
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Hume’s disease is, however, incurable, and ultimately fatal and even back-
gammon (or the type of analytical philosophy which is often the backgam-
mon of the professional philosopher) cannot stave off its progress
indefinitely. It is, after all, Vico, and neither Descartes nor Hume, who
has turned out to be in the right in approaching the relationship between
history and physics. (1977, 471)

While writing this, MacIntyre was thinking about the great debates
affecting philosophers of science, particularly the frightening irrationalism
that might follow from accepting Kuhn’s notion of incommensurability.
With Rorty, Maclntyre agreed that incommensurability cannot be tran-
scended by appealing to a universal and objective tribunal of reason which
would provide a common, standardised measure that everyone must accept.
Incommensurability can only be tamed — and the charge of irrationalism
avoided — by reconstructing the histories of those changes in which we can
identify the reasons, motivations, and scopes that moved the protagonists of
the story to take the decisions they took. For Maclntyre, Vico was the
vaccine against Hume’s disease of the learned, a disease that inevitably affects
those who pursue inconspicuous agendas (i.e., philosophical backgammons).
Toward the end of his opus magnum, After Virtues, Maclntyre resumed one
of the great Vichian lessons of his philosophy:

Man is in his actions and practice, as well as in his fictions, essentially a
story-telling animal. He is not essentially, but become through his history, a
teller of stories that aspire to truth . .. [D]eprive children of stories and you
leave them unscripted, anxious stutterers in their actions as in their words.
Hence there is no way to give us an understanding of any society, including
our own, except through the stock of stories which constitute its initial
dramatic resources. Mythology, in its original sense, is at the heart of things.
Vico was right. (1981, 216)

Neither Peirce nor James, Schiller, Dewey, or Rorty had likely read Vico.
Vico was not a pragmatist, and pragmatists were not Vichians. What
united them all was a philosophical tradition deeming human-historicised
praxis as the fundamental backdrop behind the emergence of any sort of
refined abstraction. They all believed that the only way to transcend both
scepticism and naive realism is to seriously consider human-historicised
actions before human, apparently ‘immortal’ cogitations. In a word, all
shared the implicit idea that the world of techné (and praxis) anticipates
and reveals the world of physis and its theoretical comprehension.



CHAPTER 6

Praxis Epistemology 111
From Vico to Phenomenology

If a mechanical movement is followed by a sound this does not tell us
if the sound signifies a warning, an appeal, or a request.
Grassi and O’Malley (1987, 69)

6.1 The Qualities of Experience

At the end of Whar is Life?, a short and particularly influential book that
the Austrian physicist Erwin Schrodinger published in 1944, we find a
deep and fascinating reflection that hits directly at the core of the phe-
nomenological perspective. As Schrédinger put it, “The sensation of color
cannot be accounted for by the physicist’s objective picture of light waves.
Could the physiologist account for it if he had fuller knowledge than he
has of the processes in the retina and the nervous processes set up by them
in the optical nerve bundles and in the brain? I do not think so’ (2012,
154). Even if we were to attain perfect theoretical knowledge about the
physiological mechanisms producing the subjective sensations of colour or
sound, we would not explain what it means to experience a shining yellow,
a scarlet red, or the annoying noise of a car horn. There is a fundamental
and unbridgeable gap between the quantitative and mathematical descrip-
tions of colours and sounds and our direct, qualitative experience of them.
‘Red’” might be conveniently described in terms of 650 wavelengths (nm)
or the note A in terms of 440 Hz frequency, but our qualitative experiences
of red and musical tones cannot be equated with those descriptions.
Schrédinger touched upon one of the most controversial problems of
epistemology but did not explore it further. As a physicist, he had a
relatively modest aim: to show that there is a fundamental, seemingly
unsolvable contradiction at the heart of scientific knowledge. On the one
hand, scientific theories are based on what we observe and our immediate
perceptions, yet science cannot account for the subjective experience of
perception. Scientific theories classify and order our observations but would
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never account for the inner natures of ‘sensual qualities’ (Schrodinger 2012,
164). While perceptions ground science, science cannot ground qualitative
perceptions. Schrédinger had unwittingly stumbled upon an archetypal
issue for most phenomenologists: No particular science can ground itself;
all sciences are ultimately rooted in the directly experienced world. The so-
called primary qualities of modern science could be the problematic
abstractions distilled from secondary qualities, rather than their
foundation.

Of course, since the ancient atomists, naturalists have wondered about
the relationship between primary and secondary qualities. Democritus had
famously argued that sensations like colours, warmth, and cold (secondary
qualities) only existed by ‘convention’ because they were epiphenomena
of atomic movements impinging on our senses (Hirst 1967). Following
Democritus, Galileo rooted his entire new physics in the idea that the
very natures of physical objects are in their quantifiable attributes, whatever
their shape, size, or weight. For Galileo, what was real in the objects was
not the sensations we receive from them but the mathematical structures
we can deduce through our trained, allegedly rational, minds. Unlike
Galileo, Schrédinger did not argue that quantities were more real than qualities.
To him, the latter were only the inscrutable base on which any science
opportunistically lies. But apparently unbeknownst to Schrédinger, nineteenth-
and twentieth-century philosophers had provided a new radical interpretation
of the nature of primary and secondary quality as well as their relations.
They showed that those secondary qualities are not simply discrete colours,
sounds, or smells but that they refer to a complex and continuous network of
immediate and unthematised elements that constitute the basic human experi-
ence of the world. Primary qualities can be interpreted as the abstract residuum
of a richer and no less real lived experience. Sounds, colours, and smells
mean something to us in the backdrop of a whole set of intertwined, unfor-
malisable, and irreducible web of basic experiences, which constitutes our
surrounding environment. Qualitative experience happens and makes sense
as individual perceiving agents living in a social collective that shares a specific
historical time. In this sense, we might identify ‘secondary quality’ as rooted
into a common praxis that we unwittingly share, lying behind and before any
abstract representation of the world, including the scientific one. This was the
move undertaken by the German philosopher and historian Wilhelm Dilthey
at the end of the nineteenth century and early twentieth.

For scholars like Dilthey and most phenomenologists following his
steps, including Husserl and Heidegger, primary qualities were instead
secondary in order. What is primarily real is not atoms, wavelengths,
acoustic waves, or chemical compounds. What is unmistakably real is
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my immediate experience of sunset’s orange, a persistent headache, the
annoying bark of a dog, and the pleasing smell of pine trees. We can
certainly argue that all measurable and discrete quantities can account for
our subjective experiences. Still, we quickly forget that these scientific objects
are the refined outcomes of our abstractions and conceptualisations, which
ultimately derive from our lived experience, which in principle precedes all
theorisation. As Dilthey emphasises in the introduction of his Critique of
Historical Reason (1883 [1991]), “The conditions sought by the mechanistic
explanation of nature explain only part of the contents of external reality.
This intelligible world of atoms, ether, vibrations, is only a calculated and
highly artificial abstraction from what is given in outer and lived experience’
(1991, 203). But the human lived experience Dilthey mentions is much
richer than basic perceptions of colours, sounds, and smells. It is also
constituted by feelings, beliefs, practices, thoughts, traditions, and cultures
that are even less accessible to quantifiable accounts. The scientific descrip-
tions of our fundamental experiences are discrete and detached transcriptions
that find their ultimate ground in what Dilthey calls the ‘praxis of life’.
Dilthey was born in 1833 and died in 1911. He lived through an exciting
philosophical time that witnessed the fragmentation of Hegelianism and the
revival of Kant’s transcendental philosophy. He assisted and participated
in the mighty philosophical crusades against naturalism and positivism,
which often resulted in new transcendentalist approaches. After the 1860s,
neo-Kantianism thrived in different guises and Dilthey’s philosophical
view emerged from a critical revisitation of Kant’s profound legacy. But
while Dilthey celebrated Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason as ‘the greatest
philosophical work ever produced by the German mind’ (Dilthey quoted
in Ermarth 1978, 149), he maintained that Kant’s theory of knowledge
was too formal and abstract. Kant had not contemplated what Dilthey
called ‘lived experience’, which precedes any act of cognition. A genuinely
critical approach should not be entirely focused on the formal conditions
accounting for meaningful experiences but should start by investigating
the living historical processes that produce the very conditions of know-
ledge. In short, any dead and fictional a priori must be replaced by a true
history of human praxis. Kant’s transcendentalism had to be comple-
mented by history and thus by genetic methodology, which had to reveal
the structures of meaning constituting our conscious experience as it
has emerged throughout history. In this sense, for Dilthey, transcenden-
tal philosophy must be historicised and complemented by Vico’s histor-
ical genealogy of culture. As Dilthey himself stresses, ‘Vico relates his
historico-religious and historico-legal researches to the ultimate depths of
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human cognition’ (2010b, 334)." The human mind is not a ghost
contemplating history and the world from the outside; it is constituted
by history, while history is essentially something we have made.
We understand history and thus ourselves precisely because we are its
makers. As Dilthey observes, echoing Vico, ‘The first important factor
for the solution of the problem of historical knowledge is revealed: the
primary condition for the possibility of historical knowledge lies in the
fact that I am a historical being, that one who studies history is the same
one who makes history’ (Dilthey quoted in Ermarth 1978, 250).

As Michael Ermarth remembers, the concept of Verstehen (human
understanding), which grounds and defines the knowledge put forward
by human sciences in opposition to natural sciences, is rooted in the
concept of ‘making’: ‘Like Vico, [Dilthey] assigned a privileged status to
the knowledge of what is made by man. We know the mental world of
human meanings in an especially intimate way because we have in a sense
produced it’ (Ermarth 1978, 250).” In this chapter, I show how Vico’s
ghost, and the MKT, crossed diverse phenomenological and hermeneutical
projects and a few generations of scholars, from Dilthey to the mature
Edmund Husserl, from Husserl to Martin Heidegger, and from Heidegger
to Hans-Georg Gadamer and Ernesto Grassi. As in the cases discussed in
Chapters 1—5, what links all these figures is not always a direct acquaint-
ance with Vico’s scholarship but a philosophical challenge to the Cartesian
cogito and, more specifically, Kant’s problematic prioritisation of the
intellect over human praxis.’

6.2 From Erlebnis to Lebenswelt

The very concept of Verstehen was itself the outcome of neo-Kantian
discussions intertwining with the recuperation of the old philosophies of

Howard Tuttle compellingly argued that Vico’s conception and methodology of the human sciences
were rediscovered by Dilthey in the nineteenth century. Tuttle identified an equivalence, or a strong
continuity, between Vico’s notion of philology and Dilthey’s hermeneutics. While Vico’s opponents
were the Cartesians, Dilthey’s adversaries were the positivists. Tuttle linked Vico to Marx, Dilthey,
and Heidegger, all of whom, in his view, recognised that humans reveal themselves through labour
and the making of collective shared meanings. See Tuttle 1976. Also, Leon Pompa acknowledged the
continuity between philology and hermeneutics. He observed that, while Vico never used the term
hermeneutics, its function as a tool for interpreting past cultures was embedded in 7he New Science.
See Pompa 1997.

An interesting literature has addressed the intellectual relations between Dilthey and Vico. See, in
particular, Cacciatore 1993 and Damiani 1997. For a more critical stance, see Hodges 1969 and
Rickman 1969.

Dilthey, Gadamer, and Grassi were profoundly acquainted with Vico’s philosophy.

N
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culture of Vico, Herder, and Friedrich Schleiermacher (Hausheer 1997).*
The first fundamental point is that Kant had buried the naive empiricist
idea that knowledge is a copy of the external world. In a short unpublished
essay dated 1890, “The Origin of Our Belief in the Reality of the External
World and Its Justification’,’ Dilthey argued that what we call ‘reality’ is
neither a representation situated in our brain nor something that is directly
intuited. Reality is the set of meanings and lived relations we apprehend
while we are engaged with the world. Reality is not something static pre-
existing our apprehensions but something inherently dynamic that emerges
through our practical engagements, purposes, and vital interests. The real is
the residuum of our practical and volitional endeavours. This, of course, did
not mean to Dilthey that reality is a creation of our minds. On the contrary,
the real is the production of our brains and bodies dealing with a reacting
exteriority. Reality arises from our expressing will and the constant frustra-
tion of something that resists such will. As children, we learn that there is a
world for us by moving, pushing, lifting, dropping, breaking, and manipu-
lating all sorts of objects. Existence, Dilthey admits following Maine de
Biran, is itself resistance.® Through the repeated experience of resistance, we
realise that there is a world looming over us. We can certainly ‘thematise’
this world, focus on some aspects, and then abstract some parts and elements
to control them better. The knowledge provided by the natural sciences
results from such thematisation and abstraction from a total living praxis (see
Ermarth 1978).

However, the comprehension we gain by thematising a specific aspect of
such reality is not the same type of understanding we obtain from human
praxis. In the first case, we attain through abstraction impersonal and
universal laws that explain and eventually help us to predict specific
phenomena and their relations. As abstractions of the constant flux of
lived experience, scientific data are conceived as homogeneous, discrete,
and equal. They can therefore be measured, manipulated, and subsumed
under general laws. We explain natural phenomena insofar as they are
reduced to abstractive constructs and are manipulated into a uniform,
mathematical space. But the kind of knowledge we obtain is essentially
objectified. It refers to something alien, external, and inevitably detached
from us. In other words, it represents something we have not made and
that does not belong to us. We will never know what it means to be a
planet, a stone, or an atom in the same way we understand our own
feelings, thoughts, and language. The latter offer us an internal, intimate,

* In O’Hear 1997. ° In Dilthey 2010a. ¢ See Chapter 3.
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and immediate knowledge—one that cannot be reduced to the abstract,
hypothetico-deductive models of explanation found in modern natural
science. In 1894, Dilthey famously applied the distinction between
Verstehen and Erkliren (explanation) to psychology. In ‘Ideas Concerning
a Descriptive and Analytical Psychology’, he clarifies that ‘explanatory’
psychology must be differentiated from ‘interpretive’ and ‘descriptive’
psychology insofar as the former aims to establish general laws of behav-
iour. In contrast, the latter must focus on the uniqueness of specific
processes, which we can directly apprehend through analysing the struc-
turally meaningful whole (nexus) characterising our psychic life.

As Dilthey himself points out:

The goal of the study of psychic phenomena is the coherent nexus they
form. This is given to us through inner experiences, in the relationships of
producing, as a living, free and historical nexus. It is the general presuppos-
ition without which it would not at all be possible to have any system
whatever for our perceiving and thinking, our phantasying and our acting.
The nexus of a sensory perception does not come from sensory excitations
which are included in it. It arises therefore only from our own living and
unifying activity, which is itself a nexus. (1977, 75)

The passage is thick but can be unpacked as follows: our psychic life
supposes a coherent, meaningful, and structural whole (i.e., a nexus) that is
not the simple outcome of external discrete stimuli; as such, it cannot be
parcelled out into fundamental elements. The subject synthesises such a
nexus, which is constituted historically, consistently, and freely. The nexus
is the condition for our doings and makings, perceiving and thinking and
is thus also the condition for our scientific theorisation. Dilthey believed
that how we perceive reality depends on how we are ‘in life’ before any
thematisation, classification, or abstraction. Anticipating Heidegger’s
notion of Dasein, Dilthey discusses human existence as a ‘being-in-life’
(Darinnensein in Leben; see Ermarth 1978, 118). The being-in-life is the
very condition for any specific and thematic cogitation. The crucial point
is that we cannot understand this being-in-life using the intellectual tools
of natural science. We cannot detach ourselves from such a whole nexus
and observe and dissect it as we might a natural specimen. We cannot be
neutral spectators of something external that scrolls itself before our eyes as
we watch a movie. Being-in-life means that we are directly, immediately,
and instantly engaged within the nexus and that the only way we can grasp
it is through Verstehen. In other words, our lived experience (Erlebnis),
which itself generates the nexus and thus the backdrop against which all
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our activities and cogitations become meaningful, can only be accessed
through our direct act of ‘understanding’.

Schrodinger argued that natural sciences are based on observations, yet
he reminded us that the subjectivity of those observations cannot be
grounded by science itself. Some other grounding may have been needed;
for Dilthey, it is the praxis of life, the being-in-life, which underpins all
human activity, including scientific activity. The reality investigated by
natural sciences is a reality of data and mechanical causes that can be
explained and predicted but cannot be properly understood. If Verszehen
belongs to the human sciences (which investigate Erlebnis) and if Erkliren
belongs to natural science (which considers ideal entities), then Geisteswis
senschaften are the grounds for Naturwissenschaften and not the other way
around.” This conclusion is perfectly consistent with Vico’s New Science.
The practical world we make through our artefacts and languages, myths
and codes, traditions, and institutions represents the nexus that grounds
our cognition and therefore our abstractions. The world of historical praxis
precedes and grounds the world of #heory. The insight is contained, iz
nuce, in the beginning of the first edition of the New Science, where, in the
section titled ‘Meditation of a New Science’, Vico declares: ‘All the
sciences, disciplines, and arts have been directed for perfecting and regu-
lating man’s faculties. Yet none of those have meditated so far upon certain
principles the humanity of nation from which, all the sciences, disciplines
and arts emerged’ (Vico, 2020, 45, my translation). Vico invited us to
focus on one fundamental point: we have no acquaintance with the
historical and social backgrounds from which all sciences have emerged.
The very meaning of these sciences lies upon an uninvestigated ground,
which is why we need a new science addressing the human world. This
science is nothing like the natural sciences, insofar as it will ground or
include them. This insight was complemented in the third edition of the
New Science, where Vico argues that all sciences emerged from ‘Poetic

7 The distinctions between the natural and human sciences, and between Verstehen and Erkliiren, have
faced widespread criticism and dismissal by many philosophers, including neo-Kantians, neo-
positivists of the 1940s and 1950s, and post-positivists like Hesse, Rorty, and Habermas. T will
not delve into these criticisms here. My contention is that the distinction between these two
‘sciences’ should not be understood in epistemic or methodological terms, as merely two ways to
study and explain the world’s phenomena. Instead, it should be understood ontologically: the world
studied by the human sciences is a different world, one that reveals itself directly through our lived
experience (Erlebnis). This world cannot be assimilated into the one studied by the natural sciences.
In fact, the ontology of the latter is a residual, ‘objectivized’ remnant of the richer world of the nexus.
Dilthey’s fundamental philosophical point (and Vico’s before him) was not that we have two equally
legitimate methods for knowing the world, but that the world studied by natural science derives its
basic meaning from the world studied by the human sciences.
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Wisdom’, which is itself rooted in ‘crude metaphysics’ (Marsh, 2013, [367]
139), that is, a sort of common sense of the primitive world. Human
consciousness develops and expands through poetic imagination, and any
form of rationality is preceded by poetic wisdom (see Hutton 1972).°

Dilthey’s approach effectively blended Vico’s and Kant’s transcendental-
ism, historicising the latter through the former. The conditions of possibly
of our sciences lie not in a priori forms of the intellect but are themselves
historical and derived from an unthematised nexus that only the human
sciences can penetrate. These sciences can address the motivations and
goals behind the constitution of our shared world, which is also the source
of the basic notions employed in the natural sciences. The notion of ‘natural
cause’ in physics, for instance, cannot be considered as a primordial element
of our existence but as a derivation of an ‘effectuating causality’ that we
directly experience through our being-in-life. Motivations and intentions
precede material causal relations (see Ermarth 1978, 306).

Dilthey was not alone in providing a new perspective aiming to tran-
scend Kant and neo-Kantianism, which eventually led to what is com-
monly called Lebenphilosophie, a philosophy that puts lived experience at
the centre of interest before anything else.” Edmund Husserl was another
central figure involved in the post-Kantian agenda; he founded a new
philosophical discipline called ‘phenomenology’. There is no evidence that
Husserl had ever read Vico, but he was indeed acquainted with Dilthey’s
works."® After his Philosophy as Rigorous Science, published in in 1910,
Husserl hailed Dilthey as the most significant representative of historicism
and Weltanschauung philosophy in Germany. Three years later, in Ideas
Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology, Husserl admits that Dilthey was ‘a
man gifted with the intuition of genius, though not a man of rigorous
scientific theorizing’ (1989, II, 181). Husserl believed that although
Dilthey was the first to understand that we needed a new science of the
spirit that would transcend both natural and psychic—physical sciences
(i.e., naturalism and positivism), he could not provide a new rigorous
science. For Husserl, Dilthey’s uncompromising historicism smacked of
self-defeating relativism, which would jeopardise any possibility of a new,
strict science. Husserl claimed that if any interpretation in the human
sciences hinged upon a whole world outlook (Weltanschauung) which was,

% On the relationship between Vico and Dilthey, see also Zimmerman 2012. The famous saying of
Dilthey, “We explain nature, we understand psychic life’ (1894, 27), can be read as a development
of Vico’s basic insight that we can only know what we make.

? In France, one of the leaders of such a view was Bergson. See Chapter 5.

® On the relationship between Husserl and Dilthey, see Tilmann 1976.



6.2 From Erlebnis to Lebenswelt 193

in turn, inherently historical and contingent, then no rigorous science of
spirit would be genuinely possible. Dilthey replied to Husserl’s accusations
in a letter sent in June 1911, three months before his death (Tilmann
1976). In the letter, Dilthey lamented that his position had been widely
mischaracterised.”" After all, his entire philosophical agenda had been to
provide a sound basis for the human sciences and history. The fact that
world views change throughout history, and with them the framework
in which we interpret the world, did not necessarily imply relativism
and scepticism. Husserl accepted Dilthey’s clarification and added a sig-
nificative footnote in his Philosophy as a Rigorous Science, which is worth
quoting:
Dilthey too rejects historic scepticism. I do not understand, however, how
he thinks that from his so instructive analysis of the structure and typology
of Weltanschauungen he has obtained decisive arguments against scepticism.
For as has been explained in the text, a humanistic science that is at the
same time empirical can argue neither for nor against anything laying claim
to objective validity. The question changes — and that seems to be the inner
movement of his thought — when the empirical point of view, directed as it
is toward empirical understanding, is replaced by the phenomenological
essential point of view. (1965, 127)

The challenges inherent in Dilthey’s humanism and historicism could only
be addressed — if at all — through the turn to phenomenology, which for
Husserl would replace the unstable footing provided by Dilthey’s notion of
Geisteswissenschaften. The only way to make Dilthey’s philosophy rigorous
is to transform it into transcendental phenomenology. Husserl’s prospect
turned out to be a philosophical deadlock, and less than two decades later,
he would dramatically revise his anti-historicist convictions. In the cele-
brated Vienna Lectures, which represented the basis for Husserl’s Crisis of
European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology, posthumously pub-
lished in 1954, Dilthey is referred to as ‘one of the greatest humanists —
who . .. devoted the energies of his whole life to clarification of the relation
between nature and spirit’ (1970, 296). There, Husserl’s previous sharp
criticism disappears. As shown in Section 6.3, Husserl’s mature phenom-
enology becomes a powerful philosophy of praxis whereby all human

" Dilthey had some good reasons for protesting. He had shown that both relativism and scepticism
were the consequences of a mistaken view of mind, which was often conceived in a Kantian manner
as a device of world representation. If we accept that subjects are firstly (and practically) engaged in
and with the world, and only secondarily do they entertain a theoretical or speculative relation with
it, then all traditional sceptical and relativist views would inevitably fall (see Ermarth, pp. 155-156).
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cogitations make sense against the backdrop of what he dubs Lebenswelt
(lifeworld). Three years before his death, Husserl wrote that ‘[p]hilosophy
as science, as serious, rigorous, indeed apodictically rigorous science — #he
dream is over."* Hussetl recognised then that no responsible philosophy
could be done without historical awareness: ‘[W]e must engross ourselves
in historical considerations if we are able to understand ourselves as
philosophers and understand what philosophy is to become thought us’
(1970, 391). The real philosopher knows that ‘historical tradition, as he
understood it and used it, enter into him in a motivating way and as a
spiritual sediment’ (1970, 394—395). As Dilthey (and Vico before him)
had powerfully stated, we are all, fundamentally, historical beings.

6.3 From the Transcendental Ego to Historical Intersubjectivity

Like Dilthey, Husserl aimed to overcome naturalism and positivism by
embracing a highly idiosyncratic transcendental approach, and he shared
with Dilthey a distinctive interest in psychology as the empirical science of
mind. In 1894, Dilthey distinguished between explanatory and interpret-
ative psychology. He emphasised that before and beyond sensory data lies a
world of lived experience that grounds all kinds of action and cognition.
Before the intellectual categories we use for explaining phenomena is a
whole experiential nexus that makes those explanations meaningful.
Traditional psychology cannot fully understand the mind because its
explanations are grounded in something more fundamental. The basic
precondition for any scientific sort of knowledge is not intellectual or
logical but is essentially social and historical. Kant’s problem was that he
did not consider, or perhaps even envisage, this large and meaningful realm
we suppose when we operate with our minds and bodies. Husserl agreed with
Dilthey that Kant’s form of transcendentalism had to be overcome, but he
rejected Dilthey’s solution. The precondition for scientific cogitation cannot
be intellectual or logical, nor can it be social or historical. To Husserl, as
shown in Section 6.2, Dilthey’s conclusion smacked of relativism and self-
defeating historicism. The way out of the shortcomings of Dilthey’s histori-
cism was, to Husserl, transcendental phenomenology: that is, a new presup-
positionless science addressing the nature of perception, intentionality, and
consciousness from a non-naturalist perspective. As Husserl declared in his
‘Philosophy as Rigorous Science’, all scientific disciplines are essentially naive
because they suppose a naturalistic standpoint, that is, they assume that the

** Husserl 1970, Appendix IX, p. 389.
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data they employ are uncontroversial and self-grounding: ‘All natural science
is naive in regard to its point of departure. The nature that it will investigate
is for it simply there’ (Husserl 1965, 85).

Naivety, for Husserl, is not necessarily a problem but a virtue. No natural
science can progress without uncritically presupposing some of its data.
We would not have cell biology without accepting that there are things
called cells that behave in ways we can empirically investigate. We would not
have particle physics without accepting that matter is composed of funda-
mental forces and particles that we can investigate with dedicated instru-
ments. The same reasoning can be applied to any professional discipline, but
what about philosophy itself? Philosophy, unless any other discipline, can be
a rigorous science insofar as it is not naive. And a non-naive science is that
which effaces all received and ingrained assumptions. In short, it must be
presuppositionless. For Husserl, a presuppositionless science can only be
transcendental phenomenology, which is based on one fundamental oper-
ation: what Husserl called ‘phenomenology reduction’,”? in which we
suspend judgement about our natural attitude on the world, which we
take for granted. We avoid all ontological commitments precisely because
such commitments are the source of naivety. The transcendental epoché —
suspension of any judgement — allows us to create a distance between the
immediate perception of a thing and the subjective operations behind its
constitution. In other words, we have access to the phenomena as they
arise in our experience and, thus, we get to the bottom of all
possible knowledge.

Husserl was explicit and clear in distinguishing his project from
Descartes’s. While the French philosopher wanted to ground knowledge
by identifying the indubitable premise on which all other sentences could
be deduced, Husserl aimed to reveal the ground of any subjective acts,
making objectivity possible. Phenomenology is not a tool to be waved
against sceptics. It is a method that reveals the way our knowledge can
become objective. Of course, phenomenological objectivity supposes that
we can obtain descriptions of our psychic lives without interpretations or
that, through phenomenological reduction, perfect neutrality can be
achieved in principle. We can reach the pure essential data as they are
given to us. As David Bell rightly observes, “What contemporary philoso-
phers of science have dubbed “the myth of the given” achieves its apothe-
osis in Husserl’s rigorous science of philosophy’ (1990, 197). As Bell has
wisely remarked, this doctrine has two fundamental shortcomings. First,

"> Husserl conceived of phenomenology not as a theory but as a procedure.
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by emphasising the possibility of overcoming interpretation and limiting
itself to the pure analysis of the supposedly given, phenomenology would
easily degenerate in a militant dogmatism. Husserl’s ‘principle of all
principles’, as expressed in section II of /deas, says that ‘[e]very originary
presentive intuition is a legitimizing source of cognition, that everything
originally (so to speak, in its “personal” actuality) offered to us in “intu-
ition” is to be accepted simply as what it is presented as being, but also
only within the limits in which it is presented there’ (1989, section 24,
p- 44). Then Husserl complements the insight by stressing that the
‘absolute beginning’, the foundation of any theory whatsoever, lies in the
originary data as directly intuited. However, the supposed immediacy of
given intuition is highly problematic because, as Bell himself concludes,
‘all that a rigorous scientist may do is describe his own intuitions; and the
dogmatism and subjectivity inherent in this proposal is not in the least
mitigated by the fact that those intuitions are supposed to strike him as
self-evident intuitions of essence’ (1990, 197). Husserl became increasingly
aware of the problem and mentions in the Crisis of European Sciences and
Transcendental Phenomenology that there are two kinds of phenomeno-
logical reductions: the Cartesian and the genetic. As he explained,

I note in passing that the much shorter way to the transcendental epoché in
my Ideas toward a Pure Phenomenology and Phenomenological Philosophy,
which I call the ‘Cartesian way’ (since it is thought of as being attained
merely by reflectively engrossing oneself in the Cartesian epoché of the
Meditations while critically purifying it of Descartes’s prejudices and con-
fusions), has a great disadvantage: while it leads to the transcendental Ego in
one leap, as it were, it brings this Ego into view as apparently empty of
content, since there can be no preparatory explication; so one is at a loss, at
first, to know what has been gained by it, much less how, starting with this
completely new sort of fundamental science, decisive for philosophy, has
been attained. Hence also, as the reception of my Ideas showed, it is all too
easy right at the very beginning to fall back into the naive- natural attitude —
something that is very tempting in any case. (1970, § 43)

The Cartesian way of epoché would easily conduce back to the naive attitude
we wish to overcome through the very same epoché. In this sense, the
Cartesian approach has to be abandoned and replaced by another kind of
phenomenological analysis, one that shifts our focus from a Cartesian univer-
sal doubt that would question both common and scientific knowledge to a
genetic approach that would scrutinise how scientific abstractions emerge out
of our common and unthematised surrounding world — our Lebenswelt

(lifeworld). While a Cartesian approach would lead us to doubt everything
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we allegedly can, the genetic approach would contextualise the act of
doubting into a pre-given, unquestionable lifeworld. In short, doubting only
makes sense within the framework of a whole, pre-given reality.

Of course, Husserl’s philosophical shift had been under way before the
Crisis. It was also motivated by a second shortcoming: the transcendental
Cartesian Ego implies a sort of pernicious egocentrism. In fact, how can a
supposedly ethereal, purely abstract, and immaterial Ego, who investigates
her own intuitions, escape an absolute ‘solipsism’? Can objectivity itself
be based on one’s personal intuitions? What about the other selves? After
his Cartesian Meditations, which Husser]l published in French in 1931
[English edition 1960], Husserl overcame his previous Cartesian way and
focused his attention on the body and its movements, the importance
of our surrounding world, and the constitutive import of the community
for our cogitations. The Cartesian Meditations triggered the change which
brought Husserl to the conclusion that the world is not only one’s intuited
world but is also essentially our shared and historical world. The world has
been built by several generations through inherited traditions, institutions,
and, especially, our coordinated praxes. In the Cartesian Meditations, and
even more in the Crisis, Husserl notices how cogitation itself hinges upon
what he calls kinesthesis, namely the directed movement of our bodies in
space. Disembodied categories of our intellect do not represent or consti-
tute the objects in the world but are literally produced (not created) by our
intentional and coordinated movements. I move my head and see different
sides of my space. I move and manipulate objects. I suffer the weight,
inflexibility, or flexibility of things, and I enjoy their taste or dislike their
smell. The objects of experience manifest to us through practice, not mere
detached observation. We are given not essential intuitions but a whole
unthematised lifeworld that becomes thematised by our intentional activ-
ities and is thus parcelled out, defined, classified, and objectified through
mindful practices. Our praxes and the entire lifeworld are the presuppositions
of every scientific abstraction. Both the lifeworld and human practices
are inherently historical; consequently, we, as subjects, are fundamentally
immersed in history. Not surprisingly, at the end of his life, the train of
Husserl’s thought had led him to reconsider Dilthey’s historical and collect-
ive epistemology, and it thus approaches to Vico’s praxis epistemology.

6.4 Lebenswelt and History

Husserl’s Crisis, often considered the crowning achievement of his phe-
nomenology, is one of the most significant philosophical documents of



198 Praxis Epistemology 111

praxis epistemology. The complex contexts in which the text was written
have been widely investigated, and I will not recover them here (see Hyder
and Rheinberger 2009; Moran 2012). I will only focus my attention on
two fundamental elements constituting Husserl’s genetic phenomenology
as presented in the Crisis: his notion of praxis and his conception of
history. The two notions are intertwined in Husserl’s analysis, yet they
can be scrutinised independently. But they only make sense against the
backdrop of the fundamental question that concerned Husserl: why were
European sciences ill? Why did they seem to be in a deep Crisis? And, if
anything, what kind of crisis was it? The first simple answer is that the
crisis is related to our forgetfulness about the pre-given framework that has
made scientific knowledge possible. We have lost sight of the fact that the
ultimate meaning of science is not hidden in the facts or data as they
supposedly speak for themselves but is rooted in our collective lifeworld.
In other words, we have lost the concrete source of meaning from
which modern science, its objectivity, and its success emerged. But one
more basic question might be, for example, what science? More specific-
ally, what did Husserl mean by modern science? The answer aligns
with what I showed in Chapters 4 and 5. For Husserl, modern science,
which is exemplified by physics, is the outcome of the invention of a
new powerful praxis, a praxis first devised by Galileo and philosophically
sanctioned by Descartes. Praxis consists in generating consistent idealisa-
tions and abstractions extracted from the manifold world of subjective
experiences. This art, which Husserl also called Theoretische Praxis,
brought forth an entirely new ontology with which scientists could
operate with absolute certainty. Thanks to Galileo, Husserl argues, we
move from real to ideal praxis: ‘In place of real praxis — that of action or
that of considering empirical possibilities having to do with actual and
really [i.e., physically] possible empirical bodies — we now have an ideal
praxis of “pure thinking” which remains exclusively within the realm of
pure limit-shapes’ (1970, 26).

Thanks to the Galilean mathematisation of nature, the empirical world
of empirically perceived qualities is reduced to a world of ethereal quan-
tities. This new world of pure geometrical shapes, lines, points, and
numbers not only provides what is precluded from empirical praxis (i.e.,
exactness) but also lays out the basis for the construction of an infinite
number of ideal shapes that can easily be managed, controlled, and
projected into nature by the sheer force of our brain. Thus, to Husserl,
we have a primordial, empirical, and real praxis, which relates to our direct
engagement with nature, and an ideal praxis fundamentally rooted in the
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real one. For instance, the idealisations attached to geometry are derived
from the concrete art (and need) of measuring our surrounding world:

The art of measuring discovers practically the possibility of picking out as
[standard] measures certain empirical basic shapes, concretely fixed on
empirical rigid bodies which are in fact generally available; and by means
of the relations which obtain (or can be discovered) between these and
other body shapes it determines the latter intersubjectively and in practice
univocally — at first within narrow spheres (as in the art of surveying land),
then in new spheres where shape is involved. So it is understandable how, as
a consequence of the awakened striving for ‘philosophical’ knowledge,
knowledge which determines the ‘true’, the objective being of the world,
the empirical art of measuring and its empirically, practically objectivizing
function, through a change from the practical to the theoretical interest, was
idealized and thus turned into the purely geometrical way of thinking. The
art of measuring thus becomes the trailblazer for the ultimately universal
geometry and its ‘world’ of pure limit-shapes. (1970, 28)

Husserl did not oppose theory and practice because theory, for him, is a
specific kind of praxis, the originary praxis of producing idealisations.
Scientific theorisation only makes sense in the context of an already
idealised world that is the outcome of a long sequence of idealisation
practices. The mathematisation of nature and the formulation of new
mathematical models can increasingly predict quantified phenomena.
Galileo’s methodology is inherently self-validating: more successful math-
ematical models confirm that the mathematisation of nature works.
However, the success of a science relying upon a quantified or quantifiable
world does not necessarily prove the hypothesis that nature is basically
mathematical. For Husserl, the success of physics only reveals that math-
ematisation is both a good and effective praxis for putting specific aspects
of reality under our control. Unfortunately, the strategic shift from a real to
an ideal praxis has been so effective that the process of mathematisation has
been covered up and forgotten so that nature has come to be conceived in
mathematical terms. In other words, natural philosophers started to
assume, uncritically and naively, that the world is itself mathematical
and that any empirical praxis, like any element of the lifeworld, is subject-
ive, relative, and unsubstantiated and thus must be dismissed in favour of
quantification. Lebenswelt, which was the very source of natural science,
has been forgotten and relegated to mere inconsistent doxa to be crushed
under more powerful forms of idealisations: ‘the surreptitious substitution
of the mathematically substructed world of idealities for the only real world,
the one that is actually given through perception, that is ever experienced
and experienceable — our every-day Lifeworld’ (1970, 49). Galileo’s success
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relied upon previous cycles of idealisations as they had been sedimented in
geometry and mathematics. But what neither Galileo nor most of his
followers realised was that such mathematisation is a wonderful human
construction devised for producing a new, more effective form of objectiv-
ity."* The construction consists of a coherent substruction in that idealisa-
tions are an intentional residuum of a much richer and more complex
lived experience.

Modern science is therefore in crisis because it has forgotten the sense of
the primordial act that nurtured it. Science has become a successful
technique, merely satisfied with its ontological naiveties and instrumental-
ities. We have forgotten the very original operation of dressing up symbols,
the unquantifiable abundance of the lifeworld. Galileo himself was both
the discoverer and concealing genius of a new idealised physical nature
(1970, 52). Since Galileo, we have forgotten that idealisation is the final
product of a human intentional praxis. Galileo’s physics was an extraordin-
ary monument of human ingenuity, but it was an artefact, not nature’s sole
and veritable representation. When positivists and neo-positivists hoped to
ground natural science on directly perceived sense data, they forgot that
those data are the outcomes of a previous operation of abstraction. While
we never perceive sense data, complex things are already situated in a pre-
given and meaningful Aorizon. When naturalists argue that all human
cogitations can be reduced to natural processes such as those studied by
the natural sciences, they forget that this nature has already been trans-
formed by the idealisations of modern naturalists and philosophers. Neither
data nor nature can serve as the soil in which the natural sciences grow
because they are the products of something prior and more fundamental,
that is, the lifeworld. If the ground of science lies in the lifeworld, then the
philosopher’s task is to uncover the nature of this ground. By studying the
inner structure of the lifeworld, we can recover the source and meaning of
the European sciences and eventually avoid science’s bankrupt.

‘Lifeworld” is an extraordinary and semantically pregnant concept.
While Husserl was not the first to use it, he gave it a new depth and
philosophical breadth. As Dermot Moran has aptly remembered, HusserI’s
Lebenswelt could mean different things: the ground of science or our
received tradition, a sort of generalised common sense, the horizon against
which our actions and cogitations acquire meaning, or the ground allowing

** As Tan Hacking rightly noted, Husserl’s heroes are Galileo and Descartes, not Bacon or Newton
(Hacking 2009).
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the constitution of an intersubjective world, among others.”> Husserl
offered several characterisations of Lebenswelt, but there is not and cannot
be a precise and essential definition of it. If it could be defined as we define
concepts in the natural sciences, then Lebenswelr would not be the ground
for conceptual thinking. In fact, there is a sense in which Lebenswelt is
quite close to Dilthey’s Erlebnis (‘lived experience’) and, as such, can only
be accessed through understanding (Verstehen) and not scientific explan-
ation. Dilthey believed that this understanding belongs to the human
sciences (Geisteswissenschaften), whereas Husser] maintained that his new,
historicised transcendental phenomenology can do the work. But beyond
these concepts, there is no doubt that the mature Husserl converged with
Dilthey in his conviction that we are essentially historical agents living in a
collective world that we share and transform. In joining Dilthey, Husserl
also — unbeknownst to him — joined Vico in at least three fundamental
points: (1) the idea that praxis (and common sense) precedes speculation,
(2) abstractions only make sense against the backdrop of something more
fundamental that is historical or cultural, and (3) the conviction that we
need a new science, a science of the human world; and in the insights that
the human mind is inherently historical and that philosophy (and episte-
mology, more particularly) therefore needs to be historically informed.™

As we saw in Chapter 2, in his Antiquissima, Vico meditates on the
nature of mathematical knowledge. He argues that mathematical abstrac-
tions are a human creation for dealing with a world they did not create.
Man, Vico explains,

turns this fault of his mind to good use and creates two things for himself
through what is called ‘abstraction’: the point that can be drawn and the
unit that can be multiplied. Yet these are both fictions. For the point is no
longer a point if you draw it; and the unit is no longer fully one if you
multiply it. In addition, man has arrogated to himself the right to proceed
from these fictions to infinity, so that he is allowed to project lines indefin-
itely and to multiply the unit countlessly. By this device, man has created a
kind of world of shapes and numbers which he can embrace entirely within
himself, and by lengthening, shortening, or putting together lines, by
adding, subtracting, or reckoning numbers, he achieves infinite effects
because he knows infinite truths within himself. (Palmer 1988, 50)

> For a thorough discussion on the multiple meanings of Lebenswelt, see Moran 2015.

' Robert Jordan emphasised that the central theme of Vico’s science aligned with Husserl’s
conception of phenomenology as an absolute historical science. The very notion of the lifeworld
serves as the foundation for all creative activities and praxes. According to Jordan, Vico and Husserl
both maintained that all sciences must be understood as institutions — subjective formations that
emerge from practical activities and therefore belong to the historical sciences. See Jordan 1976.
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Mathematics and geometry are wonderful creations of the human mind.
These creations have a rationale. They are not true representations of
nature because they are fictions. Yet they allow us to grasp some instru-
mental aspects of our surrounding world, even though we will never
properly understand it. What we can genuinely understand, though, is
the human world that has made those abstractions effective; a world that is
both historical and collective. We need to investigate a general, historical
lifeworld to understand the meaning of these abstractions."” Like Husserl,
Vico believed that modern rationality, the logico-mathematical rationality
of Galileo and Descartes, needs to be contextualised in history and
especially in the human cultural world as it has developed over centuries.
Like Husserl, Vico maintains that modern rationality is emptied of mean-
ing when we forget that it is only a historical aspect of a much larger
cultural context.”® In his New Science, Vico concludes that the successful
abstractions of the moderns will eventually lead to the collapse of modern
societies (those societies ruled by Cartesian reason) because the new reason
will lose its connection with human imagination and common sense.
Reason itself has become a technical and meaningless game that has
poisoned human consciousness and corroded all social bonds based on a
shared, uncritically accepted common sense. Even more radical than
Husserl, Vico believed that the crisis of the form of rationalism rooted in
Descartes’s matbesis universalis was based on its militant ahistoricism and
on its contempt for all forms of tradition, context, and place. The disem-
bodied universality of this thought had decreed its inevitable decadence
and with it the fall of the whole society into a new form of barbarism.
Rationality, when severed from its poetic, imaginative, or generally human
sources, becomes a shed skin that will inevitably rot.

In the last years of his life, Husserl was probably meditating on the
barbarism of the Nazis or of the whole of Europe that, after a first bloody

7 Of course, Vico never used the word Lebenswelt, yet the notion parallels Vico’s idea of human
world, constituted by language, rituals, beliefs, and institutions; it is the world in which we live
before any abstraction.

One of the last students of Husserl, the Czech philosopher Jan Patocka, recognised the Husser!’s
parable going from Descartes’s cogito to historical praxes. As Patocka writes in his seminal 7he
Natural World as a Philosophical Problem (first published in Czech in 1936), the foundation of
Lebenswelt is human history: ‘Only once we are able to provide an outline of the history of
theorizing shall a full-fledged and concrete demonstration of the primacy of the naive world over
the world of science be possible’ (2016, 22), and again: ‘Our home-world is a world of traditions
and impulses passed and carried on. The historical dimension has a fantastic ultimate edge in myth,
which is thus part of the inventory of the naive world, pushed into background only by scientific
consciousness’ (2016, 59). Although Patocka did not mention Vico, his conclusions are fundamentally
consistent with Vichian humanism.
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war, was falling into another, even more brutal war. He saw that the crisis
of modern science was a crisis of meaning because, as Husserl recalls at the
beginning of the book, all of history, and the history of philosophy in
particular, is a struggle for existential meaning. In a world in crisis, we do
things without knowing why we do or should do them and why they will
eventually be important. We all become naive, instinctive executors
because, as Husserl famously remarks, ‘merely fact-minded sciences make
merely fact-minded people’. Science itself is transformed into an autono-
mous and self-producing technology with no justification but its intrinsic
success. Like Vico, Husserl thought the philosopher’s task was to re-
establish ties with such a lost meaning. But to do that, we must undertake
a historical inquiry that will bring us back to those sources. After all, the
primary task of Vico’s New Science, like the task of Husserl’s genetic
phenomenology, is to dive deeply into the historical lifeworld, which is
the veritable source, ground, and justification of human actions and
abstractions. Despite their essential philosophical differences, Vico and
the mature Husserl aimed for a new science with the same goal: a full
redemption of the human world as manifested in its Aistoricity."” They
both firmly believed that we can have a science of this human world with
some specific characteristics, whether historical a priori for Husserl or
axiomatic for Vico.”® Finally, they both believed that the history of the
human world was not a conventional or traditional history; it was a
philosophical history aimed to reveal the inner philosophical telos of
humanity struggling for existential meaning. Husserl’s new science of the
lifeworld is the science that deeply inspired the most cherished, but surely
unfaithful, of his students, attempted: a science of Being.

6.5 Science as Institutional Praxis

Two months after the death of Husserl in Freiburg in April 1938,
Heidegger gave a lecture titled “The Age of the World Picture’ in the very

same town. It is not entirely clear whether the lecture harboured some of

"2 The important point here is not whether the concept of Lebenswelt can be assimilated into Vico’s
New Science. Probably it cannot. What is important is the insight that both Vico and Husserl share
that philosophy must search for the grounding of knowledge in the human world and not in some
abstract, metaphysical principle or phantomatic direct intuitions as anchored to empirical data.
For Hussetl, Lebenswelt has some generic a priori. It is undoubtedly extended in space and time,
which is not mathematical space but a lived space and time in which we encounter things and
people. It is undoubtedly social and displays causality but not physical causality; it manifests itself
through topicalities, habits, regularities (see the wonderful introduction of Gurwitsch to Husserl’s
Crisis). On Vico’s axioms, see Goetsch 1995.

20
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his first criticism against the ‘hyper-Cartesianism’ of national socialism,
yet the text published in 1950 reveals many interesting affinities with
Husserl’s preoccupations.”® Like Husserl, Heidegger maintained that sci-
ence was the fundamental phenomenon of modernity. Like Husserl,
he emphasised the centrality of the quantification of reality, and like
Husserl, Heidegger worried about the lack of understanding of the very
foundations of scientific methodology. As Husserl would certainly have
agreed, Heidegger believed that no special science could ground itself in its
own operations.”” Yet Heidegger added at least three crucial details to
Husserl’s pessimistic view about the fate of modern European science.
First, Heidegger saw a fundamental intertwinement between science and
technology. He justified the relation by noticing that both are rooted in
the praxis of quantifying the natural and non-natural worlds. Whereas no
advanced machine can be fabricated without mathematical precision, no
modern physical theory can be formulated without assuming a pre-
mathematised world. The main difference between ancient and modern
science does not lie in the fact that the latter is more exact and precise than
the former. Unlike Galileo’s physics, Aristotle’s did not need to be precise.
Ancient science was based upon ‘a different interpretation of beings and
hence conditions a correspondingly different kind of seeing and question-
ing of natural events’ (2013, 117). Just as we do not pretend that
Shakespeare’s poetry is comparably better than Aeschylus’s poetry, we
should not conclude that our contemporary understanding of nature is
absolutely more correct than the ancient view. They are incomparably
different, though they reveal diverse aspects of reality. Heidegger’s stance
was not very different from Kuhn’s as put forward thirty years later in the
Structure of Scientific Revolutions. It makes no sense to compare two
incommensurable world views, just as it makes no sense to say that one
view is better than the other.

The second important point that Heidegger added to Husser!’s view on
science was that scientific knowledge is essentially embodied in institu-
tions, not in the obvious sense that science needs institutional backing but
in a more basic, epistemological sense of coordination of minds and brains
of many people to achieve one specific goal. Institutions stimulate and
further specific agendas. Heidegger argues that modern science is based on

** On the place of the lecture in Heidegger’s philosophical and ideological development, see Kellerer
2014.

** On the intellectual affinities between Husser] and Heidegger on the notion of lifeworld, see Nenon
2015.
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what he calls ‘Research’. What characterises ‘Research’ is the establishment
of a specific and dedicated procedure applied to a particular realm of
nature. Procedures ensure the way we should observe and draw infor-
mation from the environment and are only valid within circumscribed
domains of investigation. Those domains are established beforehand by
what Heidegger calls ‘projection’. We project a ground plan of natural
objects and events that can be explored, manipulated, observed, and pre-
dicted. We cannot study nature exactly unless we have previously reduced it
to exact quantities. Even the experimental activity supposes projection
because, unless nature has not been previously mathematised, the experi-
ment will not provide the desired information. Galileo allegedly dropped
weights from the Tower of Pisa because he supposed the experiment could
confirm a mathematical hypothesis: that objects of different (quantified)
masses fall with the same (quantified) acceleration. In the inexact world of
Aristotle, the experiment would not have been instructive precisely because
there was no mathematical projection to confirm or reject:

[Plhysical science does not first become Research through experiment;
rather, on the contrary, experiment first becomes possible where and only
where the knowledge of nature has been transformed into Research. Only
because modern physics is a physics that is essentially mathematical can it
be experimental. Because neither medieval doctrina nor Greek episteme is
science in the sense of Research, for these is never a question of experiment.
(2013, 121)

Aristotle’s notion of experience (empeiria) is one thing, and the concept of
experiment in modern Research is another. It was not the case that
Aristotle and the ancients more generally were not experimental because
they ignored the fundamental procedure of a correct means of knowledge
production. Aristotle’s science could not be experimental because it was
rooted in experience. In Heidegger’s “What is a Thing?’, based on a lecture
he gave in 1935-1936, he had already clarified that there is a world of
difference between the notion of experience and the idea of the ‘empirical’
in modern science. The Aristotelian experience refers to the direct observa-
tion of cases and drawing general conclusions from those cases. For
Aristotle, the essence of a thing is recovered by observing many similar
(or what we find similar) instances in nature. This sort of experience is
thoroughly qualitative and based on observing qualities as they directly
appear in natural objects. Modern science’s empiricism, as formulated by
Galileo, supposes that nature is instead inherently composed of quantifi-
able entities. The empirical world of the modern naturalist is already an
abstraction from experience, and the experiment itself only works in the
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wake of a previously abstracted reality, which explains why experiments
require laboratories and instruments. Experiments work only when our
intellect has domesticated reality itself. Paradoxical as it might seem,
experimental sciences suppose an idealised reality, and the more this reality
is idealised the more the experimental approach works.”> As Trish
Glazebrook aptly claims, Galileo’s method ‘has its roots not in Aristotle’s
realism, but in mathematical idealism. For the modern scientist, reality no
longer consists of essences whose nature can be generalised over several
experiences but rather in entities that can be thoroughly described math-
ematically’ (2000, 85).

The primordial operation that first Husserl and then Heidegger ascribed
to Galileo — as the one who idealised nature and prepared the framework
within which experimental science could work — was essential to forming a
new physical science based upon mathematical and geometrical precision.
But the whole activity of reducing nature to an exact, mathematical
representation — what Heidegger calls ‘ongoing activity’ — can only be
pursued through effective institutionalisation, which glues together projec-
tion, techniques, procedures, and results. This means that ‘Research’
supposes the previous stipulation of what is and what is not a natural
object and how it should behave before observing it. The institution itself
assures that projection, activity, and results are constantly aligned. There is
no atomic physics without the effective coordination guaranteed by insti
tutionalisation: “Within the complex of machinery that is necessary to
physics in order to carry out the smashing of the atom lies hidden the
whole of physics up to now’ (2013, 124). The mathematisation of time
and the geometrisation of space are not enough for modern science.
Galileo’s great intuition of the mathematisation of the world and the
Newtonian synthesis that followed it could not have survived without
the strong coordination among people, methods, techniques, and results
that ‘Research’ implies. The institution has the task of fixing and guaran-
teeing the persistence of science as ‘Research’. As it is in the inner logic of
‘Research’, increasingly smaller portions of reality are subjected to the same
quantitative — abstractive — treatment. Scientific specialisation is itself the
upshot of a mathematically objectified world.

Husserl and a young Heidegger had lamented that modern science has
been increasingly fragmented. But in the later 1930s, Heidegger concluded
that such fragmentation was not the result of an enterprise gone awry.

*3 As Heidegger claims: “The more exactly the ground plan of nature is projected, the more exact
becomes the possibility of experiment’ (2013, 122).
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On the contrary, specialisation was the very essence of scientific undertak-

ing. As Heidegger argued,

Every science is, as research, grounded upon the projection of a circum-
scribed object-sphere and is therefore necessarily a science of individualized
character. Every individualized science must, moreover, in the development
of its projected plan by means of its methodology, particularize itself into
specific fields of investigations. This particularizing (specialization) is, how-
ever, by no means simply an irksome concomitant of the increasing
unsurveyability of the results of research. It is not a necessary evil, but is
rather an essential necessity of science as research. (2013, 123)

No doubt historians of science could, and certainly did, question
Heidegger’s narrative. However, what is important here is not to assess
the veracity of Heidegger’s account. After all, like Husserl before
him, Heidegger did not believe that traditional history can reveal the
philosophical essence of modern science. As in the natural sciences,
historical facts do not speak for themselves. Facts require philosophical
reflection to illuminate their fundamental meaning within the history
of philosophy. To Husserl and Heidegger, only historically informed
phenomenology can reveal the essence of a science. To Heidegger in
particular, the fundamental lesson we can draw from a philosophical
or phenomenological history of science is that any science is ultimately
a praxis, and that that is the case because human relations with the world
are never primarily theoretical but are essentially practical. Human
knowledge is a mode of being immersed, practically and concretely, in
the world. Ancient episteme, the medieval doctrina, and modern science
are forms of praxes that suppose different, often incompatible, concep-
tions of experience, nature, and knowledge.

But the incommensurability of those different praxes hides a more
profound continuity, which characterises the whole history of Western
thought. Indeed, the praxis of modern science is, for Heidegger, the final
outcome of the historical destiny of Western civilisation. This fate has
been implicit since the metaphysical innovations of Plato, who replaced
the fundamental question of Being with a metaphysics of beings. Plato
taught that philosophers should not address the notion of Being as Being;
they should be concerned with the real nature of existing entities through
the thoughtful use of rational inference. In other words, philosophy starts
by presupposing the existence of beings (entities), forgetting or concealing
the previous question about the very nature of Being in general. To
Heidegger, the history of Western civilisation parallels the history of
Being, and the history of Being consists essentially of the history of its
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forgetting since Plato. Modern and contemporary science and technology
are only the last teleological phase of such a history, characterised by a
progressive reification of entities as abstracted from the very underlying
Being from which they emerge. But what is this Being? And who can grasp
it? To answer these questions, we must take a step back and briefly dive
into the dense prose of Heidegger’s Being and Time.

6.6 Dasein’s Workshop

In Sein und Zeit, Heidegger immediately clarified that we cannot grasp
what Being is theoretically. Being cannot be defined as can chemical
substances, physical magnitudes, or chairs and apples. Being is not some-
thing we can directly observe, touch, or smell. Unlike what Aristotle
believed, Being is not a supreme entity underlying all that exists, is not a
divine first mover, and is not the most universal concept. Being is hidden
within beings that we experience, but we cannot extract its hypothetical
kernel through systematic observation and thinking. But although Being is
concealed from us, it is everywhere, and we might sense its presence not
through the dedicated effort of our brains but through our constant,
practical, and bodily engagement with the world. If, as phenomenologists,
we pay attention to our everyday practices, especially how things manifest
themselves in our world, we become much closer to its grasp. However,
Heidegger’s version of phenomenology was very different from Husserl’s.
In fact, to Heidegger, phenomenology was not about how phenomena
present themselves to us as detached observers; it was about things and their
diverse manifestations through our active engagements with them. In other
words, as Richard Polt notes, Heidegger’s phenomenology is a phenomen-
ology of concrete existence (Polt 1997). For Heidegger, this phenomenology
had to be the science that could provide us access to Being, yet the first
requirement was to obliterate the subject—object distinction. As long we
adhere to the Platonic view that we are subjects overseeing and contem-
plating the world, we remain oblivious to the question of Being. We accept
the (Platonic) fact that we exist as egos in a reality constituted by objects and
other people, a reality we can eventually understand and manage with the
right episteme. Yet this episteme would be a mere science of beings and not of
Being. It would continue to be a science that overlooks the ground and
meaning of its ontological assumptions.

For Heidegger, we need a more radical move if we wish to grasp Being.
We must ask one fundamental question: what paradigmatic entity should
we focus on to grasp Being? The very first answer is that it cannot be a
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specific thing whatsoever, and it cannot be a subject in general. If it were a
special object or a powerful subject, we would fall back to the traditional
metaphysics we are trying to overcome. Therefore, it must be something
before or beyond objects and subjects. And what lies before and beyond
the Ego and its perceived objects? It is what Heidegger famously called
Dasein, usually translated as ‘being there’. Before being a subject, an ego or
an impersonal 7, we are situated beings. Dasein, for Heidegger, has a host
of properties that make it a special entity, an entity that cannot be the
object of scientific inquiry. No anthropology, sociology, psychology, or
biology could reveal the nature of Dasein for the simple reason that all
special sciences, with their assumed ontologies and concepts, presuppose
Dasein: ‘all ontology, no matter how rich and firmly compacted a system of
categories it has at its disposal, remains blind and perverted from its
ownmost aim, if it has not first adequately clarified the meaning of
Being, and conceived this clarification as its fundamental task’ (2008,
31). The fundamental property of Dasein is thus existence, and existence,
in turn, is about temporality. Dasein comprehends itself through tempor-
ality. There is no Dasein without past, present, and future. Thus, there is
no Dasein without history and future possibilities. Precisely because Dasein
is something that can interpret and understand itself in time, Dasein is an
entity that is an issue to itself. In its fundamental nature, Dasein is an
entity concerned with its own being. Dasein is constantly interpreting itself
and its world. In this sense, Heidegger’s phenomenology is hermeneutic
insofar as the world for Dasein is a world as interpreted. Yet interpretation
is not something Heidegger conceived of as speculative but as inherently
rooted in our situated practices. Interpretation is not a mere perspective of
a situated observer who oversees reality from a particular viewpoint. Dasein
interprets as long as it deals with things. Hermeneutics is an activity that
emerges in the active and practical engagement with and in the world.
Dasein deals with things in many ways. The things we deal with are not
apprehended conceptually but practically. This means that they are encoun-
tered in their use, manipulation, and production. Heidegger reminds us
that the Greeks called things pragmata, or entities disclosed to us through
our intentional actions. What the Greeks did not realise was the pragmatic
nature of pragmata. Heidegger clarified: ‘(O]ntologically, the specifically
“pragmatic” character of the pragmata is just what the Greeks left in
obscurity: they thought of these “proximally” as “mere Things™ (2008,
97). The pragmatic character of pragmata is what Heidegger called ‘equip-
ment’. Dasein is never primarily a detached observer. For Dasein, being-in-
the-world implies discovering and experiencing things as equipment.
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But things as equipment are never conceived as individual entities. They
are always part of a total meaningful nexus. A pen is a pen because there is
paper, ink, a desk, a light, a room, a door, a house, and so on. Any
equipment recalls and refers to a whole network of other equipment.
To use an appropriate metaphor, Dasein’s world is a workshop in which
things (as equipment) and their properties appear and disappear — are
revealed or concealed — depending on our activities. Heidegger called
‘circumspection’ our ability to use equipment. Through circumspection,
and therefore equipment manipulation, Dasein primarily experiences the
Being of things that Heidegger calls zubanden (ready-to-hand). Before
being observed and contemplated, things are handled and employed in
multiple ways. They appear as ready-to-hand in an overall series of
intentional actions. Normally, to be-in-the-word implies an unthematised
proximity with things, as long as they work according to our purposes.
But when something disrupts our implicit expectations, things might
become objects of observations and contemplations: their being becomes
what Heidegger calls vorhanden (present-at-hand). A thing is experienced
as present-at-hand when Dasein decontextualises the being from its non-
thematised proximity: it has been abstracted from the total nexus of
Dasein’s meaningful actions and becomes an object of theoretical
scrutiny.

When we fabricate a chair, we use many sorts of equipment with our
learned circumspection. While we are absorbed in our activities, we are
captivated by the whole nexus of objects and procedures required to make
a functional chair. Wood, hammer, saw, sander, nails, glue, and special
varnishes are all part of unique, meaningful, nonthematised network. But
when one or more elements of the total nexus behaves in a way that Dasein
does not expect, it might become the object of dedicated and detached
observation. If the hammer is broken or the glue does not stick as it
should, we immediately decontextualise these objects from their practical
nexus. They are experienced as present-at-hand and therefore become self-
contained, independent objects with a host of definite properties and are
supposedly autonomous from our intentional praxis. We have one
hammer, one nail, one sail with their visible and discrete properties and
their conceptual representations. Insofar as our praxis is not disturbed by
unexpected events, being-in-the-world implies a ‘non-thematic circum-
spective absorption’ in the whole network of actions and equipment. But
when disruption occurs, equipment is cut from its referential whole and
becomes an object of contemplation. Heidegger immediately connected
Dasein’s shift from ready-to-hand to present-at-hand to our scientific
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experience of reality, overlapping with Husserl and Dilthey’s analysis of
lifeworld. Dasein does not have experience with equipment in mathemat-
ical time and geometrical space. Instead, mathematical and geometrical
time and space are derived from Dasein’s pre-theoretical and primordial
existence. In short, spatial-temporal quantities are abstractions that follow
from our qualitative and pragmatic dealings with equipment. But ‘pre-
theoretical’ for Heidegger does not mean ‘a-theoretical’. The difference
between entities experienced as equipment (ready-to-hand) and entities
experienced as detached objects (present-at-hand) lies in the latter’s lack of
circumspection. We cannot theoretically grasp circumspection as we do
not have circumspection for objects as experienced in terms of present-at-
hand.** An entity becomes an object of theoretical scrutiny precisely
because, to Dasein, it ceases to be a pragmata.

Heidegger applied the very same argument to our experience of nature.
When natural scientists discover natural entities in terms of present-at-
hand, they can conclude that those independent entities constitute the
basic assortment of the natural world. Yet what can be easily forgotten is
the basic fact that those entities are first encountered and discovered
through praxis:

‘Nature’ is not to be understood as that which is just present-at-hand, not as
the power of Nature. The wood is a forest of timber, the mountain a quarry
of rock; the river is water-power, the wind is wind ‘in the sails’. As the
environment is discovered, the ‘Nature’ thus discovered is encountered too.
If its kind of Being as ready-to-hand is disregarded, this ‘Nature’ itself can
be discovered and defined simply in its pure presence-at-hand. But when
this happens, the Nature which ‘stirs and strives’, which assails us and
enthrals us as landscape, remains hidden. The botanist’s plants are not the
flowers of the hedgerow; the ‘source’ which the geographer establishes for a
river is not the ‘springhead in the dale’. (2008, 100)

The qualitative world we experience directly is the world that grounds the
abstract realm of quantities. The qualitative world is rooted in human
praxis, which underpins our scientific cogitations and grounds our think-
ing. Kant, Heidegger remembers at the end of Division I, had wondered
how we can obtain any proof of the external world’s existence. Kant
believed this to be a great ‘scandal of philosophy” because we cannot prove
the existence of reality as something that corresponds to our subjective

** As Heidegger explains, ‘Practical’ behaviour is not ‘atheoretical” in the sense of ‘sightlessness’. The
way it differs from theoretical behaviour does not lie simply in the fact that in theoretical behaviour
one observes, while in practical behaviour one acts . . . theoretical behaviour is just looking, without
circumspection’ (2008, 99).
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representations. To Heidegger, what Kant did not realise was that the very
question, to have any meaning at all, already supposes the existence of
reality, which Dasein constantly discloses through its activities. To believe
or challenge the existence of external reality implies accepting the peculiar
abstraction that there is an isolated and wordless subject who wonders
whether there is something beyond herself. This means conceiving the
subject as a present-at-hand, a natural entity among others, as a de-worlded
abstraction. But for Dasein, the world exists before providing any specific
cogitation. The world emerges not through the Ego’s distinctive power but
through Dasein’s practical dealings. Scientific concepts and representations
are the last filtered bits of abstractions arising from Dasein’s overall activities.

As shown at the beginning of this chapter, Schrodinger claimed that any
objective, quantitative representation of light waves cannot explain the
qualitative experience of colour. For Schrédinger, this represents the great
mysterious ground for any scientific knowledge. To Heidegger, the mys-
tery of such an epistemic ground can only be dispelled by investigating the
nature of Dasein, the true source of all sorts of human knowledge. We can
have a science before natural science, namely, phenomenology. For
the Heidegger of Sein und Zeit, hermeneutical phenomenology is a science,
the fundamental science grounding all the other sciences, including
Schrédinger’s physics. Remember, no special science can ground itself.
All special sciences require a fundamental ontology that is able to ground
them. Such fundamental ontology was the notion that Heidegger had of
phenomenology. The fascinating question for us is now ‘what kind of
science is Heidegger’s phenomenology?” If anything, what did connect
Heidegger’s analytic of Dasein to history and, more generally, to human
sciences?

6.7 From Being-in-the-World to Sensus Communis

In his 1978 introduction to Heidegger, the philosopher and novelist
George Steiner makes an interesting remark. He argues that Heidegger
inherited and unpacked the distinction between the abstracted truths of
science and the ‘authentic insight aimed at in the historical and “Spiritual”
sciences, the Geisteswisseshaften’ (1978, 74) from Dilthey. The idea that there
is a hiatus between a largely consistent, although ethereal, world of science
and a directly experienced world was a basic lesson Heidegger drew from
Husserl, via Dilthey and Heinrich Rickert. In one of his course lectures
preceding Being and Time, Heidegger observes that natural sciences explain
nature as something that is inherently incomprehensible to us:
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Every explanation, when we speak of an explanation of nature, is distin-
guished by its involvement in the incomprehensible. It can be flatly stated
that explanation is the expository interpretation of the incomprehensible,
not so that this exposition would let us comprehend the incomprehensible,
for it remains incomprehensible in principle. Nature is what is in principle
explainable and to be explained because it is in principle incomprehensible.
It is the incomprehensible pure and simple. And it is the incomprehensible
because it is the ‘unworlded’ world, insofar as we take nature in this extreme
sense of the entity as it is discovered in physics. (1985, 218)

Then Heidegger crucially concludes, ‘As the incomprehensible, it is like-
wise the entity which simply does not have the character of Dasein at all,
while Dasein is the entity which is comprehensible in principle. Since
understanding belongs to its being as being-in-the-world, the world is
comprehensible to Dasein insofar as it is encountered in the character of
meaningfulness’ (1985, 218). This thick passage makes sense compared to
Vico’s discrimination between the human historical world (which we have
made) and the non-human natural world (God’s product). The world of
Dasein is directly understandable because it is our world. In contrast, the
world of science is merely explicable as an ‘un-worlded’, ‘de-humanised’
object, which is not intimately understandable. I am not suggesting that
Heidegger accepted Vico’s verum ipsum factum principle. Instead, I argue
that Heidegger developed one of the philosophical possibilities arising
from the principle: the idea that there is a separation between our direct
access to the human world and our mediated and alienated relationships
with the natural world. Of course, there is no evidence that Heidegger
even read Vico. Yet the distinction Heidegger discussed was a reformu-
lation of the distinction between human and natural sciences as it had been
formulated by Dilthey, who, as we saw, was indebted to Vico. In short,
Steiner’s insightful remark invites us to explore possible connections
between the concept of Dasein, the notion of Verstehen as linked to the
irreducible objects of human science, and Vico’s notion of sensus communis
as the foundation of all science.”’

It is not entirely surprising that these connections were widely explored
by two of Heidegger’s most influential students: the German hermeneu-
ticist Hans-Georg Gadamer and the Italian philosopher and humanist
Ernesto Grassi.*® The former met Heidegger in 1923 and became his
unpaid assistant in 1925 in Freiburg, while the latter studied with

*> On the origins of the concept of Verstehen, see Hausheer 1997.
26 On the intellectual relations between Heidegger, Gadamer, Grassi, and Vico, see Amoroso 2016.
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Heidegger in 1928 and wrote his habilitation thesis, 1/ problema della
metafisica platonica (The Problem of Platonic Metaphysics), under
Heidegger’s direction.”” Gadamer and Grassi had different views on
humanism and different interpretations of Vico. Yet they both emphasised
the fact that one fundamental pillar of humanism was the primacy of praxis
over theory. In his celebrated Wahrheit und Methode (Truth and Method),
first published in 1960, Gadamer explored and further developed
Heidegger’s insights on the hermeneutics of facticity that he had put
forward in Being and Time. Yet the book did not start with Heidegger
but with a philosophical history of the human sciences since the
Renaissance. The first modern hero of Gadamer is Vico, who, in his
pedagogical reaction against Descartes’s philosophy as put forward in De
ratione (see chapter 2 in this book), emphasised the centrality of common
sense for training minds in the social collective. Gadamer saw Vico’s seznsus
communis as the immediately accessible pre-theoretical space that under-
pins the meaning of our actions and abstractions.?® In his New Science,
Vico famously characterises common sense as ‘an unreflecting judgment
shared by an entire social order, people, nation, or even all humankind’
(Marsh 2013, NS 142, p. 80). To Gadamer, this world of common sense is
the world of the humanities. It is the world manifested in phronésis and
thetoric and the world experienced through history and poetry; in short, it
is the world of meaningful praxes, which underpin the Cartesians’ quanti-
tative — and abstract — world. Gadamer recognised that Vico’s humanist
philosophy had not been influential and, at least in the eighteenth century,
had not travelled much beyond Italy. However, even before Vico, the
notion of common sense had already been explored by other philosophers,
most notably by Lord Shaftesbury, who died in Naples when Vico was
forty-five years old.* In Scottish philosophy, the notion of common sense
was strategically employed to counter both the excesses of metaphysics
and the pitfalls of self-defeating skepticism. But the meaning and uses of
common sense changed radically during the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. Gadamer lingered on the controversial Lutheran theologian and
alchemist Friedrich Oetinger, who associated common sense with lived
experience. Rejecting the mechanistic nature as envisaged by modern
naturalists, Oetinger separated the world as directly experienced from the

*7 The thesis was published in Italy in 1932 under Benedetto Croce’s auspices (Grassi 1993).

¥ On Gadamer’s interpretation of Vico, see Schaffer 1987; Verene 1997; Piccini 2003; Volpi 2018.
On the relations between Vico, Gadamer, and Croce, see Roberts 2006.

> Lord Shaftesbury lived the last years of his life in Naples. The extent of influence among him and
Vico is not entirely clear.
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abstract world of science. After Oetinger, the notion of common sense was
‘emptied and intellectualized by German enlightenment’ (2013, 28).

Kant famously dismissed the philosophical relevance of common
sense.’® But after the rationalist enthusiasms of Kantian enlightenment,
the concept resurfaced in the nineteenth century disguised as varying
philosophical concepts. Gadamer focused on the concept of Erlebnis as a
thick idea that roughly synthesised Vico’s common sense and Oetinger’s
notion of lived experience. In the hands of Dilthey, Erlebnis became a full-
fledged philosophical concept emphasising that the experience is not about
bits of neutral sensations but about units of meaning. The insight was, of
course, behind many other philosophical systems as they surfaced in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The so-called philosophers of
life — as different as Georg Simmel, Bergson, or José Ortega y Gassett —
underscored the fundamentality of lived experience as the origin of all sorts
of abstractions. However, Gadamer was particularly fascinated by the
relationship between Vico and Dilthey for the foundation of historical
and human sciences. Through Vico, Dilthey understood that ‘[t]he ideal-
ity of meaning was not to be located in the transcendental subject but
emerged from the historical reality of life. It is life itself that unfolds and
forms itself in intelligible unities . .. This is the self-evident starting point
for Dilthey’s analysis’ (2013, 226). But Dilthey also understood that if
human sciences are rooted in those meanings as they emerge through
history, then history is itself epistemically primordial: ‘Dilthey regards
the old superiority that Vico attributed to historical objects as the ground
of the universality with which understanding grasp the historical world’
(2013, 230). The primacy of history on abstraction is, in truth, the priority
of praxis over theory. And this praxis, as spelled out throughout history,
harbours the lived certainty that we desperately seek in the Cartesian self-
doubt. In short, certainty is not something we attain through a methodical
doubt; it is something that precedes any human engagement with the
world. As Gadamer explains:

The kind of certainty afforded by a verification that has passed through
doubt is different from the immediate living certainty that all ends and

3 In his Critique of Judgment, Kant pointed out: ‘The common Understanding of men, which, as the
mere sound (not yet cultivated) Understanding, we regard as the least to be expected from any one
claiming the name of man, has therefore the doubtful honour of being given the name of common
sense (sensus communis); and in such a way that by the name common (not merely in our language,
where the word actually has a double signification, but in many others) we understand vulgar, that
which is everywhere met with, the possession of which indicates absolutely no merit or superiority’
(1914, S40, p. 170).
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values have when they appear in human consciousness with an absolute
claim. But the certainty of science is very different from the certainty
acquired in life. Scientific certainty always has something of Cartesian about
it. It is the result of a critical method that admits only the validity of what
cannot be doubted. This certainty, then, does not proceed from doubts
arising and being overcome, but is always anterior to doubt’s occurring
to anyone. (2013, 240)

The “certainty” Gadamer refers to is the certainty inherent in praxis.
We know as makers, not spectators, of a world standing before us.
Drawing on Vico, Dilthey developed this philosophical insight in his
own way. Yet Gadamer felt that Dilthey remained a prisoner of his latent
Cartesianism by pretending that the human sciences could be as objective
as the natural sciences.’” The last bits of Cartesianism were only progres-
sively digested by the development of phenomenology by Husserl and,
specifically, through the inherently historical concept of Lebenswelr.
Husserl realised that the very intelligibility of the subject’s actions does
not reside in the ‘conscious experiences and their intentionality but in the
anonymous “productions” of life’ (Gadamer 2013, 250). Phenomenology
is not an objective science to be paralleled or compared with the natural
sciences; it is instead a science that explains how objectivity itself can
be possible. It is the science revealing the very ground of objectivity.
After this, the historical transformation of ‘common sense’ into a thick
notion of meaningful experience reached its achievement in Heidegger’s
facticity of Dasein, in which objectivity itself can only be understood in
terms of Dasein’s historicity.’” What underlies all of these philosophical
transformations, from Vico’s humanism through Heidegger’s hermeneutic
phenomenology, is the centrality of praxis, the very idea that our world is
historically revealed through constitutive and practical human endeavours.
It is not particularly interesting to assess whether Gadamer’s philosophical
history is accurate. After all, no philosophical history is true in any sense
that traditional historians would recognise as historical truth. What is
essential here is to disclose what I deem to be one of Gadamer’s basic
philosophical intentions: to recover and dignify the concept of praxis, an
idea which he thought had been dismissed with the triumph of modern
science. While practice is itself the process through which we as humans
understand the world and ourselves, with modern science the concept had

‘But the epistemological Cartesianism that dominated him proved stronger, so that in Dilthey the
historicity of historical experience is never truly integrated in his thought’ (2013, 243).

‘Common sense” here understood as the pre-theoretical frame against which all our cogitations draw
their meanings and effectivity.
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degenerated into the mere application of theory; in the contemporary
world, it increasingly became identified with technique, technology, and
neutral and apolitical experts. In that sense, for Gadamer, we must not
only revive Vico’s humanist tradition but also, even more importantly,
recover Aristotle’s notion of phronésis as addressed in his Ethics.

Grassi’s philosophical itinerary was different, although it paralleled
that of Gadamer. Like Gadamer, Grassi believed that the humanist trad-
ition needed to be reconsidered; even more than Gadamer, Grassi explored
significant philosophical affinities between Vico’s philosophy and Heidegger’s
phenomenology. The main trigger motivating Grassi to recover the humanist
tradition was Heidegger’s Letter on humanism, in which the humanist trad-
ition was entirely dismissed as a weak anthropologism.’® The letter was
famously addressed in response to Jean-Paul Sartre’s lecture L existentialisme
est un Humanisme, held in Paris in 1945 and published the following year.’*
Immediately after World War II ended, Grassi travelled to the Black Forest
to meet Heidegger again. On the occasion, Heidegger handed him the
manuscript Brief Uber den Humanismus, first published in 1947 in Grassi
and Wilhelm Szilasi’s collection Uberlieferung und Aufirag (Grassi 1993).
Grassi was particularly interested in the history of humanism and the
philosophy of the Renaissance. In 1942, he founded the Institur Studia
Humanitatis in Berlin, and in 1946, he published his first volume on
humanism, Verteidigung des individuellen Lebens: Studia humanitatis
als philosophische Uberlieferung (Defence of Individual Life: The Studia
Humanitatis as a Philosophical Tradition). By reading Heidegger’s manu-
script, Grassi was deeply dissatisfied with his anti-humanist leanings and
conclusions. He was convinced that Heidegger’s view on humanism
was based upon a misleading philosophical historiography, which Grassi
intended to revisit to show that the original humanism shared problems
and questions similar to those that had concerned Heidegger in his Being
and Time as well as in his concept of truth as unconcealment. From the
1950s onward, Grassi would provide a series of answers to Heidegger’s anti-
humanism, scattered across several of the essays, articles, and books he
published throughout his long life (he died in 19971).

Like Gadamer, Grassi thought Vico’s philosophy was the crowning
achievement of the humanist tradition. Through Vico, the tradition
reached its highest synthesis based on three fundamental pillars: the
fundamentality of common sense, the primacy of praxis over theory, and
the conception of language as inherently metaphorical, rather than being

3 See Heidegger 2014. % See Kleinberg 2012.
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rational or descriptive. For humanists (including Vico), language is a tool
for revealing (unconcealing) the world through metaphors and analogies,
not merely for representing it. In his four essays collected under the title
Heidegger and the Question of Renaissance Humanism (1983), Grassi
showed that the received view of humanism had been misleading. The
classic views of Burckhardt, Cassirer, Garin, Gentile, and Paul Oskar
Kristeller, who emphasised neo-Platonism, had to be radically revised.?’
In fact, to Grassi, the basic concerns for Renaissance humanists had been
neither Plato and classical antiquity nor humanity in general but rather
the primordial horizon against which humans discover the world and
themselves. From Dante onward, humanist scholars emphasised the the
fundamental historicity of language, which, through imagination and
poetry, reveals the world as inherently humanised. What different seminal
scholars, such as Dante, Petrarca, Coluccio Salutati, Guarino Veronese,
and Juan Luis Vives, shared was precisely the idea that Being is revealed
through praxis and language. They all rejected the notion that there can be
a direct and transparent relation between res and wverba (thing and lan-
guage). Verba does not merely describe or refer to res. Words are not labels
conventionally attached to things. They wunconceal entities in their histor-
ical spaces. Unlike traditional philosophy — beginning with Plato — which
assumes the existence of beings and the possibility of their rational com-
prehension (as Heidegger had taught him), Grassi observed that human-
ism begins with the fundamental question of the origin of the world: how
the world is revealed through our ingenium and imagination, as expressed
through language (Grassi 1993). Leonardo da Vinci’s conception of
‘nature’, for example, was not the conception of Lucretius — which was
materially given and determined — but was the result of our active and
purposive ingenium. Similarly, the Spanish humanist Vives deemed
humans to be artificers of their worlds through the ingenium. Ingenium
itself is eminently historical as it works in specific situations, solves
particular problems, and responds to situated necessities (see Grassi
1993). To use Heideggerian jargon, Being does not reveal itself through
our neutral observations or profound speculations; Being is revealed through
our praxis, which involves both material practices and poetic imagination.>®
Grassi believed that such a humanist insight was dramatically extended

5 On Gerassi, Kristeller, and the different views of humanism, see Rubini 2009.

36 As Goetsch observed in Vico’s poetic metaphysics, the concept of Being is itself conceived in non-
abstract terms (1995, 31). As Vico himself argued on the primordial notion of Being as associated
with eating: “Thus, the Latin verb esse, “to be”, originally meant “to eat™ (2013, 693, p. 312). Being
is what emerges through the activities of our bodies, even the most basic and physiological ones.
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by Vico himself, who gave philosophical coherence and depth to those
scattered insights. As Grassi observed:

In his New Science, Vico sketches out not an anthropology or a mere new
theory of history, but rather the problem of the original unhiddenness in
which man appears ... Man breaks out of nature through startling feat at
the experience of his own alienation from nature — the primordial forest —
in order to create the first place of his historicity, the ‘new’ world and its
institutions, which arise from man ingenious and fantastic activity ... For
Vico, it is the imaginative word that gives rise to the world of human
‘being-there’. The poetic word is the original and uniquely human attempt
to give meaning to the frightful power of being which reveals itself in what
it is. (1983, 26—27)

In Vico, the dynamic relation between ingenium and imagination repre-
sents the activity through which the world reveals itself. As Grassi noted
in 1976, for Vico, the historical world emerges as a response to human
needs.”” These needs are satisfied through labour, through which new
meanings are conferred on the natural world. /ngenium satisfies necessities,
imagination confers meanings, and both are intertwined with a pre-
theoretical and fundamental common sense, which provides the frame-
work within which all human activities acquire their intelligibility.
As Grassi claimed:

If it is the aim of common sense to supply man with what he needs,
ingenuity and imagination must carry out their functions primarily in the
domain of work, and this can be understood only in the following manner.
By establishing relationships (similitudes) between what man needs (e.g., to
quench a thirst) and what his senses report to him in each specific concrete
situation in nature (e.g., the availability of water), man works out the
transfer of meanings leading him to the appropriate action (e.g., looking
for water and making it available to himself). This is the meaning of work.
The establishment of relationships and the transfer of meanings to what the
senses report are activities of an ingenious and imaginative nature, respect-
ively. It is consequently within the ‘ingenious’ structure of work, and not
within the sphere of rational thought, that common sense originally func-
tions. The sensus communis does not, therefore, consist, as the rationalistic
interpretation would have it, of a ‘popular’ or ‘common’ way of thinking.
It lies outside the rational process, within the sphere of ingenuity, so that it
assumes an inventive character. Work alone is capable of proving the

37 Grassi 1976b. Grassi also drew a connection between Vico and Marx. He argued that while Marx
regarded labour as the foundation of history, humanists like Vico believed that labour must be
complemented by imagination. Thus, according to humanists” sensibility, the root of history
consists of both concrete labour and human imagination. See Grassi 1976, 275-294.
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objectivity of ingenious and imaginative activities; it makes it evident
whether the relationships established have proved subjective, by their
failure, or objective, by their success in leading to a result. It is through
work, too, that the objectivity of nature itself is revealed, because nothing
other than work provides us with the experience that we can by no means
handle nature arbitrarily: only a certain material and a certain way of
treating it, or adjusting it, leads us to the aim of our action. (1976a,565)

Labour itself, conceived as the praxis that unifies ingenium and imagination
in the context of common sense, is the very act that reveals our common
world and discloses Being. Vico’s humanism did not, like that of his
predecessors, merely consist in the rediscovery of man as the measure of
all things; rather, it lay in the revival of an ancient question — the question
of the horizon against which both humans and the world emerge. In other
words, it consisted of the pre-Socratic question of Being. It was not
surprising then that the more mature Heidegger, like Vico, deemed
poetical language the primeval language which allows the poet to disclose
Being because only through the verbum is the res unveiled (Grassi 1980).
The fundamental point of contact between Vico and Heidegger, and
therefore the thread connecting Italian humanism with hermeneutic
phenomenology, was to Grassi the notion of lichtung (a clearing), through
which existence appears. We find the same clearing of the primordial forest
among the brutes at the origin of human history in Vico.”® Civilisation
began for Vico with agriculture, and agriculture supposed a primordial
clearing of the forests. The action of clearing was, at the same time,
practical and metaphorical; it was a labour that changed nature while
conferring new meanings on an alien and frightening nature. In this sense,
Vico’s perspective possessed a phenomenological dimension: like Husserl
and Heidegger, he located the origin of a meaningful world in history —
though chiefly in a history understood as human praxis. For Grassi,
Unbeknownst to most philosophers, the humanist tradition of Vico,
rooted in the idea that knowledge is primarily praxis, was revived again
through different forms of phenomenology and hermeneutics well into the
twentieth century.

3% We can profitably compare Grassi’s interpretation to Verene’s one. Verene, in fact, observes that
Vico asks a new epistemological question: ‘He [Vico] does not ask how the mind functions in
relation to the object to produce knowledge, or the less profitable question of whether the mind has
objects actually before it, whether it has an external world. Vico asks how the mind come to have
something before it at all . .. By asking how there ever come to be something, rather than nothing,
before the mind, Vico is able to see knowledge as beginning directly with the image’ (Verene
1981, 81).
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In 1944, Schrodinger wondered whether the meanings of our sensations
could be reduced to physical quantities. Being largely unaware of phenom-
enological discussions, he concluded that no physicist or physiologist could
account for the nature of subjective sensations. He did not explore the
possibility that the quantification of secondary qualities was itself an
operation of de-worlding or de-contextualising specific aspects of reality
from a complex nexus of lived experience. He did not see how highly
theoretical entities of the natural science could be rooted in a realm of
human praxes, which connects the Being to beings. More than fifty years
later, Grassi observed that Being is not accessible to scientific inquiry
because Being is not about things to be observed, manipulated, or trans-
formed. Being, for Grassi, is about meaning: ‘Starting from the problem of
beings and referring rational process of casual link, that is, cause and effect,
only an indication of the temporal succession of beings their meaning’ and
concludes: ‘If a mechanical movement is followed by a sound, this does
not tell us if the sound signifies a warning, an appeal, or a request’ (Grassi
and O’Malley 1987, 69). In its most basic reality, this sound might consist
of mechanical waves propagating through a medium. Yet for us, sounds are
primarily manifested as alarms, appeals, noises, music, voices, and the like.
From the complex realm of meanings that belong to human praxis,
scientists abstract basic properties that allegedly belong to and ground all
those meaningful instances. However, the phenomenologist does not
question the truth of these abstractions; s/he only shows how they emerge
from praxis. S/he shows how the pure primary qualities of physics result
from a historical operation of de-worlding that strategically eliminates any
trace of the human praxis which had made them possible. This conclusion
is entirely compatible with the Vichian idea that the praxis of the human
world confers meaning to physical quantities and not the other way
around. Human activities reveal different aspects and properties of the
non-human world.



Conclusion
Techné and Physis, Again

How can we make visible what is in nature invisible to us? Hippocrates
and his school provided an insightful answer: through human labour.
Because there is a fundamental continuity between human art (techne)
and nature (physis), the latter is revealed through the former. The philo-
sophical simplicity and slight coarseness of the Hippocratic message hides
an extraordinary depth and potentiality. The issue was not only to connect
practice and theory, not only to link human understanding to making, and
not only to tie practitioners and theoreticians into the same epistemic
agenda. What the insight really did, although Hippocrates and his disciples
were probably far from fully aware of it, was to endow techné with the
power of defining reality itself. If nature becomes visible through human
makings, then its intelligibility is only guaranteed by human activity,
which is the metaphorical light that illuminates the world around us.
This means that whatever importance we attribute to abstraction, theory,
and, with them, the sheer power of our mind, everything ultimately hinges
on human art, which outlines the frame within which our concepts
operate. In short, making itself is the necessary, although perhaps not
the sufhicient, condition for comprehending anything. Human knowledge
supposes a previous practical transformation of nature that we only later
observe with the clinical eye of the natural philosopher. This is the
fundamental tenet of the MKT: the idea that human knowledge and
science are ultimately rooted in techne.

If we linger a bit more over the very notion of zechné — as human art,
production, and activity, whether in the symbolic or the material realm —
we can appreciate another basic and complex issue, which follows from the
Hippocratic insight itself: if nature is revealed through rechné, what moves
techné itself? Is there anything that precedes, explains, or justifies techné?
Is there any foundation for human labour and action? In short, can we
ground practice in theory? These questions have concerned, directly and
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indirectly, many philosophers since Hippocrates. I have showed that those
who explored the possibility that practice might precede theoretical specu-
lation and theoretical knowledge were those who have contributed to the
MKT. We have seen that Plato and Aristotle were largely ambiguous about
the roles and places of zechné in knowledge. They tried to separate practice
from theory and subsume the former under the latter’s spell. The feat was
unquestionably difficult, if not impossible, so they constantly receded from
the purpose by reconsidering the virtues of human arts. A pure ideal of a
theoretical life was somewhat conceivable, although scarcely practicable,
yet a practice devoid of theory was simply unthinkable. Pure thinking
could be the profession of the happy, detached, and privileged philoso-
pher, but no concrete science could be purely speculative and, at the same
time, productive. Post-Aristotelian philosophers tried hard to find a new
plausible accommodation and equilibrium between theory and practice,
formulating new concepts and concocting new ideals of knowledge. Yet
the separation between techné and episteme was formally, although ambigu-
ously, respected until the Middle Ages, when both the Platonic and
Aristotelian traditions remained largely uncontested. But through the
reinterpretations of St. Thomas and then the first Renaissance philoso-
phers, the formal severance between art and science was increasingly
challenged. Just as God might know through his productions, humans
might know through their own, more modest makings.

The friar Giordano Bruno, whom Vico knew but whom he wisely failed
to mention for censorship reasons, had explicitly and convincingly ques-
tioned the severance between theory and practice, which to him hinged on
the problematic separation between hands and minds.” He believed that a
new virtuous society was needed to re-establish the lost connection
between hands and heads for its own good. Following the highly conten-
tious materialism of Lucretius, Bruno observed that there had been no
state of grace that we had lost over time. From the beginning, humans had
to strive to transform the environment according to their needs and
necessities. Humans had to use all their ingenium and skills to change
nature. For Bruno, knowledge in general, and science in particular, was
not a privilege used by the few to control a clueless collective but was itself
the instrument to change the whole reality, social and natural. One of the
last scholars of the Renaissance world, the lawyer, reformer, and philoso-
pher Francis Bacon, wrapped up and articulated these ideas to concoct a

" As I already mentioned in Chapter 1, the connection was widely explored by Gentile, Nicolini, and
even E. Bloch.
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promising epistemic agenda based upon virtuous cooperation between
artisans and thinkers. The new knowledge had to be experimental and
practical. It had to be oriented toward the world’s transformation and not
an exclusive asset for a self-centred elite.

At the beginning of the eighteenth century, Vico connected all the
different dots he had gleaned from antiquity and modernity and provided
one of the first articulated answers to the three questions mentioned
previously, concluding that zechné refers to the cultural domain of things
we produce. This domain has no other grounding than itself. Human art
outlines a meaningful world of things and concepts that surround our
existence. This is the historical world in which we live and which we can
fully understand. Unlike Bacon, Vico did not think that we could attain a
definitive knowledge of the natural world simply because nature is intelli-
gible to us only as a humanised product. To him, even Galileo’s experi-
mental method could only provide a small window into the natural world
because humans rehearse, with their skills and hands, the same physical
forces created by God. On the shoulders of these ancient and modern
scholars, Vico took one fundamental step further: he not only showed that
the realm of practice is eminently historical, not only fundamentally human,
but also defended the idea that this practical world is itself the foundation
of any natural science and scientific understanding. He defended the pri-
macy of the realm of human affairs over any sort of abstraction. The relation
between wverum and factum is a historical relation that is basically rooted
in the human world. We are bound — perhaps even condemned — to live in a
human-made world, inhabited by both the material and immaterial creations
of our own making. Our understanding of natural things is inevitably and
perpetually mediated by this humanized world.

In a profuse and fascinating letter sent on 12 January 1729 to one of his
few local admirers, the jurist Francesco Saverio Estevan, Vico lucidly
clarifies his own agenda and, in my interpretation, his radical version of
modernity. He had recently published the first edition of the New Science
and lamented that the book had not been received well if at all.
He convinced himself that, as he wrote, ‘I already live with the persuasion
that they would have judged it a small and unimportant work written for
pure pastime’, yet, as Vico adds immediately, he has been somewhat
expecting the failure because ‘the larger part of scholars today are dedicated
to studies of methods and criticism, which they alone consider serious and
important. But theirs are methods that completely waste the intellect
whose office is to see the wholeness of each thing and to see it all together’
(Pinton 1998, 49). Of course, those scholars dedicated to the methods and
criticism that Vico has in mind are the Cartesians. In fact, a few lines later,
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he is more explicit when he complains that the true critique of the human
mind through the analysis of common sense, then moral philosophy, and
the wisdom of poets, historians, and orators has been dismissed,

especially by the authority of René Descartes in his method and thanks to
his method, because he wished to see his method applied to everything.
Hence, he has gathered a large number of followers because of that failing of
our human nature that would like to acquire the knowledge of everything
in the shortest possible time and with the minimum of effort. (1998, 51)

The critique of Cartesianism becomes even more intriguing when Vico
compares poetry’s truth with the philosophical truth. He continues,
explaining to Saverio Estevan, that ‘[s]tudying the poets is ultimately
condemned with the false pretext that they narrate fables. No one seems
to reflect that the best fables are truths that come nearer to the ideal true
which is the eternal true of God’ (1998, 52). In poetry and poetic figures,
we find ‘the eternal properties of the human souls as they are discussed by
the politicians, the economic and moral philosophers’ (1998, 52). Truth,
whatever we define it, is not found in speculative fictions about a sup-
posedly mathematical world but in the true human reality as it emerges
through languages, shared history, and the common sense of a given
community. The philosopher should start from this fundamental truth, a
truth we cannot deny unless we want to live in a world of pretentious and
pathological fabrications. In short, flesh-and-blood humans live in a world
of praxis, not theory — the very praxis illuminating reality with meaning,
not rarefied objectivities (or reifications, to use a Lucdksian terminology).
When we replace praxis with theory, we thereby condemn what Vico calls
in the letter the ‘verisimilar’ in favour of a mathesis universalis, draining our
world of sense, the very sense that is behind our concrete existence:

But as if the youth, after exiting the academies, would find a world of men
that is composed of lines, numbers, and algebraic signs, their heads all filled
with magnificent words like demonstrations, evidences, demonstrated
truths, and, on the contrary, are taught to condemn the verisimilar, that
is, what is true for most of the peoples, which gives us the rule of judging,
that a grand motive for accepting something as true is — ‘that which seems
true to everyone or to the majority of humankind’. There is no safer rule
that politicians can follow in making their plans, or war chiefs in plotting
their enterprises, or orators in handling their causes, or judges judging
them, or physicians in curing the sickness of the body, or the moral
theologians in caring for the sickness of the conscience. (1998, 52—53)

The letter does not explicitly mention the verum/factum principle. Yet the
principle is implicitly assumed when Vico pits ‘true’ poetical creations
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against sterile abstractions. Real truth lives in concrete, intimate, and
historical engagements with reality. Truths are not properties that emerge
from an artificial correspondence between the mind and the external
world. One fundamental result of Vico’s praxis epistemology is the
following: human activity not only reveals and defines reality but also
results in revelations and definitions that are historical. If the fundamental
epistemic relation is between makers and the made, and not between
observers and the world observed, then the world itself is discovered
historically. To Vico, we are not and cannot be neutral observers or
spectators of a perfectly made and atemporal world. We are creative beings
living and rooted in a world that other human beings have previously made
and are constantly making and remaking. In Vico, there is an indissoluble
and reciprocal relation between praxis and history, in which the former is
deployed in history, and history is the deployment of human praxes over
time.

Napoleon Bonaparte is credited to have said that ‘a good sketch is better
than a long speech’. We can find a suggestive sketch in Descartes’s
Discourse on the Method, where the French philosopher compares efhicient
architectural planning with rationality. There, the contrast between
humanists and anti-humanists stands vividly out. The passage is worth
citing at length:

[TThings made up of different elements and produced by the hands of
several master craftsmen are often less perfect than those on which only one
person has worked. This is the case with buildings which a single architect
has planned and completed, that are usually more beautiful and better
designed than those that several architects have tried to patch together,
using old walls that had been constructed for other purposes. This is also
the case with those ancient cities, that in the beginning were no more
than villages and have become, through the passage of time, great conurba-
tions; when compared to orderly towns that an engineer designs
without constraints on an empty plain, they are usually so badly laid out
that, even though their buildings viewed separately often display as much if
not more artistic merit as those of orderly towns, yet if one takes into
consideration the way they are disposed, a tall one here, a low one there,
and the way they cause the streets to wind and change level, they look more
like the product of chance than of the will of men applying their reason.
(2006, part I, 12)

The text betrays the utopian prospects of Descartes’s agenda. The philoso-
pher, like the engineer, should build her system on an ‘empty plain’. The
rational maker is the one who dispenses with the past and build something
entirely new, functional, and, thus, rational. All that is ‘ancient’ is likely to
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be chaotic, confused, patchy. Descartes’s dream city epitomizes Le
Corbusier’s plan Voisin in the twentieth century, which aimed to demolish
Paris” historical centre and replace it with an entirely new and ‘rational’ city.
Descartes’s method wanted to do to philosophy what Le Corbusier dreamed
to do to Paris: to rebuild it from the scratch. Le Corbusier’s Cartesian dream
is only one among many geometric urban utopias dotting the short century.
But, as James Scott has wonderfully shown in his Seeing Like a State (1998),
when those dreams were concretely realized, they ended up in genuine
nightmares. The view from above of one master who plans the whole city
has constantly produced dysfunctional outcomes.

Architectural metaphors are quite pervasive in philosophiy and litera-
ture, and it is worth lingering a while longer on their significance (see
Karatani, 1995). The powerful drama of Goethe’s Faust is a telling
example. Berman aptly noted that Faust can be read as a tragedy of
modernity and modernisation driven by an unbounded pursuit of mater-
ial and economic progress. It evokes the powerful drama of Goethe’s
Faust, which, as Marshall Berman aptly argued, is a tragedy of modernity
and modernisation driven by an unbounded pursuit of material and
economic progress. For Berman, Faust’s compulsion to rapidly erase
and destroy the small, traditional world of Philemon and Baucis — the
elderly couple who obstruct his utopian vision of a rational, technocratic,
and impersonal order — embodies the essence of modernist projects. For
Berman, the rationalist experiment of Brasilia, like any project that seeks
to erase all traces of history and tradition, reenacts Faust’s tragedy: the
realisation that the very fulfilment of the modernist dream destroys
the very meaning that made life in a place worthwhile. At its core, the
tragedy of modernisation is a tragedy of lost meaning — a meaning that
arises precisely from our shared history. Goethe, much like Vico before
him, understood that modernity is a destination many aspire to, yet no
one truly desires to inhabit. The cold, logical Cartesian world is an
alluring blueprint, but it inevitably collapses upon itself the moment
one tries to take it seriously.” There is a sense in which we can interpret
Descartes’s philosophy as another incarnation of Plato’s allegory of the
cave. The goal of the philosopher is to reach a point where he or she can
have a definitive standpoint on the world, whether the point is meta-
phorically out of our caverns or inside our minds. In other words, the

* See Berman 1988. On the relationship between architecture and philosophy, it is worth revisiting
Jameson, who, in Postmodernism (1991), acknowledged that architecture is the human expression
that most vividly reflects historical, paradigmatic, and philosophical shifts. See also Harvey 1991.
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final aim of philosophical inquiry is to provide a privileged epistemic
position legitimising some to be the ‘architects’ of a new rational civiliza-
tion. One important reason Descartes’s modernity has been successful is
precisely the promise of stability and order against the noise and contra-
dictions of our chaotic ‘towns’. Vico understood that the whole rational-
ist prospect was inherently inhuman insofar as our humanity is
intrinsically historical and social. He realised that Descartes’s modernity
was fundamentally authoritarian, and its products were fated to become a
roundup of ‘cathedrals in the desert’. Vico’s city, instead, would be
basically chaotic, confused, and patchy, as it reflects human history with
all their social and political idiosyncrasies. Real cities are large monu-
ments recording, through stones and bricks, human’s past experiences.
Vico would have argued that cities cannot be the outcome of one rational
man because cities are themselves the outcome of social collectives with a
particular culture and history. A rational city built by one rational man
would be a city in which no one would willingly choose to live.

Richard Sennett argued in 7he Uses of Disorder (2021) that chaotic
and dense cities foster both social and personal growth, protecting
individuals from the misplaced myth of purity and order.
He contended that the pursuit of purely rational urban settlements —
designed to eliminate conflict and dissonance — is ultimately a denial of
history and meaning. Vico would likely have appreciated Sennett’s
perspective, which aligns closely with his pedagogical teachings and his
belief that no philosophical endeavour can begin with clear and indubit-
able truths. Instead, it must start with the contradictory, obscure, cha-
otic, and everyday world we have inherited from our ancestors. Vico
would have further suggested that the same argument applied not only to
urban planning but also to philosophy insofar as a philosophy unable to
respect — or ignore — its own past would ultimately rehearse the unful-
filling myth of purity and order.’

Throughout the book, I have showed that Vico’s modernity is linked
to at least five insights which, taken alone, are not specifically Vichian
but which he coherently articulated; taken together, they constitute
what I have called ‘praxis epistemology’: the ideas that (1) rechne
precedes any sort of speculative episteme; (2) knowledge is itself a

? The relationship between Vico’s historicized humanism and the city of Naples as a privileged locus
of philosophical reflection has been thoroughly examined by Naddeo (2011).
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collective and historical enterprise; (3) human knowledge, as historically
situated, cannot aspire to transcend the cultural and material conditions
from which it emerges; (4) any analysis of our knowledge must start with
scrutinising and comprehending, not dismissing or transcending, our
prejudices and, more generally, our directly accessible common sense;
and (s) there are no definitive rational foundations in knowledge because
knowledge, including scientific knowledge, emerges from our meaningful
engagement with the world, which is itself historical. I have claimed that
this complex of philosophical ideas was directly or indirectly resurrected
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries in different forms, contents,
and combinations. These resurrections make the comparison between
Vico and other, more recent philosophical traditions a particularly
fascinating exercise.

I would not go as far as Michelet, who has apologetically said that
‘[a]ll giants of criticism are already contained, with room to spare, in the
litctle pandemonium of The New Science.* And I do not think that we
should overstate Vico’s importance in the history of Western philosophy.
I have had no intention of censing a figure who, especially in the last two
centuries, has been widely read and then rediscovered, deservedly or
undeservedly, several times. Yet I do think that through a careful and
original rereading of Vico, we can identify some basic conceptual rifts that
underlie many important philosophical traditions of the twentieth century.
In other words, new readings of Vico not only have the potential to enrich
our understanding of the history of modern and contemporary philosophy
but can also provide us with fresh insights for the future of the humanities
themselves in relation to the so-called hard sciences. For example, in the
beginning of this book, I introduced the question about what kind of
modernity we can find in the philosophy of Vico. Against quite a success-
ful tradition, which conceives of Vico as an anti-modernist scholar tearing
down the overenthusiasm of Cartesianism, I argued that Vico inaugurated,
willingly or not, a different strand of modernism. Instead of considering
Vico’s agenda as the negative side of the Cartesian programme of mathesis
universalis, I explored the possibility that Vico’s response to Descartes was
indeed a new modern agenda: a historical modernism aiming to under-
stand the social world around us and its development. This alternative
form of modernism was very different from what John Dewey, then Isaiah

* Quoted in the autobiography of Vico, Fisch and Bergin 1963.
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Berlin, Toulmin, and Rorty envisaged. The distinction does not consist
merely in one agenda obsessed with grounding our knowledge in eternal
truths and another, more fallibilist programme concerned with the
idiosyncrasies of human cultures and history. While there is some funda-
mental truth in this opposition, I think it is still too simplistic and coarse.
There is something much deeper in Vico’s proposal that transcends this
opposition; throughout the book, I have tried hard to shed some light on
this something. After all, Vico not only distrusted or challenged Cartesian
science but also wanted a new science, a science that would replace the
rarefied abstractions of the natural philosophers with the concrete certain-
ties of the humanists.

I have contended that the controversial thing separating Descartes and
Vico was not the quest for certainty against sceptics, but the exploration
of two kinds of certainties: a theoretical and abstract ‘certainty’ based on a
foundational act of cognition and a practical and situated ‘certainty’ based
on an act of human, historical self-comprehension and historical context-
ualisation. Thus, one notion of certainty is rooted in pure episteme and one
emerges from techné. The former kind of certainty supposes a retreat from
the historical and social worlds, while the latter kind implies a participative
immersion in them. Cartesian certainty supposes that the Ego is out of and
against the world, while Vichian certainly assumes that this Ego is inher-
ently historical and understandable as a historical being. Vico’s certainty
did not stand for an ideal Archimedean point from which all knowledge
can be derived but referred to a prerational, historical, and existential realm
of praxes we need to reveal to understand our place in history and ourselves
as biological and cultural beings. One might reasonably observe that Vico’s
notions of ‘certain’ and ‘certainty’ had nothing to do with philosophical
certainty at all. My reply would be that the Vichian idea of certainty is not
very different from the one we find in Dilthey, who holds that being-in-life
is the most basic and irreducible process that grounds all possible cogita-
tions. To Dilthey, being-in-life is the most fundamental certainty we
always suppose, even when we might question it. We can play the
Cartesian game of universal doubt precisely because we are already ‘in-
life’. Another way to put it, non-propositional certainty inevitably precedes
and grounds all desire for propositional certainties. This means that
foundations of knowledge cannot be found in any specific unrevisable or
necessary proposition but is situated at the level of human historical
practices. It belongs to the world of zechné. The modernity of Vico is a
modernity that sees the ultimate ground of meaning, and therefore know-
ledge and abstraction, in human history.
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Of course, we cannot completely identify Dilthey’s being-in-life with
Vico’s notion of certainty or ‘common sense’. Yet Vico is not so far away
when he writes that ‘[iJt is a truth which cannot be doubted: The civil
world is certainly the creation of humankind’ (2013, [331] 119). The
world we inhabit is a world we have made. We cannot doubt that we are
part of this world, and this is precisely the first basic awareness from which
any new science should start. To even doubt my existence already supposes
the more basic certainty that we are part of this historical creation. This is
something that is presupposed in all predications. After all, even exercising
the universal doubt supposes that there is a language most people usually
understand and a meaningful nexus within which this language can be
comprehended. Thus, all our philosophical speculations, even the most
Cartesian ones, make sense against the backdrop of this historical space.
As I showed in Chapter 6, Dilthey thought that being-in-life means to be
part of a meaningful nexus that is itself our historical creation. The very
concept of Verstehen supposes that we have special access to our meaning-
ful nexus, which is historically produced by us. As I see it, Dilthey was
unpacking an idea that had remained somewhat undeveloped and unex-
ploited in Vico, even though it was clearly present.

Now, Vichian modernism was not immediately as successful as the
Cartesian version. I have argued that while Vico was the first to articulate
this profound insight, he could not see his doctrine’s implications and
possible developments. The wisdom of a few generations of philosophers
was needed to unpack it and to explore different possibilities and paths
arising from the insight that we know as makers and not as spectators.
Vico’s modernism only flourished in the nineteenth century and then in
the twentieth, when it was repeatedly rediscovered under new guises and
forms, including in Dilthey’s version. I have suggested that we find some
important traces of it in Marxism, pragmatism, and phenomenology,
especially that put forward by Husserl in his more mature version. Like
Vico, many, if not all, Marxists, pragmatists, and phenomenologists have
wittingly or unwittingly revisited different tenets of Vichian modernism
and especially his praxis epistemology. This also explains why many
scholars in these different traditions have found remarkable similarities
between Vico and each of these traditions.

We have seen that Marx himself felt some afhinity with Vico and
particularly the idea that humans are makers of their own history, even
though in Marx’s one-sided interpretation this history is the result of
human material and productive drive. The idea that humans’ representa-
tions and beliefs about the natural world and themselves hinge on different
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forms of production epitomises the Marxist version of praxis epistemology.
History itself is the outcome of concrete human transformations through
praxis. The very notion of praxis, which Marx had spelled out with Engels
in the Theses on Feuerbach and then specified further in the German
Ideology, saw practice at the centre of human knowledge and history.
Praxis is conceived as both the material and extramental activity of trans-
forming the natural and social world and as something that anticipates,
grounds, and determines all abstract intellectual activity. In short, human
material practices precede and provide the frame within which intellectual
subjectivity thrives. When in the German Ideology, Marx and Engels
famously wondered, against Feuerbach’s materialism, about ‘where would
natural science be without industry and commerce?” (1998, 46), they
claimed that historical materialism had to start from concrete human
makings and not from the rarefied products of natural sciences, whether
atoms, molecules, chemical compounds, or any kind of physical force.
Again, it is techné that reveals the world of physis and not the contrary:

[TThis unceasing sensuous labour and creation, this production, the foun-
dation of the whole sensuous world as it now exists that, were it only
interrupted only for a year, Feuerbach would not only find an enormous
change in the natural world, but would very soon find that the whole
sensuous world of man and his own perceptive faculty, nay his own
existence, were missing. (1998, 46)

We have seen that the fundamental insight that the world of practices
anticipates the world of ideas was exploited by many Marxist scholars
throughout the first half of the twentieth century. Human existence is
identical with praxis, which in turn triggers different sorts of modes of
production and therefore different kinds of social organisations that har-
bour diverse conceptions of the world. History is itself this process of
change driven by human labour and the social consequences it constantly
creates (i.e., social classes and their struggles).

Pragmatists, like Marxists, were deeply sceptical about the Cartesian Ego
and about the idea of knowledge as an individual business. We have seen
that Peirce, James, and Dewey all coincided in the idea that is not
introspection but only collective human making — again, praxis — that
gives access to the world and ourselves. Peirce’s challenge to Cartesianism,
James’s notion of pragmatic truth, Dewey’s critique of the quest for
certainty and the spectator theory of knowledge, and, finally, Schiller’s
pragmatic humanism, all uphold a form of praxis epistemology that
privileges concrete human situatedness over all sorts of abstruse or esoteric
universalisms. For most pragmatists, in fact, it is zechné that introduces us
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into physis and not a static and eternal physis that grounds our different and
social activities. Pragmatists are less concerned than Marxists about the
specificities of the social modes of production and more interested in the
different ways in which humans engage, individually and collectively, with
the world. Dewey, in particular, was interested in the origin of the modern
scientific outlook. His distinction between objects apprehended as sub-
stances and objects experienced as data prefigured a view in which reality
can be accessed in different ways, all of which embrace different practices
and values. Like Vico before him, Dewey claimed that reality was first
apprehended aesthetically (as an ensemble of irreducible entities) and then
logically (as an ensemble of quantifiable fragments). For Dewey, there was
no right or definitive way to access reality. Natural sciences only provide us
with a perspective that satisfies our craving to administer and control
physis. Precisely because we, as a collective, have decided that is in our
interest to control and exploit nature, we have created a coherent cluster of
practical and intellectual tools to do so. Each historical epoch has had a
particular access to reality that hinges on the specific practical needs that
the social collective must satisfy.

Phenomenologists explored a different dimension of human knowledge
and its world, although they have many fascinating points of contact
with Marxism and pragmatism. We saw that while Husser] was initially
critical of the historical leanings of Dilthey, he gradually revised his more
Cartesian views and increasingly propended toward a genetic phenomen-
ology empbhasising the temporal aspects behind the perception and under-
standing of our common world. Husserl’s concept of Lebenswelr consisted
of a radical step toward an epistemology centred on praxis and history.
He realised that behind the mathematical world of modern physics lies a
world of tacit meanings and practices. This meaningful world, the life-
world, is the veritable grounding of science and any kind of abstractive
practice. To the Husserl of Crisis, the philosopher’s task is to retrieve the
original connection between the lifeworld and the scientific abstractions
emerging from it. Husser]’s most famous student, Heidegger, went further.
Dilthey’s nexus and Husserl’s Lebenswelt became the immediate world of
Dasein, who discovers Being through his or her practical engagements with
the world. The very existential structure of Dasein is characterised by praxis
and history insofar as Being-in-the-world is essentially temporal or dia-
chronic. Heidegger believed that we have different sorts of access to the
Being, which depend on Dasein’s ways of approaching it. Once again, in a
fundamental sense, the world zechné is the condition for the revelation
of physis or specific aspects of physis. The Aristotelian and medieval ways
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of engaging with Being are essentially different from the modern and
scientific ways, and there is no absolute, definitive, or final true way to
reveal Being. In this sense, to distinguish between ancient and modern
perceptions of the world, Marxists like Lukdcs distinguished between the
use value and exchange value of objects, pragmatists like Dewey differenti-
ated between aesthetical substances and data, and Heidegger discriminated
between worlded and de-worlded objects (ready-to-hand and present-at-
hand). While these differences are hardly comparable and hide many import-
ant differences, they all originate from the same concern: to distinguish
between a directly lived world of praxis and a world of rarefied abstractions.

All remind us of the refrain of Vico’s modernity: to start any philosoph-
ical analysis from the human historical and lived world. As Robert
Miner himself reminded while introducing Vico’s Antiquissima, for Vico:
‘Physics studies the natural world only after it has been construed in a
certain way’ (in Taylor 2010, xx). Vico, Miner explained, recognised the
power of mathematics and geometry to understand the natural world.
Yet he noticed that abstractions and idealisations should not be confused
or equated with reality itself: ‘Geometrical points can serve as the basis
of a fabricated world of lines and figures, constructed by the geometer.
They cannot be the real elements of the natural world’ (in Taylor 2010,
xxii). The philosopher shows how the mathematical and geometrical
abstraction we use to grasp the eternal world are ultimately rooted in our
everyday, historical, praxes.

Two major students of Heidegger explored the deep connections
between hermeneutic phenomenology and Vico’s philosophy: Hans-Georg
Gadamer and Ernesto Grassi. The former revived the humanist tradition of
Vico and connected his notion of sensus communis with Dilthey’s Erlebnis
and ultimately with Heidegger’s facticity of Dasein. Grassi instead connected
the humanism of Vico with Heidegger’s fundamental inquiry on Being. For
Grassi, Heidegger had completely misunderstood the philosophical import
of the humanist tradition; if he had understood it, he would have realised
that he and most Renaissance scholars (including Vico) addressed the same
question: the historical horizon against which humans and their world
originally emerged, in other words, how the res reveals itself through verbum
and also through human concrete lzbour.

Throughout the twentieth century, there have been numerous cross-
fertilisations among those traditions. Before he was a committed Marxist,
Lukécs had been fond of Emil Lask and Dilthey’s philosophies. In France,
Jean-Paul Sartre, Lucien Goldmann, Trin Diéc Thao, Jean Desanti,
Merleau-Ponty, and Enzo Paci widely explored the connections between
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phenomenology and Marxism.” The multiple threads crossing phenomen-
ology, psychoanalysis, and Marxism in Horkheimer, Adorno, and Marcuse
are well known. More recently, neo-pragmatists like Rorty, Bernstein,
and Brandom have pinpointed the continuities and differences among
pragmatism, phenomenology, and hermeneutics. In 1975, George Novack
tested some affinities and differences between Marxism and pragmatism,
while the German sociologist, Hans Boas, noted that there is ‘an extraordin-
ary proximity between Marx’s philosophy of praxis and the fundamental
principles of pragmatism’ (Boas 1991, 60).° In the 1960s, the American
philosopher Sidney Hook explored the diverse lines connecting humanism,
Marxism, pragmatism, and Heidegger’s phenomenology in a series of
essays.” | have suggested in this book that these connections are justified
by the fact that these three philosophical traditions find a common matrix
in the maker’s knowledge tradition and, more specifically, in the praxis
epistemology’s view that supposes the world of physis to be fundamentally
disclosed through zechneé.® This family of traditions shares the insight that
there is an intimate and productive link between praxis and history.

> Paci, in particular, identified a philosophical thread connecting Vico, Marx, and Husserl. In one of
the most philosophically comprehensive introductions to Husserl’s Crisis, Paci conceived Husser!’s
genetic phenomenology as a sort of Vichian ‘New Science’, whereby meaning and rationality is
revealed through history. In short, if phenomenology is a science of Lebenswelt, and Lebenswelt is, in
turn, constituted by a nexus of meanings rooted in history, phenomenology is itself genetic in a
Vichian sense. Even more, Paci saw phenomenology as radical neo-humanism and, as such, as a
critique of human alienation in a scientific and technological society. For Paci, Vico, Husserl, and
Marx shared was their willingness to overcome the fetishism and objectivism of modern science, a
science that has lost its original meaning and its basic potential of emancipation (see Paci 1972).
As Ryan Gunderson has recently noticed, Paci interpreted the Husserlian concept of Lebenswelt in
terms of temporal irreversibility and economic needs. More than a symbolic space in which
abstractions emerge, Lebenswelt is the foundation of economics: ‘Rather than adopting a purely
cultural-symbolic theory of the lifeworld, Paci develops a theory of the lifeworld as temporal
irreversibility and, more importantly for this project, need and the satisfaction of need. This
starting point draws attention to humanity’s necessary interaction with the environment as
well as an understanding of techniques as means to satisfy needs in historically formulated social
contexts. “Technistic alienation” occurs when these techniques dominate their authors and their
consciousness, from the atomic bomb and industrial labor to misplaced science used to justify unjust
social conditions’ (2020, 6). In this sense, Paci saw Husserl’s crisis of science as the outcome of the
capitalist use of science and the resulting alienation of human subjectivity (increasingly reduced to an
object among others). For Paci, the only way to overcome the crisis was a phenomenological
Marxism able to show, again, the constitutive and fundamental relation between abstraction and
reality as well as to reveal the social structure beyond the lifeworld.

Boas 1991.

See, in particular, Novack 1975 and Hook 1961. But the connections between pragmatism and
Marxism have been explored by several scholars since. See Rockmore 1984; Ryder 1984; Gavin
2012; Renault 2013.

Of course, as already mentioned, the concept of techné needs to be understood widely, that is, as the
domain of human practices and productions historically situated and socially enacted and shared.

N o
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All these philosophies share a common thread that originates in the funda-
mental insight that all kind of cognition is rooted in practice. Whether
one considers the relation between concrete and abstract; common sense and
pure rationality; ars topica or ars critica, artificial and natural nature, use and
exchange value, Lebenswelr and idealizations; difference and unity; aesthetical
substances and pure data; values and facts; or ready-to-hand and present-at-
hand entities, the basic idea is that any form of theoretical activity is preceded
by an activity that cannot be ultimately formalised and propositionally
restated. No doubt, all these concepts and categories have been formulated
in different moments and context while being devised to solve different issues.
To put them together might certainly be confusing. Yet what I have suggested
throughout this book is that all emerge from one common concern. Marxism,
pragmatism, and phenomenology are ultimately rooted into the implicit
or explicit belief that praxis precedes theory — the same belief implying
that abstractions cannot be studied in themselves but need context. And what
context ultimately means is history (whether we consider long or short trends).
What unites Marxism, pragmatism, and hermeneutical phenomenology is
precisely the idea that the world is revealed through praxis and praxis is
inherently temporal, situated, and, therefore, historical; regardless of whether
we explore the connections between labour and objectivation, human experi-
ence and scientific facts, or Lebenswelt and idealisations. But beyond the
productive relationship between praxis and history, what ultimately unites
Marxism, pragmatism, and hermeneutical phenomenology is a powerful ver-
sion of modernity we inherited from Vico: a version that is as actual, if not
more actual, than the Cartesian one.

Let me conclude with a final reflection on Vico and the maker’s know-
ledge tradition. I began this book by mentioning the 2010 production of the
artificial bacterium Synthia, whose synthetic genome carried a watermark
reading: “What I cannot build, I cannot understand.” It should now be
evident that those who selected this phrase were likely unaware of its rich
philosophical heritage—and even less attuned to the depth of its implica-
tions. Had they been, they might have wondered whether Synthia tells us
more about ourselves and our history than about the biological nature of the
produced entity itself. Had Vico lived to witness Synthia—along with the
many other remarkable achievements of modern technology—he might have
argued that our impulse to remake nature reflects a deeper, perhaps uncon-
scious, desire to humanise what seems foreign or alien to us. We understand
what we make, but what we make invariably bears the mark of human
history and imagination. As William James observed, “the trail of the human
serpent is over everything.” Synthia, like all creations of human ingenuity, is
no exception.



Appendix: Two Challenges to the

Verum/Factum Principle

There have been two fundamental philosophical challenges to Vico’s VFP.
Both were put forward in the 1980s by the American historian of philoso-
phy Perez Zagorin and the British philosopher Stephen Gaukroger
(Zagorin 1984; Gaukroger 1986). I deem these challenges particularly
important because they set forth two possible misunderstandings on the
nature and role of the VFP and, therefore, of the scopes of ‘praxis episte-
mology’. Zagorin showed that Vico’s idea that history has any unique
cognitive benefit over other forms of knowledge is misleading. To argue
that historical knowledge should be superior to natural knowledge for
applying the VFP is a philosophical mistake. History, after all, is not
provable through verbal definitions; even worse, the language employed
in history is largely more ambiguous than in any demonstrative science.
We have no good reasons, Zagorin noticed, for asserting that the ‘historical
domain, as an instance of the verum-factum principle, is exceptionally
favoured as an object of knowledge. If anything, the reverse would seem to
be the case since although language alone makes mutual comprehension
possible, it also introduces difficulties to the enterprise of historical know-
ledge of a kind that is absent from the science of nature’ (1984, 24).
Zagorin’s conclusion is that historical knowledge, as expressed in Vico’s
New Science, is not a corollary of the VFP. On the contrary, the two can be
considered and assessed separately. Historical knowledge can be grounded
in something other than the VFP. No doubt, Zagorin’s challenge is
straightforward and hits a sensible issue that affects Vico’s whole argument.
Why should we expect any continuity between VFP and historical
knowledge?

First, we should remember (and Zagorin also recognised it) that Vico
did not intend to defend a clear-cut distinction between natural and
human science as figures like Heinrich Rickert and Wilhelm Dilthey did
in the nineteenth century. There were no natural or social scientists or
natural and social sciences in the eighteenth century. Vico only wanted to
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show that some elements of the human world are more accessible to us
than other non-human elements. It is also important to keep in mind that
Vico’s notion of ‘historical knowledge’ has not been what professional
historians have understood since the nineteenth century. To Vico, the
concept of ‘history’ was a philosophical concept throughout and not a
technical notion referring to the possibility of reconstructing the past
through documents, archaeological remains, and witnesses. In the three
editions of the New Science, Vico repeatedly circumscribed his goals. In the
third edition, in section 4 of the Method, Vico spelt out what he thought
his ‘Science” was about: ‘In exploring the origins of human institutions, my
Science rigorously analyses our human notions about what is necessary or
useful . .. Hence, in another principal aspect, my New Science is a history
of human ideas, which forms the basis for constructing a metaphysics of
the human mind’ (1999, 128); Vico then continues: “We must, then,
determine the earliest times and places of this history; that is, when and
where human thought arose’ (1999, 129). And concludes: ‘(M]y New
Science also traces the ideal eternal history through which the history of
every nation passes in time; and it follows each nation in its birth, growth,
maturity, decline and fall’ (1999, 129). Again, the New Science is also a
‘conceptual dictionary of human social institutions’ (1999, 131).

When we consider these quotes, we realise that Vico’s version of
‘historical knowledge’ is not something a professional historian in the
nineteenth — and much less in the twentieth century — would accept.
Vico used history to formulate a ‘metaphysics of the human mind’, which
recapitulates human awareness as staged inside our minds. It was a human
inner autobiography that could be revealed only by assuming the VFP
(Munz 1983). In short, Vico’s New Science does not provide the philo-
sophical grounding for ‘historical knowledge’, as Dilthey will do in the late
nineteenth century. The New Science is a philosophical work using phil-
ology (what we call historical knowledge) to track down the recurrent
development of human institutions, culture, and mind.

Modern historians can undoubtedly dismiss Vico’s intentions as an
empty abstraction. Yet, pace Zagorin, the use of the VFP needs to be
understood in the context of Vico’s conception of history, not according to
the historical sciences as they emerged the nineteenth or twentieth century.
Even more, if we sever the VFP from the philosophical insights of the New
Science, the work becomes largely unintelligible. After all, how could we
assume to comprehend the early institutions and minds of the primitive
people without accepting that we can understand them as makers? The
Vichian’s empathic imagination (fantasia) that allows us to penetrate the
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‘darkest abysses’ of time is justified by the fact that history is something we
have made as humanity. If this were not the case, then the concept of
imagination, so central in the New Science, would become nothing short of
a subjective forgery. In short, it is one thing to argue that we cannot use
Vico’s VFP for grounding our historical and social sciences, and another is
to argue that the VFP does not play an essential role in Vico’s New Science.
While the former argument can be easily granted, the latter is much more
difficult to defend. The VFP in Vico worked in tandem with his specific
understanding of ‘historical knowledge’. History in Vico was not for its
own sake but employed for building a ‘metaphysic of the human mind’.
It was never intended as an evolutionary empirical narrative accounting for
human historical development.

But there is a more interesting question that Gaukroger first posed and,
in my view, can be resumed as follows: what does the VFP really do for us?
And why did Vico introduce it? The answer for Vico’s Antiquissima is
simple: the VFP was deemed as an antidote against scepticism and then, in
the New Science, was conceived as a strategic tool supporting knowledge in
the humanities. Yet, as Gaukroger noticed, if this is the case, then Vico is
as foundationalist as Descartes. Like the French philosopher, Vico tried to
solve the problem of scepticism with one unique and definitive solution.
The only difference between Descartes and Vico is Cogito. As Gaukroger
put it:

For all his diatribes against Descartes, Vico sees the matter in a very
Cartesian way. He sees a single general problem, scepticism, and a single
general answer to it, in the form of the maker’s knowledge principle. More
than this, however, he follows the Cartesian procedure of developing as

strong a form of scepticism as possible to clear the ground for and to show
the necessity for a general foundational principle. (1986, 31)

There are passages in De antiquissima and the New Science that can
support Gaukroger’s claims. Indeed, Vico was originally originally not hostile
to Descartes' philosophy, and it is also true that his critique against Descartes
was somewhat ambivalent. In De ratione and De antiquissima, it is unclear
whether Vico intends to entirely reject Cartesianism (whatever it meant
to him) or only aims to complement it with humanists’ considerations.
However, the claim that Vico saw the VFP as having the same philosoph-
ical function as Descartes’s Cogito needs to be scrutinised. Was Vico really
obsessed with the quest for metaphysical certainty of some kind? What
Vico did in De antiquissima was to address the Cartesian method and the
scepticism that, according to him, the method inevitably led to. It is worth
repeating Vico’s response to Descartes as shortly as possible.
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For Vico, Descartes did not distinguish between science, based on
causal knowledge, and conscience, which refers to the basic awareness of
having a feeling. In so doing, the French philosopher had confused
awareness with real knowledge. No sceptic, Vico added, would question
the existence of feeling (after all, also sceptics have toothache). Yet the
sceptic is entitled to doubt anything put forward by science and, therefore,
any account based on causal explanations (e.g., the cause producing
toothache). Vico suggested that if we conflate causal explanations on
making, we could defuse the sceptic’s entitlement to any meaningful
doubt, especially opening up our epistemic ambitions to areas and fields
left widely unattended. I know what I make because I generate the causes
producing abstract or concrete objects, whether referring to mathematical
objects or Irish legends. We can discuss whether a sceptic would be
satisfied with Vico’s solution, but the important issue here is to ascertain
whether the VFP was conceived as a replacement for the Cogito. Was the
VEFP an instrument at the service of a foundationalist philosophy?

When we read De antiquissima and the New Science from beginning to
end, we realise that defusing scepticism was only one aspect of a much
larger preoccupation: to rethink a new epistemic model fit for addressing
all those forms of knowledge that were excluded from Cartesian epistemol-
ogy. Vico’s VFP was not the undoubtable axiom on which one could erect
a sort of deductive science but a principle that redeemed the credentials of
all those forms of knowledge that were classified as neither true nor false
but as probable. In De antiquissima, as we saw it, mathematics and
geometry were considered highly reliable because we made them. Yet, in
the New Science, Vico also considers myths, codes, languages, religions,
and civil laws as objects of this knowledge. And our understanding of these
products is guaranteed by the fact that we made them. In short, as we have
seen, the VFP sponsored topical knowledge over critical one, where human
ingenium — more than intellectual certainty — could help us navigate the
world of things we have made and have not. The VFP proposed a new
model that would give credit to all ‘plausible’ forms of knowledge by
showing how they could be worth objects for science. It is true that the
VEFP can be used, and sometimes Vico used it to defuse scepticism, but this
was not its main purpose. Not surprisingly, after the Antiquissima, Vico
ceased to mention Descartes. He did not need it because his philosophical
agenda (and the role of the VFP) was changed. Thus, Descartes’s Cogito
and Vico’s VFP had different functions and goals in their general agendas.
We can conclude that, as I already suggested in the Introduction and
conclusion, Vico’s notion of certainty was dramatically different from the
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Cartesian one. His notion of certainty was not theoretical but practical.
It was about the direct awareness that we are part of the history we made as
humans. It is the certainty we get for contemplating our concrete and
intellectual products. In short, it is the certainty of zechné, not of episteme.

Zagorin and Gaukroger were perfectly right in highlighting the prob-
lematic uses we might make of the Vichian principle. The VFP is not
exempt from philosophical problems, especially if we use it as a founda-
tionalist instrument. If we use it either to prove the supposed epistemic
superiority of the human sciences versus the natural science (whatever we
mean by them) or to ground certain forms of knowledge, we will likely
end up deluded. Yet, when we conceive it as a set of ‘maxims’ that can be
applied to both natural and social knowledge, the discussion turns out to
be much more interesting and heuristically fruitful. In short, despite the
many interpretations (and misinterpretations) of the VFP, the idea was
rarely or never used as a tool for seeking certainty but as an intellectual
instrument for grasping how humans know nevertheless all their epistemic
limitations.
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