Dealing with “No Future”
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The main idea of my intervention here can be resumed as it follows: the modern philosophy (as metaphysics) makes a great deal with the future, but was unable to keep it; today, the challenge for the philosophy is how to do with the “no future”. In other words, I would try to argue that philosophy counted in its modern evolution on the future as guarantee for its connection to the reality. The basic and Cartesian scheme convinces us that the impressions coming from the present experience of senses are not trustful. The truth can be reached in the future, by an adequate exercise, the truth is always by the side of future and the future is always by the side of truth.

When I say that philosophy has to do with the lack of future, I don’t want to be prophetic and to say that philosophy has no future; I just assert that within the intimate mechanism of the philosophical thinking, the future doesn’t play anymore the main role. 

 Therefore, I propose you to have a common reflection about this evacuation of the future from the philosophy, which means, almost in the same time, an evacuation of the philosophy from the deal with the future. If philosophy was during centuries and millenaries the space where the most important utopias have been elaborated, if philosophy is inseparable from a certain utopianism, since Plato to Kant and Marx, today the philosophy not only abandons its prerogatives in the projection of future (is that maybe a sign of modesty?…), but it is excluded from any theoretical or practical deal with the future, or, more precisely, philosophy excludes itself from this deal. The future (at least that kind of long future that arouses the passion and excites the imagination for a better world) becomes a subject for economic prognosis, political strategies, and scientific predictions. Sometimes, art or literature dare to launch a challenge, as you do it today, but such challenges are rather beyond pessimism and optimism, beyond universal scenarios and particular prophecies, just as “individual defiance”.

We all know very well the Lyotard’s definition of postmodernity as end of metanarratives. This end means, in a first sense, that the narrative mechanism, which legitimated the progress of scientific knowledge
, ceases to function, simply becomes useless. During the modern age, Lyotard says, the science, as the pattern of the Western knowledge, is characterized by its refusal of the legitimation which rely upon narrative. The narratives are the main way for a traditional community or culture to legitimate itself in their continuity with the past and for the present actions. The modern science is born as struggle against this kind of authorisation, as ignorant, superstitious, ideological. But when the question arise why the sciences have to develop and why society has to support scientific activity and institutions, science, says Lyotard, inevitably returns to narrative. It needs a special and outside discourse about its grounds and its purposes. This discourse of legitimation – with its multiple forms: dialectics of Spirit, hermeneutics of Sense, emancipation of the rational or working subject, attainment of freedom, development of wealth – is called philosophy or, more specifically, metaphysics.

The metaphysics appears to itself as a system of speculative ideas, practical rules and ethical norms about the achievement of Man (of his world, of his society, of his soul) in a better and more lawful world. The difference between old and new narratives is that where the first ones were centred around the idea of discovery and mobilisation of the original truth, the modern narratives are teleological, that is, depend upon the idea of an itinerary towards some final goals.

Therefore, when we say, with the same author, that the metaphysics arrives to its end and the modern metanarratives waste their power of legitimation, we don’t understand something like a death of the philosophical thinking. We just understand the impossibility (both incapacity and loss of right) for this thinking to deal with the future, as prescribed, anticipated within a speculative or ideological, teleological system. We also understand that science doesn’t need anymore such a language-game of legitimation in terms of absolute knowledge and absolute emancipation.

Let me explain these affirmations.

The metanarratives have this precise function to project the sense in a stable and future configuration. The projection of sense is necessary, because the present appears as a situation of crisis: the philosophical, political or spiritual order is broken, the certitudes are vanishing, the world risks to decompose itself, unless a strategy is quickly elaborated, unless a general mobilisation of forces is launched. We can describe this scenario in medical terms: the world (once again: the Man, his soul, his people) are sick, the philosophers and other illuminated persons have to assume a curative function. They have to heal, by the means of clear and distinct ideas, the body and the soul of the people; they have to show to their contemporaries and to the next generations the true sense, the good sense, the full sense of their lives, the Sense tout court. 

In the same medical overview, we easily remember that the word “krisis”, in its Greek origin, means “moment of judgement”, the moment when we have to take a decision, in order to avoid the sickness and the death. The long history of modernity is full of such moments; one can even say that the “crisis” is co-substantial to the rise of the modern thought. The crisis appears when the past cannot continue anymore in the present; it makes us sign to some new possibilities. It indicates a split, but also a promise: the present is something different from the past, the future is also different from the present. 

The crisis is also the first consequence of the new logic of science, or, using here a beautiful inversion, it is the first consequence of the logic of the new. As Claude Karnoouh argues, “crises are also due to the contradictory conditions of a renewed present. This means that they cannot be overcome merely by decisions, which engage the future and cause other crises, an acceleration of the progress ad infinitum… Crises of modernity occur when is it time to apply new political and economic theories, which transform the modes of production, consumption, exchange, construction, and destruction, that the science had prefigured as possibilities. Crises are signals warning about rising new forces that are trying to cover the whole society”.  

In the modern age, the crisis ceases to be an exception and becomes a rule, a kind of “normality”. I don’t say this only by sake of the paradox: assuming a critical situation means to be ready to forget the past and to project a new future. The happiness is always to come, says the optimistic Moderns; this future happiness justifies the sacrifice and the destruction of the old frames of life or even the destruction of parts of life it has build. “From Descartes to Hayek, modern Western thought has always sought to eliminate all obstacles to a radiant future” (C. Karnoouh). But the crisis becomes a normal situation also because the modernity cannot and don’t want find anymore its standards and its values in the past, “it has to create its own normativity from itself” (J. Habermas). Modernity is relegates to itself, without any possible excuse.

In order to clarify this idea of crisis, let me introduce a new dimension of my analysis. The new orientation of modern age to the future is simultaneous with the destruction of the old space of rural experiences (traditions, beliefs, moral, economy, religion, etc.) and with its replacing by a new experience of progress. The same German philosophers evokes Walter Benjamin, and argues that the concept of progress (as the very name of the line unifying present and future) had served throughout teleological and historical constructions not only to eliminate the transcendental hopes, but also to close again the future as source of anxiety and uncertainty. The future is open to our action, to the possibility to confine it and to outline it within a pragmatic (political, economic, scientific) view, it becomes understandable with our present methods and skills. It is closed in the sense that it cannot absorb us in the chains of a fate prescribed in our past, by a transcendental order or willing.

The modern consciousness of time is thus characterised by a growing distance between what Reinhardt Koselleck calls “space of experience” and “horizon of expectation”. The modern world as a world where the new itself is the strongest object of desire is really new only when the expectations concerning the future overcome all the experiences of the past. And we may add: only when these expectations move the present toward the future, mobilise the present energies to cut the new experiences from the old ones and to attach them to the trust in a still greater, richer experience of the future. We can easily remark that these expectations are not contemplative: the modern man replaces the hierarchy between vita contemplativa with vita activa, following Hannah Arendt’s distinction. The action – again: political, economical, scientific – is merely to guarantee the framing of the future and its advent as an immanent and human order of things.

At this point, let’s come back now to our question of sense.

The modern thinking of progress is strictly related to the project of meaning (that is, in the same time: to the meaning of project). The meaning names here the sign, the representation of any absent Sense into a presence. The happiness, the equality, the welfare are not here, but we have signs, images, representation of their existence and partial effectivity among us, in our minds, in our souls. Nancy says, “the meaning is the desire of sense”. Moreover, as we know, the desire is the very structure of a lack or of a loss: we have loosed something or we are lost. Therefore, by the force of our willing, imagination, by the concert of our faculties etc.), we have to find back what is have been lost (an identity, a direction, a history, an intimacy, a memory, etc.). The desire is actually the first sign of the sense: it guarantees its possible return and, simultaneously, it marks the absence and the distance of the sense. The presence of desire is also the certitude we have that we (as individual and common subject) can become a Subject, the very Subject of History. Playing a little bit more with these words, we may add that the subject defines himself as subject of desire, through the capacity to have desires, that is, to be tensed between a deficient present and an achievable future. The history is nothing but the uninterrupted line connecting the present and critical situation of the subject and the future achievement of desire, of the very desire to become the true, the free, subject.

Let’s take a well-known example: the communism is the name of such a project of the sense to be reached in a future situation (not very far, but not very close to us either). The communist society is still far from us; so, we have to fight resolutely for it and to desire it very strongly. The simply fact that workers are unsatisfied with their present conditions of life and work, that the proletarian class want the communism as a chance to be all equal and happy, mobilises the hole society to live completely oriented to the future, and to work hard against the unjust present. But, in the same time, the communism is close to us: we can easily discover its signs among us, within ourselves: we are engaged in the class struggle, we work in order to develop both the infrastructure and the superstructure of the society. But maybe the most important sign is that we can say “We”, we can define ourselves as Subject (unique Subject) of all these actions and desires, making and unmaking the history, projecting ourselves as better, as more equal (don’t laugh, it’s not about Orwell!), as more human. Such a projection, says Nancy, is inexhaustible or, at least, is seemed to be as well. The communist society, the nazi community, are for thousand years, they are infinite in their process of self-accomplishment, the sense is almost here, it is quite reachable and, then, right after its attainment, we’ll live happy for ever. 

The future without passion or simply No Future

Nevertheless, the recent history tragically contested all these projections, in so far that it destitute the mere idea of projection. Let’s remember the very impressive image of history drawn by Walter Benjamin in his essay on history: we can see in this image an angel (the angel of history, says Benjamin, the angel from Klee’s picture, Angelus Novus) turning his eyes to the past and advancing with his back to the future. What we perceive as a chain of happenings and hazards, for him is a unique catastrophe piling up ruins on ruins. A very strong storm rises from Heaven (from origin) and pushes violently the angel toward the future and letting in front of him mountains of disasters. We call this storm progress.

For Lyotard, too, all the grand narratives have been delegitimated during the last century. Auschwitz, Budapest 56, Prague 68, Bucharest 89, are only a part of the names invalidating the teleological and optimistic scenarios of the future. These names, names of catastrophes, tragedies or crises, are signs of the weakness of modernity; the narrative mechanism supporting the story of progress and the human adventure in this story is not trustworthy anymore. Between speculative thinking and practical or political action lays no necessity, which could guide the Mankind from (or with the help of) the perfection imposed by the first one to the improvement of concrete life in the future. 

A gap has also appeared between philosophy as discourse of legitimation and the science, as praxis of truth: the scientific development since the last decades may be also interpreted as a complex process of immanentisation of legitimation. In other words, I want to say that the science, in its unbreakable alliance with the technology and the economy, finds within itself a strong and sufficient justification for its “infinite expansion” in space and time. We may call this immanence “ontological nihilism”: the development of science needs to forget and to deny the truths established during its history, the successive moments in the search of truth. We cannot imagine the contemporary physics without denying the Newtonian one, we cannot deal with the molecular biology without forgetting the classical naturalist schemes described by Foucault, for example.

To say again that philosophy and technosciences are separated means in the same time that metaphysics, after the death of God and after the dismiss of speculative and teleological systems, realises itself in technosciences, that it is fully mobilised as technical thinking. Heidegger was the first having remarked this continuity, this dilution of metaphysical imperatives within our daily postmodern lives. Achievement of metaphysics as success story of techno-scientific way of life: teleology and transcendence disseminated in the self-referential mechanism of reckoning thought and practice. Not a unique sense to be reached in the future, to be accomplished as future, but a myriad of small and particular senses covering the personal or the common projects. Not a history and its active subject, but thousands and millions processes of subjectivation. 

The same history defies the modern belief that the progress of scientific knowledge will be automatically followed by a moral progress. Moreover, as Lyotard tells us in his essay on L’inhumain, “the generalised accessibility of the cultural commodities doesn’t seem to be a progress at all. The penetration of the technoscientific devices in the cultural field doesn’t mean that the sensibility, the knowledge, the tolerance or the freedom will be larger in spirits. The reinforcement of these devices is not accompanied by the emancipation through the spirit, as the Aufklärung hopped one day. We’re rather making the inverse experience: new barbarity, new poverty, impoverishment of the language, merciless adjustment of opinion by mass media, the spirit fated to the misery and the soul fated to the desuetude”.

“Subjectivation”, “poverty”, “control”, “barbarity” – all these words claim new strategies of struggle, of course, not a class struggle or a revolutionary struggle (the revolution compromises itself…), but a strategy of resistance. For many authors, today, the keyword is “resistance”. How to resist to the temptations of any project imagining a perfect, organic, exclusive community, asks Jean-Luc Nancy
? How to resist to the control of subjects and to the sophisticated mechanism of surveillance and how to create new technologies of the self, asks Michel Foucault? How to resist to the forces striating permanently the social field and the individual psyche, ask Gilles Deleuze? Hot to resist to the inhumanity of a system accelerating and extending his logic without any concern for the human, asks Jean-François Lyotard? How to save the childhood from inside of each one of us, that childhood which opens freely and innocently to the future as event, as what is always happening like the first time?

And I would like to add with my question: how to resist to the “no future”?  The technoscience system who enclose and domesticate today our lives, the abundance of commodities and the certification of the self as a consuming self, are insidiously or explicitly trying to persuade us that the passion for the future is the immanent redemption within a better life: richer, more healthy, more secure, more beautiful, etc. Is there any chance for the future to be regarded and expected with passion? Maybe artists, writers or, sometimes, philosophers, are already working for making this passion visible and effective.
In any case, the philosophical deal with the future seems to be compromised, at least in this modest sense that we cannot
 use anymore the philosophical thought in order to propose to the people living on Earth an unique model of Justice, of Peace, of Beauty, etc.  

� In his famous Discourse on Method, Descartes have already expressed the hope that the physical knowledge will be able to replace the speculative philosophy with a practice helping us to become masters and owners of nature.


� Philosophy is no longer a work of representation, but essentially writing the happening, drafting the design of world according wit our being in common without essence, without image of ourselves.  


� In the both meanings of the verb “to can”: we don’t have the right and we don’t have the capacity. In English, this distinction recovers the difference between “to can” and “to may”, a difference which is lost in the Latin languages.
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