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A genealogy of historical consciousness understood as the absolute knowledge 
of time should show how the equation reality = history is not empirically self-
evident but the effect of a long sequence of events that, towards the end of the 
eighteenth century, led to thinking about history tout court, without any genitive. 
It should show, in other words, historical consciousness as a contingent phenom-
ena. In his reconstruction of the fundamental themes of the first methodological 
debate on the practice of historiography in France at the end of the sixteenth cen-
tury, Fabio Merlini emphasizes the three procedural imperatives that constituted 
the birth certificate of this discipline which just a half-century before was entirely 
absent from the university setting: 1) writing the facts of the past in an order irre-
ducible to that of the chronological sequences of chroniclers and medieval annals; 
2) subtracting this reconstruction from the prescriptions of dogmatic theology; 
3) freeing writing from the stylistic rules of rhetoric. This methodological debate 
comes to a head with the education of memory as a logical reconstruction of the 
past; in other words, an historical event can be thought as such only as the prod-
uct of another historical event. In this way a new order of univocal explanation is 
inaugurated with respect to the orders of traditional explanation:

The method should offer to memory the possibility of choosing the past 
in the self-sufficiency of its principles in such a way that historical time 
comes to be reconstructed on the basis of logically necessary causal links, 



44 · vittorio morfino	

capable of leading from the past to the present, and from the present to 
the future.2 

The temporality of the world therefore comes to be understood as a linear con-
catenation of events that retreat towards the past as consciousness and open to-
wards the future as praxis. The course of human experience is a fil continu, accord-
ing to the expression of Lancelot Voisin de La Popelinière,3 which leads from the 
past to the present according to a logical necessity whose soul reveals it to be in 
reality the teleological attraction of the present toward the past. This idea of a fil 
continu seems to me to be the fundamental element that allows for the identifi-
cation of experience and history, such as it is configured (to take the example of 
the German philosophical tradition) from the Enlightenment to romanticism, up 
through historicism and hermeneutics. If we wanted to identify the fundamental 
philosophical figures of this multifaceted tradition, it is easy to think of Leib-
niz, Lessing, Herder, Hegel, Dilthey, and Gadamer. In its maximum expression in 
Hegel, spirit is the unbroken thread that gives content to time; historicism and 
hermeneutics arrive after the fact, and find themselves elaborating a notion of 
history that has the material path of its provenance behind its back. In opposi-
tion to this conception of history we can identify, in the nineteenth and twentieth 
century, other philosophical figures who, whatever their differences, accentuate 
the instant as an interruption of the continuous series of temporality. Here  it 
is sufficient to cite the exemplary names Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Benjamin, and 
Schmidt.4

I would like to propose, then, the following reading of this juxtaposition: contem-
porary nihilism and antihistoricism can be opposed to historicism according to 
the schema of the antinomy between necessity and freedom established by Kant 
in the dialectic of pure reason. This is the third antinomy, which he sets out in 
these terms:

Thesis. Causality in accordance with the laws of nature is not the only one 
from which all the appearances of the world can be derived. It is also nec-
essary to assume another causality through freedom in order to explain 
them. Antithesis. There is no freedom, but everything happens solely in 
accordance with the laws of nature.5 

Against Hegelian historicism and its Marxist offshoots, which hold, with the an-
tithesis, that “a completely coherent experience” is possible only if it is ordered 
by “the guiding thread of the rules,” Kant’s thesis of “causality through freedom” 
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(however contrary to Kant’s own fundamentally Leibnizian philosophy of history, 
in which he theorizes the progress and infinite perfectibility of man as a regula-
tive idea of reason) can be used to unhinge the instant from the linear series of 
worldly events and fill it with a sense that transcends phenomena. 

So Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Benjamin, Schmitt (and Jacobi before them) can be 
read according to this interpretive model: each of them gives a significant differ-
ence to the contingent instant, which is freed from the necessary series of events, 
and from the unbroken thread of tradition. They fill it with sense (namely God), 
life, purified revolution, decision. But each of them thinks contingency, whether 
they want to or not, as the effect of a causality through freedom. Of an eschaton 
not prepared by a telos, i.e., in the terms of that eschatology without teleology 
that according to Derrida is Marx’s only theoretical legacy (which seems to me to 
amount to the annulment tout court of the specificity of a Marxist theory of his-
tory).6 

In his writings on the freedom of the will, Schopenhauer proposed an extremely 
lucid analysis of the concept of contingency that is the basis for Kant’s causality 
through freedom. Refusing in fact the definition of necessity as “that of which 
the contrary is impossible” as too generic, he proposes that it be thought as “that 
which derives from a given sufficient reason”:

Now the contingent is conceived as the opposite of the necessary; but the 
one does not contradict the other. For everything contingent is only rela-
tively so. For in the real world, where only the contingent is to be found, 
every event is necessary in regard to its cause; but in regard to everything 
else with which it coincides in time and space, it is contingent.7

The only thinkable contingency for Schopenhauer is therefore a relative contin-
gency, understood as a modal relation between two states belonging to complete-
ly heterogeneous causal series. The concept of causality through freedom implies 
instead an absolute contingency, namely the Kantian idea of an absolute sponta-
neity of causes—“the power to initiate of itself a series of changes”—that accord-
ing to Schopenhauer forces us to renounce “the essential form of our whole fac-
ulty of cognition,” i.e., the principle of sufficient reason.8 It is at bottom the same 
objection that Hegel made regarding Jacobi’s salto mortale: it is a ultimately salto 
mortale for thought, namely a renunciation of knowledge which, since Aristotle, 
has been scire per causas.
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One must therefore attempt to think contingency outside of the alternative the 
Kantian antinomy imposes on thought: either a necessary series (that in Hegelian 
Marxism culminates in freedom) or the insertion of a causality through freedom 
in the necessary series. And it seems to me that this attempt can be undertaken by 
using the theoretical instruments of a tradition of thought whose very existence is 
surprising to many, because it has been erased or misrecognized: the Machiavelli-
Spinoza tradition.9 The scandalous power of Machiavelli’s reflection on history 
has been erased from the scene of modernity: his thought has been transmitted 
either in the form of a theory of raison d’Etat intended as a bridge linking kratos 
and ethos (according Meinecke’s celebrated definition10) or in the form of a radical 
republicanism, as brought to light recently through the different perspectives of 
Skinner and Pocock.11 

The transmission of Spinoza’s thought suffered a similar if opposed fate. The 
acosmic reading of Spinoza’s metaphysics, imposed in Germany through the in-
terpretative line Leibniz-Wolff-Jacobi-Hegel and which through Hegel became 
dominant in all of Europe, has literally absorbed the Spinozian theory of the fi-
nite, thus rendering unthinkable a theory of history by insisting on two premis-
es—the interpretation of the finite as pure vanishing, and the modes as a shadowy 
reality—which have rendered invisible to the gaze of more than three centuries 
an extraordinary theory of reading and history, a radical attempt to think reality 
beyond the metaphor of the book.12 

I will try to briefly trace the essential contours of the theory of history that Ma-
chiavelli and Spinoza contribute through delineating three fundamental points. 

THE NECESSITY OF CONTINGENCY

When speaking of the “necessity of contingency,” we must first draw a line of de-
marcation with respect to the Notwendigkeit der Zufälligkeit Hegel speaks of in the 
chapter of the Science of Logic dedicated to “absolute necessity.” Absolute necessi-
ty is, in that phase of the discourse, blind and horrified by light,13 but soon will find 
within itself the resources for reaching the clarity of the kingdom of freedom and 
the concept (that is, of Sense). Affirming the necessity of contingency means af-
firming the primacy of contingency over necessity, of the encounter over the form 
to which it gives rise, and of the conjunction over the conjuncture. Contingency 
produces the necessary encounter of the elements that prior to this encounter are 
as abstract as the space in which they are immersed. And yet the encounter is ex-
terior to the elements that encounter one another, not in the sense that first there 
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are terms and then there are relations. Exteriority specifies the quality of the rela-
tions, prohibiting the thought of a principle internal to the terms that orders their 
relations, as in the case of the Leibnizian monad and the theory of pre-established 
harmony; because in this way, for a rigorous thought, there would be a single term 
that would include in itself the totality of the real. Exteriority is what guarantees 
the multiplicity of terms, preventing the whole from being closed up within the 
interiority of a Subject. 

This first condition of the thinkability of reality, then, is represented in Machia-
vellian thought by the concepts of virtue [virtù] and fortune [fortuna] and their 
encounter, which takes the philosophical name “occasion” [occasione]:

To come to those that, through their virtue and not through fortune, have 
become rulers, I say that the most excellent are Moses, Cyrus, Romulus, 
Theseus, and similar…. And examining their actions and lives, it will be 
seen that they owed nothing to fortune except the occasion to shape the 
material into the form that seemed best to them. If they had lacked the oc-
casion, the virtue of their spirit would have been sapped, and if they lacked 
virtue, the occasion would have been wasted.14 

An historical event such as the foundation of a State is not therefore the effect of 
a mythical first cause or the origin of a linear development of historical time (ab 
urbe condita). It is instead the result of a complex and aleatory encounter between 
virtue and fortune in the form of the occasion, an encounter that can give birth to 
a world or bring it to an end. Here we witness the deconstruction of the imaginary 
first cause15 which gives way to a relation established between virtue and fortune. 
Virtue constitutes a part of this complex interweaving and should not be con-
strued as a pars totalis, but as an intervention in a conjuncture, i.e., a given field of 
forces. In the conjuncture, however, the intervention is neither rejected in a fatal-
istic way nor given into in a teleological way. As Jankélévitch consummately puts 
it, precisely with regard to the thought of the Florentine secretary, “the occasion 
is not the instant of a solitary becoming, but the instant complicated by ‘polychro-
nism,’ that is, by the sporadic and plural nature of durations.” And he adds:

If, instead of articulating the measure of different times, the durations 
were granted among them by an immemorially pre-established harmony, 
or if, instead of agreeing sometimes, there formed among them an abso-
lutely formless cacophony, there would be no place for the occasion. The 
miraculous occasion depends on polymetry and polyrhythmy, as well as 



48 · vittorio morfino	

on the momentary interference of becomings.16

In Spinoza’s thought, the same condition of thinkability is represented by the 
concept of immanent causality, provided that this is not understood as the spiri-
tual expression of an essence, but instead as an infinite, acentric, and asystem-
atic productivity that gives rise to always new connexiones and conjunctions that 
sometimes become a conjuncture (that is, conjunctions that last). The radical 
thought of immanent causality allows Spinoza to take his distance from tradi-
tional conceptions of temporality. First, a distance from the double image of time 
that has dominated the history of the West: Neoplatonism, on the one hand, ac-
cording to which time becomes identified with the life of a universal soul that 
precedes movement (which in turn appears only in the successive emanation) 
and, on the other hand, that of Aristotelianism according to which time is depen-
dent on movement, it being the enumerability according to the before and then 
the after.17 The fundamental contrast between the Neoplatonic and Aristotelian 
models is summarized by Wolfson in these terms: “1) according to Aristotle time 
is generated from movement, while according to Plotinus time is made manifest 
by movement; 2) according to Aristotle time is the measure of movement, while 
according to Plotinus time is measured by movement.”18 Second, Spinoza takes 
his distance from the double concept of eternity: that which originates with Hera-
clitus and which speaks of an indefinite duration in time, and that which is first 
thought by Parmenides as an atemporal present. In the terms rendered canonical 
by scholasticism, these come to be sempiternitas and tota simul. 

Spinoza’s theorization of temporality differentiates itself from both of these con-
ceptions. In articulating time and eternity, Spinoza introduces yet another term, 
that of duration: far from being subordinated to time as a simple segment of it, 
duration is in reality the pivot of this new conception of time. Duration has an 
ontological primacy over time and is the very being of the modes, while time is 
merely the absolutization in the soul of one predominant rhythm with respect 
to the others. Time is imaginary, and Augustine’s extensio and distensio animi are 
merely the mechanism through which the imagination functions. But duration 
is never the duration of a subject, or the movement of a body displaced within a 
space, which make possible Aristotelian measurement, Leibniz’s harmony among 
the orders of contemporaneous compossibles, and the Kantian transcendental 
schematism of succession necessary for applying the category of cause to phe-
nomena. Duration exists only as plurality, as the primacy of movement over the 
moved subject and over the space in which it is moved. Primacy of movement and 
the encounter. Space and time understood as Cartesian axes of simultaneity and 
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succession are in reality not the site of the encounter so much as the effect of the 
encounter: the Kantian schematism of succession, which translates into transcen-
dental terms Cartesianism’s transitive causality of mechanistic ontology ( just as 
the schema of Zugleichsein translates the Newtonian universal law of gravitation), 
reveals itself to be inadequate as the explication of reality. The Spinozian mod-
el of immanent causality requires thinking each single spatiotemporal scenario 
as a singular connection of durations that, in the interweaving of their rhythms, 
gives rise to a conjunction that lasts (i.e. a conjuncture), but that should never 
be thought according to the organistic model of the Zeitgeist.19 An interweaving 
of rhythms that do not follow an eternal arrangement, according to the model of 
Kepler’s cosmology, but that renders possible the score of its factual existence: 
music, as the twin of mathematics, is not the secret of time, but rather one of 
its possible effects. If eternity does therefore have an arrangement, it cannot be 
thought as the eternal logical instant (the tota simul of Boethius and the absolute 
Zugleich of Hegel) that contains in itself all of time, the past as well as the future; it 
cannot be thought as the model according to which time is an image, according to 
the probable story of the Timaeus. If therefore eternity is not logos, the steel cage 
of time, then the interweaving is real and not merely ideal, as it still is in Leibniz’s 
metaphysical panoptic. It is not pre-scribed, and has not always already happened 
in an eternal essence (Hegel points out the derivation of the substantive Wesen 
from the past participle of the verb to be, gewesen) which would cancel the inse-
curitas of contingency and the aleatory. The radical thought of an antihumanistic 
eternity, one that does not constitute the cage of contingency but only its neces-
sity, allows Spinoza to conceive the temporality of the world as ordo and connexio, 
confronting a metaphysical tradition can only think time as a serial order (which 
the historicist tradition shares with its supposed antagonist).20 

The necessity of contingency in both Machiavelli and Spinoza calls for the refusal 
of a model of serial causality in favor of causality thought as a weave, the warp of 
being, or, better still, as inextricable tangle (against the idea that there is some-
one, such as in Gadamer’s objective spirit, that spins the weave in view of some 
finality).

THE LOOMING OF NATURE OVER HISTORY: ALEATORY NECESSITY

In book two, chapter five the Discourses on Livy, “That the variation of sects and 
languages, together with the accident of floods or plague, eliminates the memo-
ries of things,” Machiavelli presents his conception of history in the form of a 
reflection on the memories of mankind. Already, chapter fifteen of the Prince had 
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proposed a theory of history as the encounter of virtue and fortune: this theory of 
history is intended as a history of politico-military relations, while the theory of 
history proposed in Discourses II, 5 has a completely different object. This could 
appear as a fully-fledged philosophy of the history of humanity if it was not pre-
cisely an outright refusal of the totalization of memory.

The opening lines of the chapter are clear, even if seemingly difficult to interpret:

To those philosophers who would have it that the world is eternal, I be-
lieve that one could reply that if so much antiquity were true, it would be 
reasonable that there be memory of more than five thousand years—if 
it were not seen how the memories of times are eliminated by diverse 
causes, of which part come from men, part from heaven.21

Here Machiavelli affirms, despite a very complex syntactical construction, two 
very simple philosophical theses:

1. The world is eternal.

2. Some causes exist that cancel the memory of things.

The philosophical power of the first thesis is evident: Machiavelli emphatically 
takes up again the Averroesian thesis, that starting from the Arabic Enlighten-
ment ran through the late Middle Ages and Christian humanism like an under-
ground river, everywhere resisting the dominant philosophy. It was opposed to 
both Platonism (the Timaeus) and Christianity. The second thesis has the same 
polemical objectives: it takes aim at both the Platonic theory of memory as anam-
nesis and the sacred Scriptures as the memory of the history of humanity from 
its origins (the 5000 years that Machiavelli mentions correspond precisely to the 
antiquity of the world to which Genesis refers). 

The combination of these two theses leads to a new conception of historical 
knowledge; it presents itself not as the conceptual double of the historical total-
ity, but as a fragment spared from the powerful causes of the destruction of hu-
man memory. This fragment of human memory is in no way the expression of the 
totality: no reason (understood as Sense) presides over its survival. This fragment 
is only what remains from the encounters among the forces of nature and human 
society and the encounters of different societies amongst themselves. The error 
of Platonism and Christianity, of which Hegel will accomplish a prodigious syn-
thesis, consists precisely in the projection of the fragment onto totality, an error 
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that finitizes the world and establishes the powerful alliance between memory 
and truth, an alliance that in turn founds the grand continent of idealism. 

Let’s now consider the Machiavellian distribution of the causes of forgetting. Ma-
chiavelli begins his exposition of that “which comes from men,” that is, social 
causes:

For when a new sect—that is, a new religion—emerges, its first concern is 
to extinguish the old to give itself reputation; and when it occurs that the 
orderers of a new sect are of a different language, they easily eliminate it. 
This thing is known from considering the modes that the Christian sect 
took against the Gentile. It suppressed all its orders and all its ceremonies 
and eliminated every memory of that ancient theology. It is true that they 
did not succeed in eliminating entirely the knowledge of the things done 
by its excellent men. This arose from having maintained the Latin lan-
guage, which they were forced to do since they had to write this new law 
with it. For if they had been able to write with a new language, considering 
the other persecutions they made, we would not have any record of things 
past. Whoever reads of the modes taken by Saint Gregory and by the oth-
er heads of the Christian religion will see with how much obstinacy they 
persecuted all the ancient memories, burning the work of the poets and 
the historians, ruining images, and spoiling every other thing that might 
convey some sign of antiquity. So if they had added a new language to this 
persecution, in a very brief time everything would be seen to be forgot-
ten. It is therefore to be believed that what the Christian sect wished to 
do against the Gentile sect, the Gentile sect would have done against that 
which was prior to it. And because these sects vary two or three times in 
five or six thousand years, the memory of the things done prior to that 
time is lost; and if, however, some sign of them remains, it is considered 
as something fabulous and is not lent faith to—as happened to the history 
of Diodorus Siculus, which, though it renders an account of forty or fifty 
thousand years, is nonetheless reputed, as I believe it to be, a mendacious 
thing.22 

The theses enunciated by Machiavelli are of great philosophical importance. They 
are:

1. The Christian religion is nothing other than one “sect” among others.
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2. Religious sects are temporal apparatuses of power that tend by nature 
to hegemony, and the logic that regulates the relationships between them 
on the world stage is that of war.

3. The memory of the spiritual culture of an epoch resides entirely within 
the materiality of the language that expresses it; language does not have 
the expressive centrality of a subject and, therefore, cannot be subject to 
absolute control; consequently, a language can be entirely destroyed, but 
in the case in which it resists destruction, it escapes the attempts of power 
to control it. Its materiality is the de facto guarantee of its acentricity and 
its asystematic structure.

The combination of these three philosophical propositions sketches the outline 
of a theory of history in which memory, far from constituting the instrument of 
a more powerful knowledge, is what is at stake in the struggles between different 
sects: the winner attempts to destroy the memory of the vanquished and impose 
its own story of the world as the only truth (an attempt that can succeed only if 
the vanquished is destroyed right to its material roots, language).

Let’s consider now the passage in which Machiavelli presents “the causes that 
come from the heavens,” that is, the natural causes of the destruction of memory:

As to the causes that come from heaven, they are those that eliminate 
the human race and reduce the inhabitants of part of the world to a few. 
This comes about either through plague or through famine or through an 
inundation of waters. The most important is the last, both because it is 
more universal and because those who are saved are all mountain men and 
coarse, who, since they do not have knowledge of antiquity, cannot leave it 
to posterity. And if among them someone is saved who has knowledge of 
it, to make a reputation and a name for himself he conceals it and perverts 
it in his mode so that what he has wished to write alone, and nothing else, 
remains for his successors.23

Here are the philosophical theses that can be drawn out of this passage:

1. The history of humankind is profoundly rooted in nature, whose power 
can brutally make entire civilizations disappear; consequently, the conti-
nuity of memorial narrative is nothing other than the continuity of a frag-
ment, of a island that emerges above the flood of oblivion.
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2. Memory does not uniformly permeate society: there is a stratification 
of memory within society that excludes the model of expressive causality 
and the pars totalis.24 

3. Memory is much more of an instrument of power and therefore the per-
version of truth for a political end than it is the adequate consciousness 
of the past. 

Together these three theses constitute a theoretical position that can be read as 
an ante litteram refutation of the great systems of idealism. However, an unex-
pected source for this passage can be identified in Plato’s Timaeus. In effect, there 
is a passage in Plato’s cosmological work that Machiavelli’s text seems, in many 
respects, to be modeled on.  

Within the dialogue, a story is told about the existence of a city in ancient Greece 
whose inhabitants are very similar to those Socrates spoke of in the Republic. Plato 
underlines that what is in question in this story is not an invented myth but a true 
discourse. The reason why the memory of this city is lost is that the Greeks are all 
“young in spirit,” because in the city there is not “any old opinion of traditional 
antiquity, no white-haired teacher for the age.” And this is the reason, according 
to the narration given by an old Egyptian priest to Solon:

Many destructions of mankind in many ways have come to be and will 
be—the greatest of these by fire and water, but different and lesser ones by 
thousands of other means…. And when in turn the gods purify the earth by 
flooding it with waters, then those who live in the mountains—herdsmen 
and shepherds—are saved, while those who live in the cities near you are 
swept into the sea by the rivers…. And if anything beautiful or great or that 
also has something distinctive about it has come to pass somewhere, ei-
ther near you or here or even in another region that we know by hearsay—
all such things have been written down from olden times and preserved 
here in our temples. But it happens that at any given time your lands and 
those of other people have only just been equipped with writing and all 
the things that cities need; and after the usual span of years, the heavenly 
stream comes back again like a plague to sweep your people away, and 
leaves only the illiterate and uneducated among you, so that all over again 
from the beginning, you become young, as it were, knowing nothing either 
of things here or whatever was in your own land in olden times. At any 
rate, Solon, the genealogies you went through just now about the events 



54 · vittorio morfino	

in your land aren’t much different from children’s stories. First of all, you 
remember only one flooding of the earth, whereas many have come to pass 
before this; and furthermore, you don’t know that the most beautiful and 
best race among men was born in the place where you live, from whose 
little bit of seed that was left over, there exists both you and the entire city 
that is now yours; but you’ve forgotten all this because for many genera-
tions the survivors met their end without giving voice to themselves in 
writing.25 

The essential point of the Platonic narration figures equally in Machiavelli’s text: 
floods destroy the memory of humanity because the only survivors are illiterate. 
However, as is frequently the case in the history of philosophy, apparently similar 
arguments are inscribed in opposed theoretical strategies. The flood functions 
in Plato as an argument in favor of a lost original wisdom (a conception that Ni-
etzsche would define as “Egypticism”), a thesis of the progressive fall of the ages 
of the world made paradigmatic by Diodorus Siculus, whose history Machiavelli 
qualifies as a “mendacious thing.”26 For Machiavelli there is no lost originary wis-
dom, but only memory that has disappeared forever, or the political mystification 
of memory.

Machiavelli outlines a theory of history which eliminates the metaphysical dyad 
of Origin and End, while ceaselessly affirming the aleatory necessity of encoun-
ters—encounters between virtue and fortune—in the form of multiple material 
forces: the materiality of the apparatuses of religious power, the materiality of 
languages, hunger, sicknesses, natural disasters, and the cultural stratification of 
society. The memory of a civilization is therefore a fragile fragment of matter in 
the face of the immense power of nature, which has nothing teleological about it. 
It can survive this immense power for some time and imagine itself to be eternal, 
projecting itself over the totality of time, but its destiny is, despite everything, 
oblivion. 

When Spinoza examines biblical hermeneutics in chapter 7 of the Theologico-Polit-
ical Treatise, he analyzes the Bible as a crucible of materiality intersecting at differ-
ent levels, whose sense is in part lost forever due to the voracity of time (“tempus 
edax,” Spinoza exclaims at the culmination of the argument). At the base of his 
entire metaphysical construction, Spinoza resumes and strengthens Machiavelli’s 
proposition [discorso], which could hardly find a more efficacious synthesis than 
in this axiom from the fourth part of the Ethics:
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In nature there exists no singular thing than that which there is not an-
other more powerful and stronger. Whatever one is given there is another 
more powerful by which the first can be destroyed.27

History is not legible in the mode of an idealist Naturphilosophie, according to a 
vector that has its origin in nature, but as the emergence of a level of complex-
ity different than nature, which has nothing teleological about it with respect to 
other levels.28 Aleatory necessity is therefore the very necessity of contingency: 
the latter expresses the absence of the teleology through which regularities are 
formed (whose invariance compels us to think of them as the effect of a teleono-
my), while the former expresses the interference of destructive effects on these 
regularities. Contingency is thinkable in these terms only under the primacy of 
this aleatory necessity; otherwise the event might be thought of as the irruption of 
the divine in nature, that is, as a sign that indicates the existence of a moral order 
superimposed on the natural order. 

THE RUPTURE OF THE ANCIENT ALLIANCE BETWEEN MEMORY AND 
TRUTH 

Analyzing the mythical conceptions of memory in ancient Greece, Jean-Pierre 
Vernant finds that, in a first sense, Mnemosyne, the sister of Kronos, presides 
over the poetic function: 

Memory transports the poet into the midst of ancient events, back into 
their own time. The organization of time in his account simply reproduces 
the sequence of events at which he is somehow present, in the order in 
which they occurred, from the beginning.29

In particular, Hesiod’s Theogony established the alliance between memory and 
truth, which allows one to tap into “the primeval reality from which the cosmos 
arose, and which makes it possible to understand the process of becoming as a 
whole.”30 However, in a second sense, within the doctrine of the reincarnation 
of souls, memory is no longer that which furnishes mortals with the secret of 
origins, but the means for reaching the end of time, putting an end to the cycle 
of generations. The soul, by means of anamnesis, has understood how to connect 
the end with the beginning and close its cycle, not in order to start over again, but 
“to escape definitively from it and leave time forever.”31
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Whether therefore memory tells us the secret of time or frees us from it, for 
myth it is the instrument of truth. Such an alliance between truth and memory, 
which at the same time constitutes the identity of the subject and the world (as 
Leibnizian thought demonstrates), implies the possibility of reading the totality 
of historical development according to a logic of unitary and continuous Sense, 
which human knowledge traces from its origins through the faculty of memory 
(anamnesis). This conception constitutes the most powerful affirmation of the 
theoretical line running through Western philosophy under the name of idealism. 
It is Plato who inaugurates this powerful form of philosophy with the thought of 
truth (ἀληθεια) as the absence of forgetting (λήθη)—in other words, remem-
brance—and it is Hegel that carries it into the very heart of the infinite totality, 
identifying Erinnerung and absolutes Wissen. “Omnis scientia nihil aliud est, quam 
reminiscientia” (Science is but an image of the truth): breaking the ancient alliance 
between memory and truth that institutes the originality and primacy of Sense is 
the challenge accepted by Machiavelli and by Spinoza. 

For Machiavelli, as we have seen, memory is not linked to the spiritual transmis-
sion of truth, but is traversed by the double materiality of language and power. 
Spinoza picks up and extends this theory: in the corollary to Ethics IIP44S, he 
searches for the reason why the imagination represents things to itself as contin-
gent. Now, beyond the explanation of the contingency-effect, to which we will re-
turn, what is particularly interesting in this passage is the reification of time (that 
is, the transformation of the measure of a relation among durations to something 
which sustains itself). Through representation, time becomes one imaginary ob-
ject among others, which makes it possible to institute a relationship between the 
abstract instant of perception and its content:

No one doubts that we also imagine time, namely, from the fact that we 
imagine some bodies to move more slowly than others, or more quickly, 
or with the same speed. Let us suppose, then, a child, who saw Peter for 
the first time yesterday, in the morning, but saw Paul at noon, and Simon 
in the evening, and today again saw Peter in the morning. It is clear from 
IIP18 that as soon as he sees the morning light, he will immediately imag-
ine the sun taking the same course through the sky as he saw on the pre-
ceding day, or he will imagine the whole day, and Peter together with the 
morning, Paul with noon, and Simon with the evening. That is, he will 
imagine the existence of Paul and of Simon with a relation to future time. 
On the other hand, if he sees Simon in the evening, he will relate Paul and 
Peter to the time past, by imagining them together with past time. And he 
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will do this more uniformly, the more often he has seen them in this same 
order.32 

Through the reification of time in the form of an imaginary line traced from the 
path of the sun, and therefore, in a more abstract way, from the line drawn through 
the three moments of the day (tempus matutinum, tempus meridianum, and tempus 
vespertinum), the content of successive aleatory encounters is transformed into a 
normative model for the future and the past: time becomes the arrangement of 
events according to a serial order, which memory inscribes into habit, and this 
fortuitous order is transformed into law. While in fact the real durations, in their 
intertwining, weave a complex order irreducible to the serial succession of events 
that run along the rails of a temporal substratum, the representation of this order 
produces an inadequate image of temporality under the form of a succession of 
empty instants, filled by perceptual content, the effect of a body’s encounter with 
the surrounding environment.

And it is the way the imagination and memory operate that produces the chain-ef-
fect, or, to use Spinoza’s terminology, the concatenatio. Things are in fact interwo-
ven (ordo et connexio rerum), but memory arranges them according to a timeline. 
In this way, the complexity of the relationship between things—their connexio, 
their order—is perceived as a serial order of events according to the body’s affec-
tions. This concatenatio of ideas reproduces the succession of moments of an in-
dividual experience in the form of a mnemonic chain. The entire effort of reason 
and the intellect consists in attempting to break this simple, linear order so as to 
re-establish, with a new concatenatio at the level of ideas, the complexity of the 
relations between things. For this reason Spinoza never defines the order of the 
intellect as order by concatenation, instead reserving it, as knowledge of reality 
starting from God, that is, from the concept of immanent causality, for the defini-
tion of order by connection. 

The distinction in Spinoza’s text between the terms connexio and concatenatio be-
comes very important in the interpretation of Ethics IIP18S, which has for its ob-
ject the way in which memory functions:

Memory … is nothing other than a certain connection of ideas involving 
the nature of things which are outside the human body—a connection 
which is in the mind according to the order and connection of the affec-
tions of the human body. I say, first, that the connection is only of those 
ideas which involve the nature of things outside the human body, but not 
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of the ideas which explain the nature of the same things. For they are re-
ally (by IIP16) ideas of affections of the human body which involve both its 
nature and that of external bodies. I say, second, that this connection hap-
pens according to the order and connection of the affections of the human 
body in order to distinguish it from the connection of ideas which happens 
according to the order of the intellect, by which the mind perceives things 
through their first causes, and which is the same in all men.33

Memory is nothing other than a certain concatenatio of ideas, which involves the 
nature of things exterior to the human body. This concatenation takes place in 
the mind according to the order and concatenation of the affections of the body. 
This means that history as tradition, as the collective memory of a people, derives 
from a chronology of the affections of the social body. These chronologies are the 
bearers of ideas that involve the social body and external bodies at the same time, 
but not of ideas that explain the nature of them. Consequently, history as inad-
equate knowledge, the product of the concatenations of memory, arises as the 
simple linear succession of events, while history of the second order of knowledge 
is precisely the deconstruction, on the basis of the conception of immanent cau-
sality, of this simple order. This second order does not grasp things according to 
the transitive model of causal series, but departs from the model of the connexio, 
or rather, structural causality. The linear conception of historical time results 
therefore, according to Spinoza, from the way memory functions by proceeding 
through serial concatenations of the ideas of the body’s affections while remain-
ing unaware of the complex connection of causes that subtend and produce this 
apparent simplicity.

P

To conclude, let’s return to the question of contingency. In the scholium cited 
above, Spinoza writes that if one day a child“sees Peter in the morning, then Paul 
at noon, and Simon in the evening,” the day after, when encountering Peter in the 
morning, the child will imagine meeting Paul at noon and Simon in the evening, 
or, when encountering Simon in the evening, will imagine Peter and Paul by relat-
ing them to the past. But, Spinoza writes,

if it should happen at some time that on some other evening he sees James 
instead of Simon, then on the following morning he will now imagine Si-
mon, now James, together with the evening time, but not both at once…. 
His imagination, therefore, will vacillate and he will imagine now this one, 
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now that one, with the future evening time, that is, he will regard neither 
of them as certainly future, but both of them as contingently future.34

Both the necessity and the contingency of these encounters belong to the imagi-
nary order of memory: the reification of time, and the filling of the instant with 
the quality of the experience of the subject, produce a necessity of the series 
whose infringement is called contingency. This necessity and this contingency 
are the categorial effects of a perception of the world in which the time of the 
Subject is the only unit for measuring events: the empty line on which it places 
them is filled with the qualities of the world, but does not explain them. It regis-
ters the sequential happening and absolutizes it, losing the interweaving rhythms 
that constitute it. 
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