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The Individual and the New Man. 
An Introduction
Monica Cioli, Maurizio Ricciardi, Pierangelo Schiera

The “traces” of modernism that we will discuss here are not limited to the 
artistic, literary, or philosophical movements that developed from the end 
of the 1800s to the Second World War. Although these too are significant 
and worthy of consideration, we believe that the category of modernism can 
also be used in a more general sense, above all to designate a new cultur-
al climate that, while finding particular expression in the above-mentioned 
movements, also had a political sphere of reference, in both an ideological 
and an institutional sense.1 Thus our discourse regards the uses that the con-
cept of the “modern” had in the turbulent passage from modernity to mod-
ernization, which saw major changes in the West in the fields of economy, 
society and politics—during and after the age of transition that Reinhart 
Koselleck had called the Sattelzeit.2 Everything was then translated into the 
full-blown superiority of the culture and civilization attained and produced 
by cultured and civilized states—which Karl Lamprecht and others, record-
ing the “künstlerischer Charakter der Zeit”, called Kulturstaaten.3 This his-
torical-universal vision would be counterbalanced by Oswald Spengler’s for-
midable proposal of the decline of the West.4

Our aim when talking of traces of modernism is not to propose a new 
and different periodization through which to read the motives and the struc-
tures of political modernity or of art at the time. We are not talking about 

	 1	Cioli, Monica, Arte e scienza internazionale. Il “modernismo” fascista negli anni Venti, 
“Quaderni di Scienza & Politica” 5, Bologna 2016.

	 2	Koselleck, Reinhart, Einleitung, in Otto Brunner/Werner Conze/Reinhart Koselleck 
(eds), Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe, Bd. 1, Stuttgart 1979, p. XV. Koselleck, Reinhart, 
Über die Theoriebedürftigkeit der Geschichtswissenschaft, in Werner Conze (ed.), Theorie 
der Geschichtswissenschaft und Praxis des Geschichtsunterrichts, Stuttgart 1972, pp. 10–28.

	 3	Lamprecht, Karl, Deutsche Geschichte, Berlin 1891–1909.
	 4	Spengler, Oswald, Der Untergang des Abendlandes. Umrisse einer Morphologie der Weltge

schichte, München 1918–1922 (English trans. The Decline of the West. Form and Actuality, 
New York 1926).



8	 Cioli/Ricciardi/Schiera

modernism as an “epoch” that was different to or succeeded the modern age 
(Neuzeit) or the modern. Likewise, Christof Dipper, using the category of 
the modern to describe the dominant models of order that started to take 
root in the second half of the 1800s, claims that he is not proposing a new 
name for what is otherwise called contemporary history. We argue that mod-
ernism doesn’t simply emerge through the ways in which consolidated tradi-
tions—usually described as pre-modern—are called into question, but also 
as a constant redefinition of modern tradition. The term “modernism” en-
compasses a wide range of things that are all closely connected to the seman-
tics of the term “crisis”.5 The traces of modernism show the intensification 
and modification of processes that were already present in the classic age 
of modernity, but which are now exposed to the persistent rhythm of mo
dernization. We aren’t aiming to present a complete picture of these process-
es, but rather to identify some important traces of our present within them. 
First, the traces that we are trying to show are not limited to the European 
experience and are not confined within national borders but express a defini
tive connection between Europe and the United States on the one hand and 
Europe and Russia on the other. Unlike the modern they are not therefore 
the expression of a “European self-observation”,6 but rather the increasingly 
evident signs of a destructuring of the European framework. Some of these 
traces were already present at the beginning of the modern age, therefore 
just after the epochal shift between the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
that had redefined the political, institutional, and cultural order of Europe. 
The affirmation of the individual, but also the social necessity of disciplining 
individuals, was a process that coincided with the birth of modernity. The 
period we cover in this book saw an acceleration of these processes of indi-
vidualization and at the same time their more or less radical critique, to the 
point of searching for a “new man”.

On a similar macro level, alongside efforts to reorganize the major pow-
ers at play—from the economic powers of a new capitalism based on “inter-
ests”, to the political powers of the bureaucracy of the administrative mega-​
states—there arose the partly late-romantic, partly neo-scientific idea of a 
new conception of the world. This conception was released from the overly 

	 5	According to the Oxford Dictionary, in 1796, in the Lady’s Magazine we read: “The 
‘modernisms’, if so they may be termed, are innumerable. The word ‘crisis’ occurs more 
than once—a word, we will boldly affirm, never used by Shakespeare.”

	 6	Dipper, Christof, Il moderno. La storia del concetto e i contenuti chiave, in Christof Dip-
per/Paolo Pombeni (eds), Le ragioni del moderno, Bologna 2014, pp. 33–57, p. 57.
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ideological dualism between individual and society and was instead inspired 
by the figure of the “new man”, able to live in a future that was already pres-
ent in the democratic dimension, but which would soon take on a totalitar-
ian hue.

Thus concepts such as “modernism” and “modernity” are useful, consider
ing the latter as “the figure that for centuries has characterized the pre-history 
and history of man as individual, liberal and then constitutional, free but 
with class belonging”.7 Modernism would instead cover the attempt to over-
come—if not overturn—all of this in a totalizing vision, based on solid tech-
nological premises and promises, which were relatively indifferent to the 
beliefs—or myths—of the individualistic Prometheism of the liberal-consti-
tutional era or of the dialectic of enlightenment. The totalitarian “political 
discourse” was encouraged, in a triangulation whose aims were already set: 
from the arrival of the masses on the political scene; the organization of the 
old civil society into elites; and the projection of elitist criteria onto the mass-
es; to the search for the “new man”.8 Once the liberal individual, and their 
rights were in crisis, it became fundamental to create the unknown subject, 
the new man.9

Perhaps it is too simple to say that the avant-garde period coincides with 
the end of the individual epoch (that started with the French Revolution) 
and the beginning of the epoch of sociality,10 but there was certainly a com-
mon movement which dragged the old idea of modernity towards a freer 
and more reductive modernism. The potential connection between sociolo-
gy and the artistic avant-garde has perhaps never been on the agenda, but it 
is one of the issues we raise here. The problem that unites classical sociology 
is precisely this redefinition of the individual in the face of the radical trans-
formations brought on by capitalism. The individual is clearly the contro-

	 7	Schiera, Pierangelo, Misura per Misura. Dalla global polity al buon governo e ritorno, 
Scienza & Politica (2015) 1, p. 91.

	 8	Ibid., p. 87.
	 9	See Michaud, Ėric, Fabriques de l’ homme nouveau: de Léger à Mondrian, Paris 1997; 

Cioli, Monica, Il fascismo e la ‘sua’ arte. Dottrina e istituzioni tra futurismo e Novecento, 
Firenze 2011. On the repercussions of Taylorism on rationalization, on the role of the 
engineer and on the construction of the new man, see Clair Jean (ed.), Les annés vingts. 
L’ âge des metropoles, Montréal et al. 1991. On the promise of the new man as a figure 
that allows us to identify the fundamental characteristics of the modern see Küenzlen, 
Gottfried, Der Neue Mensch. Zur säkularen Religionsgeschichte der Moderne, München 
1994.

	 10	See Cento, Michele, Tra capitalismo e amministrazione. Il liberalismo atlantico di Nitti, 
Bologna 2017.
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versial and constant centre of French sociology: from the socially disciplined 
individual of Emile Durkheim11 to the Homme total of Marcel Mauss.12 Clas-
sic German sociology has been rightly said to “remain vehemently faithful to 
the individual”,13 with this tension embodied in a particularly characteristic 
and interesting way in the work of Georg Simmel, who makes an intrigu-
ing analogy with geometry to account for the “interactions” or reciprocal 
actions of individuals. This geometry of individuals finds another analogy 
in the Kunstaustellung, which Simmel considers to be “Miniaturbild unse
rer Geistesströmungen” and the “symbol of our transitional epoch”.14 At the 
base of Simmelian sociological aesthetics is a constant attempt to resolve the 
problem of the “multiplicity of forms of modern culture”15 as expressions of 
individuality that cannot ever claim absolute legitimacy.

In 1901, Georg Simmel noted that the concept of the individual was in 
crisis due to the presence of two individualisms that were beginning to col-
lide, having different conceptions of the relationship between freedom and 
equality. The historical concept of the individual was constituted just before 
the universal claims of these two principles. Freedom historically signified 
the unlimited deployment of one’s own individual capacities, but this at the 
same time entailed the tendential and increasingly differentiated develop-
ment of different personalities. It thus entered into an increasingly evident 
contradiction with equality. It is precisely this collision that resulted in the 
declaration of the principle of brotherhood, in order to recuperate, at least 
on an ethical plane, that which the conflict between individual affirmation 
and its own universalization had put into crisis on the political plane. In the 
course of the 1800s, however, this ethical moment assumed an organization-
al, if not administrative, form that aimed at the depersonalization of rela-
tions that could not be trusted simply to the division of labour. It showed 

	 11	See Ricciardi, Maurizio, La forza della società. Disciplina, morale e governo in Emile 
Durkheim, in Luigi Blanco (ed.), Dottrine e istituzioni in Occidente, Bologna 2011, 
pp. 185–209.

	 12	Karsenti, Bruno, L’homme totale. Sociologie, anthropologie et philosophie chez Marcel 
Mauss, Paris 1997.

	 13	Dahme, Hans-Jürgen, “Der Verlust des Fortschrittsglaubens und die Verwissenschaft-
lichung der Soziologie. Ein Vergleich von Georg Simmel, Ferdinand Tönnies und Max 
Weber”, in Otthein Rammstedt (ed.), Simmel und die Frühen Soziologen. Nähe und Dis-
tanz zu Durkheim, Tönnies und Max Weber, Frankfurt am Main 1988, pp. 222–274, 
p. 259.

	 14	Simmel, Georg, Über Kunstaustellungen, Unsere Zeit 26 (1890), pp. 474–480, pp. 479–80.
	 15	Simmel, Georg, Soziologische Ästhetik, in idem, Aufsätze und Abhandlungen 1894–1900, 

(Gesamtausgabe Band 5), Frankfurt am Main 1992, pp. 197–234, p. 213.
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the necessity of cooperation in pre-eminently organizational terms, in such a 
way as to leave individuality free of any obligation and any contact with oth-
er individuals. The more the individuality tends to become liberated from 
personal constraints the more its organizability and its being necessarily or-
ganized is affirmed. We are not interested here in Simmel’s reconstruction 
of philosophical genealogies to demonstrate the conflict between a ration
alist individualism founded on the primacy of the will and one that, from 
Goethe to Nietzsche, would fully valorize the difference between one man 
and another, to the point of considering egalitarianism as almost a violent 
act. What interests us is not so much the ontological difference between the 
two individualisms as the internal tension in the way the relationships be-
tween individuals are considered. At the beginning of the 1900s, they find 
themselves caught in a tension between the affirmation of an “ideal of equal-
ity and the equating [Gleichberechtigung] of societal elements”, leading to a 
formal concept of liberty, and the constant reaffirmation of the necessity of 
“naturally given command and obedience”.16

This tension, which is internal to individualism, is one of the traces of 
modernism that we want to bring to the fore. It led to the powerful accelera
tion of the social rhythms of modernity, producing the complex effect of 
calling into question the consolidated certainties of liberal individualism. 
This is very clear in the different if not opposing ways in which the paintings 
of Rembrandt were understood between the 1800s and the 1900s. The first 
way that we consider can be found in a book that both explicitly and implic-
itly influenced the German culture of the Wilhelminian Empire. The 1890 
book Rembrandt als Erzieher proposed the idea of the individual as national 
rather than international, cultural rather than scientific, male rather than fe-
male, and German rather than Jewish.

For its author, Julius Langbehn—but also for many other people, given 
that already by 1908, the year after his death, it had reached its forty-eighth 
edition—“education about individualism and inside individualism” set 
about rediscovering a specifically German historical-cultural position which 
seemed to have been lost. The opposition between the learned intellectu-
al, who would necessarily have an international perspective, and the artist, 
who would necessarily express the national dimension of culture, indicated 
a particular way of constituting the individual. The reference to Rembrandt 

	 16	Simmel, Georg, Die beiden Formen des Individualismus, in idem, Aufsätze und Abhand-
lungen 1901–1908 (Gesamtausgabe Band 7), Frankfurt am Main 1995, pp. 49–56, p. 54.
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served to identify the clearly fantasmatic element which was required for the 
self-recognition of German individuality. “Rembrandt is the prototype of 
the German artist”, precisely in his capacity to express his Dutch belonging, 
or rather in his affirmation of the “localism of art”.17

Simmel’s modernism appears exactly in the manner in which it is de-
tached from this national appropriation of the Dutch painter, proposing, 
thanks to Rembrandt, a conciliation between the two concepts of the in-
dividual mentioned above. Simmel identifies a break between the Dutch 
painter and the Italian painting of the previous centuries. We are not inter-
ested here in how well-founded this judgement is from the point of view of 
art history, but rather in the clear difference it demonstrates between the 
static nature of the classic portrait and the dynamic nature of Rembrandt’s 
portraits. “The Classical portrait captures us in the moment of its present”, 
while in the Dutch painter “the representation of the ideal individual” would 
be completed “by the abstraction from all of its singular moments of life”, 
to the point where the “generality [Allgemeinheit] of the individual human 
being means the accumulation of these moments that somehow retain their 
historical order”.18 This intrinsic dynamic of the portrait would make the 
pictorial problem in Rembrandt solely “the depiction of the totality of a 
human life”.19 Thus individuality itself becomes movement, with a dynam-
ic that retains within it all of life’s singular moments, ending up revealing 
the character of the man that, from the twenties onwards, would assume 
an ever-greater relevance, presenting itself as a totality in movement. Since, 
for Simmel and others, “a life is a whole life in each single moment as Life”, 
life itself reveals the image as dynamic and totality. We must emphasize the 
crucial importance of the concept of totality that precedes that of totalitar-
ianism and doesn’t necessarily anticipate its political contents. Modernism 
is caught up in this search for totality, for it must confront the disintegra-
tion of the movements in contemporary society, with the aim of recompos-
ing an individuality that wouldn’t destroy differences and therefore wouldn’t 
destroy singularity.20 But contradictorily this search moves not so much to-

	 17	Rembrandt als Erzieher. Von einem Deutschen, Leipzig 1908, pp. 8–9.
	 18	Simmel, Georg, Rembrandt. Ein kunstphilosophischer Versuch, in idem, Gesamtausgabe 

Band 15, Frankfurt am Main 2003, pp. 305–515. English trans. Rembrandt. An Essay in 
the Philosophy of the Art, New York et al. 2005, pp. 9–10.

	 19	Ibid., p. 12.
	 20	See the Chapter Modernism as Ideology in Jameson, Frederic, A Singular Modernity. Essay 

on the Ontology of the Present, London et al. 2002.
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wards a totalitarian aesthetics, as to one of indifference, because no individ-
ual manifestation of the universal truly represents it. However the elements 
of modernism that run through Simmel’s sociology show that for him, and 
for many of his contemporaries, studying society also means stabilizing the 
coordinates of a discourse on the rules of coexistence and power that preside 
over the relationships between the individuals that live in it.

This could mean a new politicization with respect to the traditional one 
of modernity. We can rightly ask if there is in some way an analogous prob-
lem for our avant-garde artists, of politicizing the artistic-cultural “centre of 
reference” of which they consider themselves to be the protagonists.

This long introduction is needed to explain the structure of this book, 
which includes both historical-political and historical-aesthetic essays, aimed 
at reconstructing the crisis and critique of the classical ways of reading and 
understanding the world that had prevailed during the age of modernity: 
does the rhythm of the world change? The problem is identifying what 
Niccolò Machiavelli called the “qualities of the times”. This was also the 
problem posed by Leonardo da Vinci, who was, as Patrik Boucheron wrote, 
“the man of the machine” and since “the mechanism of the world [was] 
out-of-sync” then “the secret mathematics of world rhythms” had to be 
found. And as Machiavelli noted at the advent of modernity, the “ways of 
acting” had also changed.21

This quote is not an end in itself or useless. The idea was to apply a sort 
of “quality of the times” (which was nothing other than Zeitgeist ) to mod-
ernism—in the decline of modernity—thus releasing “traces” of new ways 
of acting.

A second important aspect is the intertwining of art and politics in 
the modern West, in the historic experience of communication, partic-
ularly in its more modern version, i. e. that concerning the public sphere 
(Öffentllichkeit).22

We were struck by two aspects, which are often interwoven but are also 
fundamentally independent. First, art as propaganda, and second, art as a 
separate field (which runs parallel with science) for observing and decipher-
ing the world, and, in particular, society.

	 21	Boucheron, Patrick, Leonardo e Machiavelli. Vite incrociate, Roma 2014, p. 10, p. 15 (ed. 
orig. Léonard et Machiavel, Lagrasse 2008).

	 22	See Schiera, Pierangelo, La dottrina delle immagini, in Profili di storia costituzionale, I: 
Dottrina politica e istituzioni, Brescia 2011, pp. 137–157.
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Thus it is clear that releasing society from its tight bond with the ancient 
regime (societas civilis sive status), after leading to an initial phase of con-
flict (Auseinandersetzung) between State and society, led to the strengthen-
ing of both, independently of one another. This happened, on the one hand, 
through the expansion of the means of and opportunities for intervention 
by an increasingly bureaucratic State and, on the other, through the grow-
ing organization of economic and social interests. Sociology and social stud-
ies (Sozial- und Staatswissenschaften) became the modern form of political 
theory and doctrine, since society became the leading—if not the only—site 
of political action.23 Society is speaking by and of itself through the forces 
that compose it and give it its substance. Consequently, the new discourse 
became fully autonomous, distancing itself from traditional and “natural” 
discourses (one for all the so-called “natural rights”, but also the science of 
law that came from it and, at least partly, even from economic science24). The 
discourse of art and culture was key, among all these discourses, so it is no 
surprise that the character of modernism was first assigned to the sphere of 
art and culture. The avant-garde movement was trying to take the lead in the 
analysis of social reality and in the proposal of new and alternative visions of 
needs and their solutions.

The essays in this book reinforce the initial idea, which was to identify 
“traces of modernism” as a pattern in the complex and difficult processing of 
the “crisis of conscience” in the passage from the nineteenth to the twentieth 
century in Europe (and perhaps across the Western world), and was dramat-
ically confirmed by the First World War between 1914 and 1918, and by the 
revolutions that followed it.

To reconstruct these traces, we decided to highlight three emblematic 
moments into which the collected essays would be organized: the first was 
internationalism; the second was methods of engineering applied to human 
society; the third was the “machine” for producing order. It must be noted 
that this categorization is to a certain extent artificial and corresponds to the 
editors’ desire to try to find new ways of looking at the discourse on mod-

	 23	See Ricciardi, Maurizio, La società come ordine. Storia e teoria politica dei concetti sociali, 
Macerata 2010.

	 24	See Schumpeter, Joseph A., History of Economic Analysis, Oxford et al. 1954; Schiera, 
Pierangelo, Dall’arte di governo alle scienze dello Stato. Il cameralismo e l’assolutismo te-
desco, Milano 1968; Dilcher, Gerhard, Die Germanisten und die Historische Rechtsschule. 
Bürgerliche Wisenschaft zwischen Romantik, Realismus und Rationalisierung, Frankfurt 
am Main 2017.
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ernism, rather than to the choices made by the authors of the essays to con-
centrate on one or other of the moments.

In his introductory essay, Pierangelo Schiera retraces the central issues in 
the crisis of modernity and the answer that modernism gave to them. He dis-
cusses pre-war internationality, and then focuses on the decline of the West 
and its immediate result in the totalitarianism which took over Europe. This 
trend was characterized by the lack of any optimistic idea of progress and 
marked by an almost dystopic vision of evolution as an end in itself, mov-
ing towards a future which was open to the global space but which lacked 
identity.

The question of nationalism versus internationalism is the core of Sophie 
Goetzmann’s contribution on the art gallery “Der Sturm” from Herwarth 
Walden, in which she analyses the attention that French artists paid to Berlin 
in the years preceding the Great War, and emphasizes the intertwining of na-
tional identities and the international dimension in the artistic movement of 
the avant-garde, with particular reference to France and Germany.

Andrea Meyer-Fraatz discusses The Raft of the Medusa, a neo-avant-gardist 
Yugoslavian film by Karpo Godina (1980), showing not only what was hap-
pening among a group of South-European artists after the Great War but 
the various international contacts of the artistic and literary avant-garde at 
the time.

Moving from the death of Queen Victoria at the peak of the crisis of 
modernity and towards the birth of modernism Roberta Ferrari looks at 
Great Britain. The strengthening of the state’s functions to expand individual 
opportunities and planning were two instruments which were thought to be 
capable of producing a “new civilization” in the urgent attempt to rethink 
democracy. After the Great War, Beatrice Potter’s thought, and in particular 
her analysis of the stabilization of the Soviet system drew attention to a con-
crete alternative to capitalism and its ongoing crisis, while radically recon-
sidering ways of living in society. She proposed a new image of “character”: 
which, in other words, was called the “new man”.

The second part of this book is more specifically dedicated to the top-
ic of the new man, as well as to the topic of the new societal projects from 
the 1920s up to what we define as “high modernism”. However we do not 
claim to give definitive answers to what we defined simply as the “traces of 
modernism”.

Éric Michaud invites us to look at the war as a “frontline experience”, and 
at the millions of war wounded and disfigured people as a cathartic image 
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of division between the old and the new. This physical, bodily experience 
breaks the Christian, spiritual conception of the new man, dominant since 
the beginning of the twentieth century. It is the artist, then, that personifies 
the “new man” and who traces the future of the world’s reconstruction in 
their work.

Maurizio Ricciardi’s contribution engages with the incessant dialogue be-
tween modernity and modernism and is interested in the answers the social sci-
ences offered to the crisis that was underway. His initial statement, that the 
market, industry and planning are forms of abstraction, independent from 
the immediate consent of the individual finds its full “concreteness” in Karl 
Mannheim’s project. To him the plan was an anthropological trend—i. e. 
the trend of individuals to act according to a plan—which allowed for a way 
out of the crisis. Ricciardi’s contribution also helps us to better understand 
Potter’s interest in the Soviet plan, as discussed by Ferrari.

Starting from the positive images of the machine and technology in the 
works of Alexander Deineka and Nikolaj Dolgorukow, Eckart J. Gillen also 
focuses on the Soviet Union. While Western Europe was experiencing the 
crisis of 1929, the Soviet Union found itself at the peak of a contradiction 
between forced industrialization and agrarian collectivization. In this context 
Stalin pushed the artists of the time to abandon technology and return to a 
new “humanism”.

Francescomaria Tedesco focuses on the poet and playwright Oswald de 
Andrade, founder of the Antropofágic movement, in order to show how the 
futurist and modernist European movement was assimilated and cannibal-
ized by the Brazilian movement in search of an identity, hundreds of years 
after the country’s independence. Taking inspiration from de Andreade’s 
movement, this essay contributes to discourses around trans-culture and 
postcolonialism.

Strongly connected with the other sections of the book, our third topic 
is the machine in the avant-garde, analysing the meaning of order as well as 
that of modernity-modernization that is implied within it.

Fabio Benzi analyses images of the machine and of the modern city that 
were developed in Italian futurist clubs, which went on to influence many 
European avant-gardes, especially in Paris. For the futurists, the influence of 
the mechanical modernist vision on applied arts in Paris in 1925 was the re-
alization of a utopian vision that they had been promoting since 1915 in their 
manifesto, Ricostruzione futurista dell’universo.
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In some way, the triumph of the machine also marks the modernist trans-
formation of the state: Monica Cioli’s essay examines this issue, looking at the 
concepts of the machine and of order among European avant-gardes in the 
1920s. As the Bauhaus school aimed to show, the liberal and constitutional 
state of the nineteenth century finally dies giving way to the machine state, 
to planning and to abstraction as a new “measure” and a new way of seeing 
social conflicts (De Stijl).

Anja Schloßberger-Oberhammer analyses the 1927 meeting between Kazi
mir Malevich and Walter Gropius at the Bauhaus in Dessau. The Russian 
artist was denied a teaching post not because of his different ideological be-
liefs, but because of the defamatory campaign mobilized in the East against 
Malevich and in the West against Gropius and Bauhaus in general.

Silvio Pons focuses on Soviet modernization through the lens of one of 
the main characters of communism, Antonio Gramsci. Pons’ thesis is that if 
Soviet modernity had failed in relating mass politics and hegemony after the 
Great War, the Gramscian concept of “passive revolution” could be consid-
ered as key to seeing the links between global modern transformations and 
the hegemonic failure of the Soviet construction of socialism.

In conclusion, it is difficult to say whether the “traces” of modernism col-
lected and contextualized here lead us to a specific result. However it is some-
what clearer that modernism should be conceived of as being an incomplete 
process, the symptom of a major transformation that was taking place rather 
than its consolidated end. It seems to us that these traces reveal the presence, 
in modernism, of different subjectivities and problems, which contribute to-
wards delegitimizing traditional lifestyles and traditional ways of thinking 
and acting: for example, that of the old conceptual coupling of state and 
society in which the historical and constitutional process of Western modern
ity culminated. On the other hand, the implied reference to Hazard25 and 
the explicit reference to Koselleck above show that the fundamental value of 
so-called “Western modernity” was its capacity to assimilate new data that 
from time to time appeared during this period, through the generation and 
de-generation of particular lifestyles and ways of thinking.

The triumph of the machine and the modernist transformation of the 
state can also be seen as a further symptom of the degeneration of the mod-
ern state, also in its nineteenth-century liberal and constitutional form, 

	 25	Hazard, Paul, La crise de la conscience européenne (1680–1715), Paris 1935.
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towards new forms which embraced an always-increasing sociality.26 Thus, 
the coupling as “machine-plan” is very evocative, and opens up a dramatic 
juncture: between the new man, on the one hand, and the total state, on the 
other. This is all part of a perspective based on an idea of evolution that as-
signs the destiny of politics itself to collective forces which are decreasingly 
in syntony with the rational practice of bourgeois progress. The machine is 
not only the symbol but also the instrument of this evolution, from which it 
derives, as a not simply a historical but also an almost natural and at the same 
time prosthetic projection of “old man”/man of the past.

It was another epoch, as Machiavelli and Leonardo thought. With other 
machines.

This book comes out of a conference held in Rome in 2015 thanks to 
the funding of Gerda Henkel Stiftung, to whom we are very grateful. We 
would also like to thank the German Historical Institute, that hosted the 
conference and is funding this book. We are grateful to its Director Martin 
Baumeister for believing in this project. Finally, we are grateful to Roberta 
Ferrari for the discussions she had with us.

Translated by Roberta Ferrari

	 26	Cioli, Monica, Anche noi macchine! Avanguardie artistiche e politica europea (1900–1930), 
Roma 2018.



I. From Modernity to Internationalism





The Great European Crisis between 
Modernity and Modernism
Pierangelo Schiera

The topic “Decline of the West” could be seen as fundamental in the evolu-
tion of the last century, continuing on a trajectory that is now moving into 
globalization. My goal here is to examine the cultural components of this 
process, paying particular attention to the arts and avant-garde artists, as a 
key factor for them was being either for or against modernity, a factor that 
arose from the deep crisis of the idea of progress at the end of the nineteenth 
century. I argue that the still rather vague and confusing concept of politi
cal modernism can play an interesting role in my reconstruction, putting 
emphasis more on evolutionary than progressive lines of development. All 
of this clearly has to do with totalitarianism, the main political event of the 
twentieth century. As a result, traces of modernism will appear in a relative 
confusion of proposals and results, but with the common denominator of a 
basic confidence in evolution, that is, with the view that things must change 
in order to match the new conditions of history.

1.	 Civilization and/or Modernity

The Decline of the West is a famous two-volume work by Oswald Spengler, 
published between 1918 and 1923.1 The book is a paradigm shift in how 

	 1	Der Untergang des Abendlandes.Umrisse einer Morpphologie der Weltgeschichte is a two-vol-
ume work by Oswald Spengler, the first volume of which was published in the summer 
of 1918 (Gestalt und Wirklichkeit). Spengler revised this volume in 1922 and published 
the second volume, subtitled Welthistorische Perspektiven, in 1923. The book forwards 
the idea of Muslims, Jews, and Christians, as well as their Persian and Semitic forebears, 
as being Magian; Mediterranean civilizations of antiquity, such as Ancient Greece and 
Rome, being Apollonian; and the modern Westerners being Faustian. According to its 
theories, we are now living in the winter of the Faustian civilization. His description of 
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we view history; instead of dividing history into the traditional linear 
“ancient-medieval-modern” periods, Spengler proposes a new organization, 
dividing it into epochal units of high cultural meaning, which produce, as 
their final stages, civilizations.

During the last century, while the Occident did perhaps decline, it did 
not lose stature, despite the tremendous convulsions of totalitarianism and 
the acts of terrorism that took place. The Orient, on the other hand, did go 
through the process of (or was forced to go through the process of ) mod
ernization, under the pressure of internal as well as external forces. The 
contradictory trends of despotism (from the East) and democratization 
(from the West) could intersect and become a sort of hybrid, which seems 
to be characteristic of how we intend globalization to work. But it is not 
yet clear whether this view of globalization, which we consider a new form 
of modernization, will eventually and necessarily pass through the wester
nization of the rest of the world.

This is the point at which we find ourselves today, after a succession of 
cultural crises that have marked the prior century of Western civilization.2 
We have certainly learned that any new development should necessarily be 
of a cultural nature—not only of an economic, social, or financial one.3 This 
is why our main goal should be working to understand the complex rea-
sons underlying the recurring crises of the twentieth century. One key venue 
through which this can be achieved is through close examination of modern 
art, particularly through avant-garde artists. Historical research starts from 
the present, but knowing the past is integral to a better understanding of the 
future. In principle, this is at the root of what it means to be avant-garde.

A new culture, then. But how many civilizations have existed on earth? 
Eight, as argued by Spengler, or twenty-one, as argued by Toynbee?4 This is 

the Faustian civilization is one where the populace constantly strives for the unattain-
able—making Western Man a proud but tragic figure, for while he strives and creates he 
secretly knows the actual goal will never be reached (Spengler, Oswald, The Decline of 
the West. Form and Actuality, New York 1926).

	 2	See Harrington, Austin, German Cosmopolitan Social Thought and the Idea of the West. 
Voices from Weimar, Cambridge 2016.

	 3	Adamson, Walter L., Embattled Avant-Gardes. Modernism’s Resistance to Commodity 
Culture in Europe, Berkeley 2007, tests the different European avant-garde movements 
on a particular aspect of modernity, i. e. the rising of mass commodity culture.

	 4	Conte, Domenico, Catene di civiltà. Studi su Spengler, Napoli 1994, is referring to Speng
ler’s masterpiece (Il tramonto dell’Occidente. Lineamenti di una morfologia della Storia 
mondiale, translated by J. Evola, 1957). See also: Toynbee, Arnold, A Study of History, 
Vols 1–3, Vols 4–6; Vols 7–10, Vol. XI; Vol. XII, London 1934; 1939; 1954; 1959; 1961.


