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1. The Search for the Reestablished 
 Unity of the World

1. THE WHOLE STORY: HISTORY IN ITS ENTIRE T Y

The historical consciousness of modernity provides us with a unique op-
portunity for understanding the world and our place in it: we have all of 
history in view. Regardless when we allow historical development to begin, 
history in its entirety is the history of our species. Our century may well be 
regarded as the first in history in that it has become possible to construct a 
truly empirical, testable science of the world as a whole.1 If this is the case, 
then it has also become possible for the first time to incorporate within 
this understanding of the world an understanding of ourselves as species. 
We are hot on our own tracks.

Hegel and the Romantics, and Schlegel in particular, also had histo-
ry in its entirety in mind.2 It meant something radically different for them, 
though, from what it means for us. For Hegel as for Schlegel, history 
had an origin and a goal. For us, it has a beginning and its preliminary end 
in the present. The totality of history from its origin to its goal meant un-
derstanding history as a story of fulfillment. For us, history in its entirety 
from its beginning up until our time refers to the tracks of its develop-
ment. Tracks one can follow and examine them. And this also holds for the 
tracks left by history. One can ask how the tracks of history were created, 
which conditions and possibilities allowed humanity to enter into history. 
One can also ask what enabled man to leave behind his beginnings. And 
finally, and ultimately, one can ask why history developed in terms of those 
sociocultural forms of organization that we actually discover in it. What- 
ever the answer may be, no matter how labyrinthine the course may be 
that we are forced to follow, no matter how many breaks and disconti-

1 | S. Hawking, A Short History of Time; B. Kanitscheider, “Singularitäten, Hori-
zonte und das Ende der Zeit,” p. 482.
2 | G.W.F. Hegel, Enzyklopädie; HEGEL, Die Vernunft in der Geschichte; Schlegel, 
Vorlesungen zur Universalgeschichte.
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nuities we are compelled to establish, the tracks can be uncovered. And 
following these tracks will ultimately allow us to catch up with ourselves.

2. THE LINK TO NATUR AL HISTORY

The history of the species encompasses, on the one hand, its natural his-
tory. It is the history of the hominids from their beginnings approximately 
1.8 million years ago until we appeared, the Homo sapiens sapiens. On the 
other hand, it encompasses the ensuing history, the history in a stricter 
sense, the one we are concerned with. This latter history is the history in 
which humanity organizes its existence in sociocultural forms. We can 
determine what a sociocultural form of existence means. The concept is 
clearly distinguishable from the concept of culture found in biology.3

Sociocultural forms of organization are symbolically mediated forms, me-
diated by thought and language, and, as such, organizational forms defi-
ned by meaning.

History in the unrestricted sense of a sociocultural form of human exis-
tence organized around meaning begins, if one follows the most recent 
dating of the evolution of Homo sapiens sapiens in Africa, around 120,000 
years ago, or if one starts from the findings in Europe, around 35,000 ye-
ars ago. The long phase of the hominization of Homo rudolfensis from ca. 
2.5 million years ago up until Homo sapiens sapiens can be understood, if 
one wishes, as prehistory. It already has protocultural forms of organizati-
on in which the ensuing organizational forms develop. Biology and above 
all sociobiology have concerned themselves with the study of the natural 
foundations as well of thinking as with the normative rules. That prehisto-
ry already discloses certain cognitive and pragmatic structures in the run-
up to man need not disturb us; it is in keeping with our understanding of 
the processuality of history, which is also inherent to natural history. We 
will not be concerned with it here. Decisive for our understanding of histo-
ry is that we grasp the mind-based sociocultural mode of human existence 
as the organization that has been developed out of natural history and 
succeeds it. Its beginning is the transition to the cultural mode of human 
existence, a transition made definitive by the anthropological constitution 
of man. The time frame established for this transition is of only secondary 
importance in the understanding of this mode of existence.

It is only when history, qua the sociocultural forms in which human 
existence is organized, is understood as the successor organization to an 
evolutionary natural history that the cognitive opportunity of our time, the 
chance to gain an understanding of ourselves, cited at the outset of this 
chapter, comes into view. For each of the questions history raises can be 
posed in a strictly empirical sense, since it goes without saying: the tran-

3 | This is something rarely perceived in biology itself. Cf., most recently, the 
report entitled “Culture club” in: The Economist, 19 June 1999, p. 102.
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sition from natural to cultural history occurs under highly real, empirical 
conditions. It is precisely in these terms that we seek to reconstruct and 
understand it. There may be limits to any reconstruction; the gaps in the 
understanding of earliest history will always be considerable. However, 
that changes nothing about the nature of the knowledge we seek to acqui-
re: we are attempting to follow the tracks of the real processes of man’s 
becoming. And this remains the case even if the empiricism is one that 
can only be founded on a theoretical reconstruction within the limits of 
our empirical knowledge. In other words, the cognitive aim is to recons-
truct the historical processes in terms of the conditions under which ac-
tors actually acted. This is the aim pursued by the cognitive approach only 
alluded to above:

By understanding history as the organization of human life that succeeds 
an evolutionary natural history, we seek to achieve a causal understanding 
of the mind-based, sociocultural forms of organization of human existence.

I am not deaf to the epistemological warning bells that are set off by such 
pronouncements. I will respond to them in detail below. In the meanti-
me, though, I wish to insist upon the cognitive opportunity afforded us 
by understanding the mind-based, sociocultural form of human existence 
as the organization that succeeds natural history. Whatever arises under 
empirically real conditions must be explainable in terms of these conditi-
ons. The causal reconstruction of the human form of existence as the suc-
cessor organization to an evolutionary natural history enables us, if this 
reconstruction succeeds, to regain a unified worldview. However, it is a 
completely different kind of unity than that of the historico-philosophical 
understandings of previous centuries.

3. THE COGNITIVE PRESUPPOSITIONS OF MODERNIT Y

The chance of achieving an understanding of one’s own existence by fol-
lowing the tracks of history is increased by two insights that, in practi-
cal terms, can be deemed strategic in nature: the consciousness of the 
convergence and constructivism that characterizes the modern worldview. 
Nothing has penetrated more deeply into present-day consciousness than 
the insight that the world of man converges upon man, that it is a world 
created by man. No other knowledge has moved so into the forefront of 
our understanding of the world as the realization that this world is a con-
structed world and must, for that reason, be conceived of in the plural: 
worlds rather than world. The knowledge of the convergent and construct-
ed character of the world also determines the modern consciousness of 
historicity. History, no matter how it is conceived, consists of a sequence 
of constructed worlds. It is its interdependency with the consciousness of 
convergence and constructivism that primarily distinguishes the modern 
consciousness of historicity from everything that might be characterized, 
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in a pinch, as historical consciousness in past societies.4 Thus, against 
the backdrop of the knowledge of man’s link to natural history, one must 
keep the historical consciousness of modernity distinguished from the 
consciousness of origin found in dream times, stories of creation, and 
past ages. Myth and history do not simply belong to different worlds; they 
belong to different ages.

Is there an understanding of sociocultural worlds that goes beyond 
any particular time or place? Does the consciousness of convergence and 
constructivism entail cognitive conditions that also enable us to under-
stand past societies and cultures? In other words, does recourse to con-
structivism promise to clarify the constructed worlds that have arisen in 
a sequence of historical development on this side of the virtual threshold 
between natural and cultural history? The momentary conviction of the 
scientific community seems to indicate otherwise.

4. THE PROBLEM OF HISTORICAL UNDERSTANDING

4.1 The World of Others

There is evidence that even early in their history humans left their settle-
ments and moved elsewhere. Thus it must have been one of man’s early 
experiences to come upon others who spoke another language and could 
only be understood with difficulty. In addition, there is also no doubt that 
varying interpretations were put forth to explain the occurrences of the 
world. Mythical thought has an almost unlimited power to make sense of 
the events of the world and to tell stories about them. Very little of it has 
survived in myths, epics, or in everyday interpretive schema to be handed 
down to us. Yet from it alone, we get a taste of the great variety of the 
results of interpretation. At the same time, we have reason to believe that 
in early human societies the various existing interpretations were mutu-
ally accessible and understandable, just as, when on familiar terrain, one 
understands the well-formed sentences of a language, even when hearing 
them for the first time.

Our supposition receives support from the first reports handed down 
to us of foreign worlds. Herodotus, himself much traveled, diligently re-
ported on foreign customs.5 Some of the practices of others, especially 
sexual ones, elicit him an amazement. What one does not find, however, 

4 | Students of early history such as classicists tend to consider even reminis-
cences that are embedded in myths as evidence of historical consciousness. 
Many ethnologists employ similar arguments. Cf. R. SCHOT T, “Das Geschichtsbe-
wußtsein schrif tloser Völker”, pp. 166-205; J. ASSMANN, Das kulturelle Gedächt-
nis, pp. 66ff.; U. LAU, “Altchinesische Vorstellungen über Ur- und Frühgeschichte,” 
pp. 201-222.
5 | HERODOTUS, Histories.
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is Herodotus lamenting his lack of understanding of the stranger. Such a
response is first found in modernity, where it has become endemic. We not 
only understand each other badly; it is not even clear that we understand 
each other at all. And if we do, no one really knows why. This finding holds 
generally and all the more so for the worlds of others; the latter includes 
both historical worlds and the worlds of those of our contemporaries who 
have not passed through the same developments as we have. The difficulty 
can be determined: meaningfully constructed worlds are only accessible 
via the understanding of meaning. One must, therefore, find access to the 
structures by which worlds of meaning form in order to understand the 
meaning that resides in them.

4.2 The Construction of Meaning

There was no apparent problem involved in gaining access to any histori-
cally existing world as long as one was able to believe that differing cul-
tures emanated from an absolute mind unfolding in history. According to 
this philosophy of history each of the many cultures could be understood 
as an advance on those existing prior to it. History was conceived as pre-
determined in its course between origin and goal, following a meaning 
immanent to it in the sequence of cultures. Imaginable is such meaning 
in history only in a universe in which there is a subject who determines 
history. This need not be conceptualized in an anthropological form; it 
suffices if the substance of the universe is understood in terms of the 
structure of subjectivity. In the understanding of modernity, however, we 
no longer find grounds for making either of these two claims. A certain 
amount of time was needed before the implications of the natural-scientif-
ic revolution in the seventeenth century made their way into general con-
sciousness. Today one realizes: there is nothing at all “meaningful” about 
nature in the sense of the meaningfulness that organizes human action. 
We have thus relinquished all recourse to a pregiven or preestablished 
meaningfulness in the universe. Or more precisely: we have abandoned 
the logic that determined how we had to understand the universe. This 
took the bottom out of the philosophy of history and robbed history of its 
predetermined ontological meaning. For the effort to understand history 
by means of an underlying logic of the subject was only the continuation 
of a general logic of the subject that had previously ruled the world.6 This 
we will treat in detail. Since this time the problem of understanding other 
worlds of meaning took on its most radical form: can one find access from 
one world of meaning to another?

The question has moved scientific thought for some time now. Today it 
has gained a practical-policy dimension, which makes it more urgent than 
ever. Other cultures have moved close to us, in both time and space. More 

6 | Cf. G. DUX, “Wie der Sinn in die Welt kam und was daraus wurde,” pp. 195-
217.
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precisely: we have moved closer to them. The other cultures are above all 
the cultures of those societies that have not made the transition to indus-
trial society or have not advanced as far along this path as we have. This 
constellation is part of the problem in both theoretical and practical terms. 
The difference between us and the others is a result of the line of demar-
cation that was drawn in our own history once we entered into a modern, 
secular world.

If one grasps the move into the age of modernity as the difference 
separating us from others, this enables us to define the problem of under-
standing the worlds of others in more succinct terms. Then it is no longer 
a question of the resistance other cultures muster when we try to make 
sense of their practices and their interpretative schemas. It is instead a 
question of a change in the world’s interpretative logic in the transition to 
modernity. In making this transition, we made a clean break with the old 
world without having assured ourselves about what the logic of the new 
world would bring. For this reason, the problem of understanding other 
worlds is above all the problem of understanding one’s own.

4.3 Unstable Worlds: The Conditions for the Possibilit y 
 of Their Development

I have already pointed out the presupposition at the foundation of mo-
dernity’s understanding of the world: understanding the human form of 
existence as the successor organization to an evolutionary natural history. 
This realization is closely linked to the aforementioned cognitive opportu-
nity that has been granted us:

If we are compelled to understand the human form of existence as the or-
ganization that succeeds natural history, then history must be understood 
as the continuation of natural history, but in a different medium, namely, 
a mind-based and socio-cultural one.

This is the understanding to which the consciousness of the triad of con-
vergence, constructivism, and historicity is connected. The question is: 
how must the constructive capacity be understood in order to be able to 
make sense of each and every of the constructed worlds in the historicity 
of their sequence? Some time ago the question received a form that it 
seems reasonable to adopt: the question of the “conditions for the possi-
bility” of that which one seeks to understand. Once again I am not deaf 
to the warning bells that accompany this formulation. For in the past it 
was the question of the conditions for the possibility that permitted the 
absolutism of the structure of justification to continue and allowed for a 
transcendental attribution of mind or spirit to human existence. Against 
the backdrop of the knowledge of the link to natural history, the question 
of the conditions for the possibility receives a different, strictly empirical 
sense. Let us give a more precise account of the strategy necessary for 
achieving an understanding of historical worlds.

Modern consciousness recognizes that man developed as a species by 
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means of a constructive autonomy on the basis of which he is competent 
to construct the practical forms of his action and to gain knowledge of the 
world. This consciousness practically compels one to address the question 
of the conditions under which such a construction became possible. In 
pursuing this question, it is necessary to define conditions such that they 
explain more than just how it was at all possible for a constructed world to 
arise. It must also be possible to explain on their basis why the constructs 
took on the form they did and no other. In other words, these conditions 
must not only provide an understanding of the process and processuality 
of constructivism; they must also explain the organizational forms them-
selves that develop in this process. To be concrete, the questions are: how 
did it become possible to gain knowledge of nature? And why did it take 
place in the mythic-magical forms in which we find it in early societies? 
What allowed the specifically human relation between the sexes to form? 
How was it possible for a specifically human society to organize itself that 
went beyond family relationships? And finally: how was man capable of 
creating a specifically human organization of his inner world; how could 
human subjectivity arise?

Insight into the processuality of constructivism, into the way in which 
it developed its primary form, is thus of significance for all further deve-
lopment, since it has proven possible to continue this constructivism on 
our side of the virtual threshold separating natural history from cultural 
history. Sociocultural worlds are unstable worlds. But every constructive 
shaping of the forms of social organization of existence creates new pre-
mises for the continuation of that world. In this way, the conditions of 
constructivism themselves are changed. They change, however, in a com-
prehensible way. The moving forces underlying previously created conditi-
ons can be determined. Accordingly, an understanding of the sociocultural 
form in which human existence is organized, such as we find in history, 
cannot be achieved by constructing an abstract framework within which 
the different formations of sociocultural phenomena could be classified. 
The only real way to reach this understanding is by reconstructing the 
line of development in which the constructivism of this form of existen-
ce continues to evolve under ever-changing, but always comprehensible 
conditions. The myth-driven thought of humans in the early hunter-and-
gatherer societies can be understood if one clarifies the conditions under 
which it was able to form. The same holds for the epic poems of archaic 
civilizations or ontology in philosophy in its first appearance in China and 
Greece. Reconstruction is certainly demanding in time and effort, but it is 
a rewarding strategy. We are on the tracks of ourselves, and by following 
these tracks we are able to make modernity comprehensible as the latest 
result in the process of history. For how modernity is to be understood first 
becomes comprehensible in its actual reconstruction. The strategy of first 
making the constructed character of the human mind comprehensible in 
terms of its process of formation and, in so doing, making transparent the 
constructed forms in which societies and cultures appear to us in history 
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is what I have subsumed under the concept of a historico-genetic theory. It 
is this theory that I seek to develop in the following as a theory of culture. 

The development of a historico-genetic theory of culture runs into a 
barrier. There is little doubt that the radical change in modernity’s un-
derstanding of the world has to be understood as a revolution in the way 
nature is conceived of. What has been less clearly perceived, however, 
is the radical change in the way man understands himself. Just as God 
escaped into an unfathomable seclusion at the outset of modernity, so too 
do the structures of mind of human existence escape understanding as 
long as they are hidden in the shrouds of an assumption of an indisputa-
ble transcendentality of mind. Surely, according to a transcendental con-
ception it is possible to reflect on the founding structures of the mind, but 
only in an introverted sense of showing that they are always already opera-
ting as powerful determinants in thought, which define human existence. 
The barrier that blocks the path of the historico-genetic understanding of 
man’s mind-based, sociocultural existence must be grasped as a moment 
in the developmental process of modernity. As such it can be understood 
completely: it presents itself as a remnant of precisely the kind of logic that 
we must succeed in overcoming. We currently live in a schism of logics. 
To clarify what the change in logic involves, it is first necessary to present 
a systematic account of the radical change that the worldview of modernity 
represents.




