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1. Hegelian idealism
With Hegel, German idealism, inaugurated by Fichte and developed by Schelling, 

reaches the highest degree of systematization. History, religion, philosophy and more 
generally all human knowledge find their place within the Hegelian system, in a titanic 
effort to provide a definitive answer to the questions that have always accompanied 
humanity.

This attempt was unsuccessful, as Nietzsche and Kierkegaard rightly observed, 
but carried out with a commitment and with an internal consistency that determined 
its success among posterity. The breadth of Hegelian reflection exerted a vast and 
profound influence on the history of ideas and, in particular, inspired Marx and his 
economic- political ideal.

Hegelian philosophy, with a clear immanentistic approach, re-proposes a theme 
developed in the past by Spinoza and, even earlier, by the Gnostic tradition. Elements 
that have led to the question of whether Hegel, like Fichte, was also a Mason. The 
conjectures advanced in this regard have not led to certain proofs, but have nevertheless 
established that the father of absolute idealism maintained cordial relations with 
the Freemasons, as evidenced by his youthful correspondence. In fact, Hegelism is 
presented as a form of pantheistic Gnosticism, in which the spiritual and vital principle 
is immanent in nature and unfolds in dialectical opposition to it to finally reach the 
fullness of self-awareness.

The triadic dialectic of thesis, antithesis and synthesis is taken from Fichte, but 
formulated with greater precision by Hegel, who introduces the concept of Aufhebung, 
that is, the inclusion/overcoming of the opposition between thesis and antithesis in 
the synthesis.

Although mature, Hegelian idealism, like the Fichtian one, uses unclear ideas to 
express its contents, veiling them with an ambiguous aura.
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The Hegelian dialectic is represented by the absolute idea (thesis), which is 
alienated in nature (antithesis) and reaches fullness with the spirit (synthesis), which 
has become perfectly self-conscious precisely through absolute idealism, the fulfillment 
of the history of human thought.

The alienation of the idea in nature, its material antithesis, brings Hegelism back 
into the wake of an ancient tradition, which began with late Neoplatonism and reached 
its clearest formulation with Spinozian pantheism. In any case, in Hegel there is an 
innovative dynamic/dialectical element compared to the past.

The spirit, at first an abstract idea, incarnates itself in nature and opposes itself, 
and then becomes self-aware first with religious intuition and then with philosophy, 
according to a dynamic and dialectical unfolding of its potential. Theology is thus 
subordinated to philosophy, in a substantial inversion of the medieval order, centered 
on the idea of God. With Hegel, not only Cartesian anthropocentrism finds further 
confirmation, but is incorporated into a holistic spiritualistic conception. Man, and in 
particular the philosopher, becomes the apical and self-conscious part of the absolute 
spirit, which engulfs everything within it. Any form of transcendence is firmly denied, 
because it would crack the pantheism or rather the pan-spiritualism of the Hegelian 
system, referring man and his investigation to an ontological principle that is irreducible 
to the knowledge of him.

The gnostic dimension of absolute idealism resides in the claim of all-understanding, 
where everything finds an explanation and every problem is solved. The absence of 
a gap between the knowing subject and the known object rests on their identity, which 
generates a hermetically closed gnoseological circuit.

The path begun three centuries earlier by Descartes reaches, thanks to Hegel, 
a significant stage, full of consequences for future history, in particular politics. The 
young Marx, in fact, would have grasped some aspects of the Hegelian political dialectic 
to push them to the point of absolutization, making them the cornerstone of his own 
philosophy. From the master/slave dialectic, with which the German philosopher 
explained the ethical and political decadence of the ruling classes, Marx would have 
drawn his fundamental idea of   class struggle. Thus the theoretical foundations were 
laid for the revolutionary uprisings of socialist inspiration, which would shock Europe 
from the mid-nineteenth century until the Bolshevik revolution of 1917.

Another Hegelian element destined to permeate European political history was 
the absolutization of the state, transformed into an institutionalized manifestation of 
the spirit itself. The Hegelian conception of an ethical state would have inspired both 
the fascist regimes and the communist and radical democratic regimes, sharing the 
same root. The absolutization of the state is implied by the very structure of Hegelian 
philosophy, which incorporates everything dialectically, reinterpreting history in terms 
of the progressive manifestation of the spirit.
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It follows that moral judgment is devoid of any value and that the idea of freedom 
turns out to be illusory, since everything that happens takes on the chrism of necessity, 
within the framework of overall coincidence between spirit, nature and history. 
Justificationism was, more than any other aspect of absolute idealism, a harbinger of 
negative implications, which would not have been long in manifesting themselves.

Once again it’s worth emphasizing the convergence between Hegelianism, 
Spinozism and Jewish Gnosticism, denying ethics and freedom, which no longer 
find a place in the unfolding of history, reduced to mere necessity. These are concepts 
that don’t even contemplate the idea of evil, considered a mere external appearance.

2. The romanticism
A part of European culture reacted to the eighteenth- century Enlightenment 

rationalism with romanticism, intent on rediscovering popular traditions and, as in 
the case of Chateaubriand, also Christianity.

The first half of the nineteenth century saw Europe intent on re-evaluating the 
importance of feelings and emotions in human life, considered irreducible to the mere 
rational datum imposed by the previous century.

Among the numerous schools that animated romanticism, that of the Schlegel 
brothers emerged for theoretical importance, who offered a multiplicity of aesthetic 
ideas to the literary and artistic community of the time, placing themselves as a center 
of convergence at an international level.

Freemasonry, which arose in the rationalistic aura of the eighteenth century but 
deeply permeated with Gnostic irrationalism, not only didn’t remain a passive spectator 
in the face of new cultural trends, but demonstrated its mimetic and opportunistic 
qualities by encouraging, within the romantic movement, the antiquity dimension, 
reinterpreted in a neo-pagan and anti- Christian key.

With the Napoleonic heyday, a real Egyptomania emerged throughout Europe, 
affecting both the major art and the decorative arts, determining the characteristics 
of the Empire style, eclectic in taking possession of ancient symbols to bend them to 
the new concept of power.

Classical civilization, which had provided Christian philosophy and theology with 
a solid structure of thought, became the object of a cult full of resentment towards 
Christianity, accused of having put an end to the polytheistic tolerance of ancient 
times with its monotheistic fanaticism.

Parallel to the cult of the past (especially classical, but also medieval), the cult 
of the exotic flourished, in which the idealization of the East was fueled by striking 
archaeological discoveries and by the deepening of linguistic studies.

The revaluation of the Christian heritage remained a marginal phenomenon within 
romanticism and, as we had occasion to recall at the beginning of the paragraph, reached 
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its most complete expression in The genius of Christianity (1802) by François- René 
de Chateaubriand.

Consistent with the tumultuous spirit of the time, the French writer’s apology 
rested on sentimental impetus and on aristocratic pride in the Catholic tradition, 
rather than on solid doctrinal knowledge, a characteristic that decreed its immediate 
success, but also its rapid oblivion.

3. The positivism
At the same time and parallel to romantic sentimentality, which found its highest 

expression in the aesthetic- literary field, the nineteenth century witnessed an impressive 
scientific and technological development, which raised numerous questions also in 
the philosophical field.

From the encounter between nineteenth- century science and philosophy, 
positivism was born, hostile to theological and metaphysical speculation, considered 
incapable of promoting the material and moral development of humanity. The founder 
of positivism was the French Auguste Comte, born into a well-to-do observant and 
legitimist Catholic family, who soon expressed the desire to give life to a new philosophy, 
able to reconcile scientific research with the needs dictated by human existence.

Comte’s ambiguous thought of him, afflicted throughout his life by serious 
psychoses that led him to attempt suicide, has its hinge in the boundless trust in 
technical- scientific progress, which, according to him, would imply a profound reform 
of society. The philosopher’s faith in science and its applications underwent a partial 
attenuation in the second part of his existence, according to many scholars influenced 
by states of mystical psychic exaltation, which led him to found a positivist atheist 
church. In fact, in maturity, Comte expressed the desire to spread a real religion of 
humanity (identified with the supreme being), which met with a favorable reception 
especially in the Brazilian context. The motto that appears on the flag of the South 
American state, “Ordem and progress”, is in fact derived from the Comtian “Love as 
a principle and order as a basis; progress as a goal”.

As a utilitarian and anti-metaphysical philosophy, positivism approached 
liberalism, from which, however, the elitist intent to refound society on the meritocratic 
distribution of power between scientists and technocrats on the one hand and industrial 
capitalists on the other hand distinguished it in part. Beyond the differences, however, 
lies the centrality of the economic element, which places the author of the Course of 
Positive Philosophy (1830–1842) in the wake of a practical thought that can be declined 
both as capitalist liberalism and as revolutionary socialism.

While not fully sharing the theoretical assumptions and ethical intentions, Comte 
was strongly influenced by the thought of Saint- Simon, his teacher and inspirer, the 
first to speak explicitly of positivism. Alongside pragmatism, another trait d’union 
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between the two French thinkers was the commitment, each on their own, in giving 
philosophy an atheist mystical- religious imprint, in which the cult of humanity took 
the place of the cult of God.

Saint- Simon was not the only philosopher who influenced Comte, who was also 
sensitive to Mazzini’s social humanism and, especially, to Hegel’s dialectical idealism, 
from which he resumed the division of history into three evolutionary stages: 
theological, metaphysical and positive.

Beyond the obvious idealistic influence, it should be emphasized that positivism 
began with facts, understood in rationalistic, objective and anti-metaphysical terms. 
The uncritical exaltation of scientific and technical progress, of an Enlightenment 
matrix, placed Comte in a position to exert a wide and lasting influence on science 
and philosophy, with particular relevance in the case of Russell’s twentieth- century 
neo-positivism.

From the unexpected mixture of techno- scientific omnipotence and mys-
tical impulses, some of Comte’s students would have drawn inspiration to 
approach Blavatsky’s theosophy, suspended between mediumistic spiritism 
and charlatanism.

Finally, it should be remembered that positivism also exerted a wide in-
fluence in the pedagogical field, as evidenced by the work of Italians Ardigò, 
Angiulli, Siciliani e Gabelli.

4. Darwinian evolutionism
A decisive push for the affirmation of scientific positivism came, during the nine-

teenth century, from Darwinian evolutionism.
Charles Darwin was born in 1809 in England, to a father who is a doctor of liberal 

and atheist ideas and a mother belonging to the rich industrial bourgeoisie, linked to 
the Unitarian movement.

In the wake of family tradition, both his father and grandfather were established 
doctors, Darwin began his medical studies at the University of Edinburgh, without 
being able to finish them due to his strong impressionability and lack of propensity. 
The subsequent attempt to devote himself to an ecclesiastical career with enrollment 
in Cambridge also failed, because Darwin’s interest was already clearly directed to 
naturalistic studies. When the opportunity arose to embark on the brig Beagle for 
a trip around the world, the young scholar jumped at it, sailing for about five years, 
full of scientific observations and samples that proved to be of fundamental impor-
tance. The countless stages of exploration, which touched uncontaminated areas 
of Latin America and Oceania, allowed Darwin to observe nature with tranquility 
and attention.

36 Section 3.



Returning to his homeland, he settled in a small town, from which he rarely left, 
and began to reflect on the numerous data collected to develop a theory that explained 
the diversity found within species, both over time (fossil records), both through space 
(intraspecific varieties). Thus, various works were born, both of a general nature and 
of an analytical nature, among which the most significant for innovativeness was On 
the Origin of Species, published in 1859. In it, the scientist argued that living species 
had arisen from a very long evolution, due to both environmental and internal factors, 
the latter later cataloged by research as genetic.

Darwinian theories were not limited to introducing novelties of a scientific nature, 
but involved serious theological problems for all Christian churches. Both in On the 
Origin of Species and in the subsequent The Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation 
to Sex (1871) the derivation of man from the monkey was hypothesized, according 
to a perspective that collided with the account of the first book of the Bible, Genesis.

To explain the mechanism of evolution, Darwin made use of an expression des-
tined to become famous, “natural selection”, with which he intended to highlight how 
the action of the environment on life promoted the varieties most suitable for survival 
and eliminated those less suitable.

This idea, strongly influenced by the economic- demographic theories of the Rev-
erend Malthus, soon overflowed from the naturalistic boundary to spill over into the 
political sphere. From scientific Darwinism we then moved on to social Darwinism, 
that is to the idea that human society was governed by laws in all respects similar to 
natural ones, with the selection of the most flexible subjects or groups to the detriment 
of others, according to a which did not take into account either the moral or the spiritual 
dimension and reduced human relationships to mere mechanisms. Social Darwinism 
exerted a vast influence on various political orientations, becoming fundamental in 
the elaboration of racism, already active in the second half of the nineteenth century 
and which came to full expression in the following century, with Nazism.

The attitude of the Catholic Church regarding the innovations introduced by 
Darwin was marked by the utmost prudence, because it was a theory with possible 
negative implications on Christian dogmas.

The most important document on the subject, addressed directly, is the encyclical 
of 1950 “Humani generis”, with which Pius XII took a position on the question, almost 
a century after his appearance. The pontiff warned not only against scientific Darwin-
ism, but also against materialism, historicism and atheistic existentialism, hostile to 
Christianity. A Catholic’s task, Pacelli recalled, is to use the intellect to thoroughly and 
unhurriedly sift through the novelties of a scientific and philosophical nature, espe-
cially in the event that they directly call into question the truths revealed by the Holy 
Scriptures. With regard to evolutionism, Pius XII recalled that it was a theory not to 
be prejudiced as regards the origin of the human body, as long as he didn’t undermine 
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the dogma relating to the divine creation of the soul. The pontiff also dwelt on the 
irreconcilability of polygenism with the Bible, as affirming the existence of multiple 
primeval human couples means contradicting the biblical account and disavowing 
both original sin and the history of salvation.

In his important encyclical, the pope criticized the fashion, also widespread in the 
theological field, of denying a priori the literal value of the Bible and venturing into 
critical exegesis based on scientific discoveries in contrast with the depositum fidei. 
The innovating modernist tendencies, already emerged at the end of the 19th century 
and harshly condemned by St. Pius X, were evidently far from defeated forty years later, 
so much so as to induce Pius XII to return to the subject to confirm the magisterium 
of Church and its Thomistic foundation.

After the decisive intervention of Pius XII, the reflection on the relationship be-
tween evolutionism and Catholic doctrine has undergone further phases, with the 
pronouncements of successive popes over time. Today’s position, open to the possibility 
that Darwin’s theory is correct and, in the still unproven case, that man derives from 
the monkey, reiterates that the presence of the soul in the body isn’t compatible with an 
insufficient level of intelligence to understand the meaning of the divine announcement.

On the other hand, the very formulation of evolutionism has changed in depth 
over time, by virtue of the correction of the many initial errors, among which the most 
important consisted in the belief (of Lamarckian derivation) that the natural environ-
ment could make changes to hereditary level (today we would say genetic).
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