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Geophilosophical perspectives on post-national thought

Giangiacomo Vale

Abstract
Modernity has led to a progressive de-territorialization and to the consequent appearance of the large
spaces of modern nations, where the rational organization of space has replaced the harmony between
territory and individual and collective identity.  The growth of  State supposes  opening of  a  public
space, a rational, objective space, artificially built for the modern man, which has no allegiances and
no identities, but has acquired traits of universality through the “totalisation” of collective existence
into the ethno-political universality of nation. This is also done through a national educational project:
the State presupposes a centralized and exclusive control of the educational system, of the  paideia,
building a unique system of meaning, a unique meaning of facts that is the foundation of the western
mind. Modern man is  no longer just  a  man; he is  the philosophically educated individual:  Homo
Philosophicus.
With  the  decline  of  the  universalistic  model  of  the  Nation-State  and  the  shift  of  polical-juridical
investments  on  local  and  territorial  level,  philosophy  as  a  national  educational  project  may  be
accompanied by a kind of concrete moral that keeps together local truths and communitarian thoughts.
Beside the academic philosophy, providing universal teachings for a territorially, ethnically, legally and
politically homogeneous community, there’s a thought without legitimacy, without authority, without
proof, a “wild” thought, running from a return to territorial belonging. The public philosophy of the
20th century is accompanied by a thought of local space; the image of the state-teacher, guardian of
orthodoxy, is accompanied by a thought of the Earth, a  geophilosophy, that thinks in a new way its
location  (community,  identity),  which  doesn’t  consider  the  territory  as  an  emotional  place  for
individualism, but as the stage of our cultural identity, the physical and spiritual place of our living on
Earth in the age of nihilism.
Keywords: Identity, nation state, territory, geophilosophy, post-national though

Many factors can be used to establish the identity of a single individual or a political
grouping, and each one of them may exert a greater or lesser degree of impact on
various  persons  or  peoples  at  different  historical  periods  or  in  diverse  political
circumstances; each factor will inevitably have an effect on and be influenced by yet
other factors, as well as by the individuals or communities concerned, who will not
react passively to such influences. Of major importance is the relationship that an
individual or community has with otherness or diversity; in other words, with other
identities.  The  idea,  the  awareness  of  identity,  therefore,  is  in  no  way  static,
monolithic  or  fully  realised;  identity  is  intrinsically  open-ended,  progressing,
evolving.   All  these  aspects  form  part  of  a  common  core  which  functions  as
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something that (in keeping with its linguistic roots and its more strictly philosophical
meaning,  dating  back  to  Aristotelian  and  Thomist  traditions)  formalises  the
correspondence of an entity with itself,  which thus excludes any equivalence with
other  entities,  and  so  determines  its  difference  from them,  rendering  its  identity
definable  and  recognisable.  Symbolically  speaking,  we  could  imagine  identity  as
having the form of a spiral,  in which circular  movement around a central  axis is
combined with  an  ascending motion;  the  pull  upwards  is  counterbalanced by the
attraction towards the centre and the repetitive orbiting movement, in an ever-turning
yet never-repeating cycle.

In practical terms therefore, what are these factors that influence the identity
of individuals and groups and determine their character? Apart from the economic,
social and legal systems to which each person or community belongs, they can be
defined  and  differentiated  by  various  principles  and  symbols  which  have  been
accepted as values common to all. Such factors include the language they speak and
the territory they were born and bred in (the native land, or mother-country, to which
an individual or a people feel sentimentally bound, because it is an essential part of
their self-image and their emotional baggage); their memories of the past (as an epos
in which they have a positive perception of themselves); the rules that govern the
community, their customs, usages and established forms of social organisation, which
they have endowed  with civil and moral values (and which can be defined as the
ethos of  an individual  or a people);  the symbolic  elements common to the entire
community (their  mythos);  the sense of having a common destiny, in the sense of
sharing a  télos (a purpose or final goal); and the sense of belonging to a  genos, an
ancestral lineage, a family whose roots lie in the distant past1.

All this goes to show that identity is something that we construct and which in
turn  fashions  us.  A further  step  would  be to  determine  if  and to  what  extent  the
identity of a single person or of a community influences their actions, preferences and
decisions, and whether these are prescribed by identity or are solely dependent on
rational criteria. This brings us to a further question, linked to the discussion over
reason versus identity, which today forms a large part of philosophical and political
debate and has led to the demarcation between  liberals and  communitarians.  The
question is whether reason precedes or follows the creation of a personal identity.
Those who hold that  reason comes before identity place themselves on the side of
individualism and enlightened universalism, in other words, they are liberals. Those
who hold the opposite view, that identity precedes reason, are in the anti-universalist
camp of communitarians2.

The  idea  behind  the  liberal  stance,  which  could  also  be  described  as
“rationalist” or “utilitarian” is that there exists an unchangeable form of human nature
which remains consistent through time and space, and which regulates the choices of
each individual;  these choices are therefore not determined by any kind of social,
1 Cfr. Altan 1999, pp. 12-14.
2 Cfr. Marramao 2003.
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cultural or ethnic identity, but are based on reason. This is the dominant viewpoint in
contemporary  philosophy,  sociology  and  economics;  it  is  associated  with
methodological individualism and governed by the paradigm of rational choice and
the “standard model of rational behaviour”. The underlying concept of this model is
that an individual’s behaviour is motivated not by his identity or his culture, but by
his own private interest and his preferences, and is therefore describable only in terms
of rationalism and utilitarianism, or  rather,  in  terms of  cost-benefit  analysis.  This
interpretation  is  wholly  founded  on  the  economic  criterion  of  rationality,  which
explains not only the economics of the market but human behaviour in general. Man
is regarded and defined as  homo œconomicus – an individual who is strategically
oriented  towards  his  personal  autonomy.  This  rationalist  approach  necessarily
involves a universalist outlook in which there exist values (and therefore choices) that
are  universal  and  rational  and  that  predominate  over  motives  based  on  identity.
Basically, it means Reason before Identity. Identity itself is not denied, but only the
importance of the factors that help to create it; these factors are replaced by others
that are used to shape identity to the desired form. It is therefore created a posteriori,
as a political identity3.

The  alternative  to  the  rationalist  interpretation,  which  could  be  termed
“identity-based”, is instead founded on the assumption that our social, cultural and
collective identities shape our individual consciousness and our way of viewing the
world around us, and therefore fashion our belief systems, our ethical principles, and
any behaviour and decisions that result from them. Such an assumption presupposes
that  genuine  human  nature,  and  thus  genuine  rational  behaviour  cannot  exist.
Inevitably, therefore, rationality can only be exercised within the context of a given
cultural  or  collective  identity.  In  this  case,  we  have  Identity  before  Reason.  The
repudiation of the principle of autonomy which ensues from this goes hand in hand
with  the  denial  that  prescriptive  judgements  or  universal  rational  values  (and
choices)  can exist.  The figure of  homo œconomicus from the utilitarian model  is
replaced by homo sociologicus, a member of a community governed by pre-existent
social rules that he is obliged to passively obey, and whose origins are pre-rational
and pre-contractual4.

This antithesis between the rationalist and the identity-based models (and its
political  and  doctrinal  applications  which  distinguish  the  liberals  from  the
communitarians) leads us to envisage two different ideas of identity that reflect this
dichotomy: a political identity, which is a modern idea associated with nationality and
the state, and a collective identity, which is pre-modern and pre-national and typical
of  traditional  non-state  societies.  According  to  Charles  Taylor,  members  of  these
societies tended to develop a cosmogony, a complete symbolic system, in which they
included the universe, their society and an individual’s place in it within a stable,
uniform meaning-context. This enabled them to use their myths on the origins of the
3 Cfr. Sen 1999.
4 Cfr. Marramao 2003.
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world as answers to existential questions, and to endow their society with a past, a
present and a future (and therefore with an identity). The structure of pre-modern
societies, explained Taylor, reproduced the cosmic order through its hierarchies: «our
ancestors thought they belonged to a higher order. […] the divine order assigned and
justified the place of each individual in society: his role, his statute, and the meaning
to give to his life»5. As Jean-Pierre Vernant pointed out, an ancient Greek never had a
problem with his identity; there was no place in his mind-set for self-analysis6. Even
in medieval  Europe men did not  see themselves as autonomous personalities,  but
rather as belonging to a collectivity in which each had a function. In feudal society,
such roles were precise and explicit, and the individual was totally absorbed in them;
his destiny within society was in the hands of a higher power. There was no room for
subjective thought; an individual did not possess a personal identity7.

Modernity marks a deep mutation in the interpretation of the cosmos, of the
transcendental foundations of society, of its organization and of the rule of man. The
protestant reform (which implies a personal relationship with God), capitalism (which
puts  an  end  to  the  traditional  social  structures  in  which  the  social  role  of  an
individual, with its rights, determined his position in society and his identity), the
development  of  scientific  thought,  and  secularization  will  gradually  bring  to  the
repudiation of tradition and to the deification of the individual8.

Scientific  reason  tears  down  the  traditional  views  and  the  ancient  beliefs
which ruled the world and on which the organization of society and the consequent
identity  (individual  and  collective)  were  based.  The  illuminists  challenged  the
sacredness of the natural and social orders and subdued to critical reason traditional
morals and ideas,  wiping them out;  society becomes now a project  to  carry out9.
Individual  identity  will  not  be  determined by birth:  every individual  will  build  a
personal  microcosm,  a  personal  symbolic  and identity  system separated  from the
community. «One could speak of an individualized identity, characteristic of me and
that I discover in myself. This notion is born together with an ideal: to be faithful to
myself and to my way of being»10. Thus, at the end of the XVIII century, the idea of
individual identity appears.

The “new” identity has an ideological binding with national identity, of which
the national State is the defender. The identity of modern man is defined within the
only  community  with  which  he  is  permitted  to  identify:  the  national  State.
Nevertheless,  this  identification implies  a  bond with a  multitude of  nameless and
faceless individuals11: with a fictitious and imaginary community, which on the other

5 Taylor 2006, p. 25.
6 Cfr. Vernant 1989, p. 87
7 Cfr. Taylor 1991, p. 64.
8 Cfr. Gagné 2008.
9 Cfr. ibid.
10 Taylor 1991 p. 44.
11 Cfr. Smith 1992, p. 351.
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hand rescues man from a monadic life and from the feeling of alienation that modern
States imply. It therefore provides common roots, which are fictitious as well, and
often made up by forging history, geography, literature, etc. The ideology of national
State has therefore tried to impose an identity which had to replace the identity lost
with the end of common traditional bonds, and tried to subdue individuals to models
and values  that  they did not  produce,  and to  guide their  behavior.  It  reduced the
individual and his identity to a passive product of political and social determinations
which hang over him12.

Unlike ethnical identity, political-national identity is the result of a cultural
project born in the Enlightenment and carried out during the 19th century, when the
crisis of absolute monarchies causes the problem of giving new grounds to power,
different  from  divine  authority  or  the  sacredness  of  the  King.  To  legitimize  its
sovereignty, the State (in addition to guaranteeing security, wellbeing, legality) needs
to  build  and consolidate  a  shared  identity with  a  symbolical-political  universe  of
common values, memories, traditions, feeling of belonging, etc13.  An artificial and
virtual  identity,  which creates  political-national identity refusing every regional  or
local identity14.

To  this  purpose,  the  modern  State  has  implemented  a  specific  territorial
project. Territory is one of the main elements of formation and consolidation of a
social identity,  as it provides a material base made up by signs, symbols, objects,
landscapes,  places.  The  State  has  tried  to  take  advantage  of  the  geographical
dimension of identity, transforming local or regional territorial identities into national
territorial identities but ending up with creating abstract territorial agglomerates, with
an ideological and political spirit15.

Descartes’s dream of substituting the tangle of the woods with the artificiality
of  an ordered geometry has  eventually come true.  In  the great  spaces  of modern
nations, rational organization of space has taken the place of the harmony between
territory and identity. The State is a public place, objective, rational, artificially built
for modern man, void of belonging and identity, and whose collective existence is
totalized in  the nation’s  ethno-political  universality.  Civilization ends as  space,  as
topos,  and  attains  a  chronological  dimension,  a time without  spatial  boundaries,
consecrated to progress and to disillusionment16.

This territorial project is backed up by a cultural project: the State has had to
create  a national  collective conscience for its  citizens,  through the instruments  of
iconography,  of  education  and of  culture17.  In  this  respect,  E. Gellner  proposes  a
definition of the State in relation with the nation: as an entity which has the monopoly

12 Cfr. Mosconi 1994, p. 197.
13 Cfr. De Rougemont 1994, p. 225
14 Di Méo 2002, p. 181.
15 Cfr. Claval 1996, pp. 93-112.
16 Cfr. Bonesio 1997.
17 Cfr. Debarbieux 2006, p. 344.
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of the usage of culture and education instead of violence, because when homogeneity
and roots in a population are created, the constitutive apparatus is more important
than the repressive apparatus18. So «the great successes of politics have never been
achieved through strength, but through the conversion of spirits»19.

There  has  therefore  been  a  educational  state  project:  the  State  implies  a
centralized and monopolistic  control  of  the educational  apparatus  which creates a
single  system of  meaning based on the  paradigm of  universal  reason,  that  is  the
foundation  of  the  western  mentality.  Modern  man  is  not  only  Man,  but  the
philosophically educated individual: he is Homo philosophicus20. With the decline of
the universal model of the State-nation and the displacement of the political-legal
interests to the local and to the territorial, philosophy as educational state project can
be placed side by side to a sort of concrete moral, which puts together local truths and
communitarian  thoughts.  Next  to  the  State’s  philosophy,  which  gave  universal
teachings  for  a  territorially,  legally  and  politically  homogeneous  community,  a
thought  without  legitimating  is  placed,  a  thought  without  authority,  “wild”,
provincial,  immanent,  that  is  born  from  the  return  to  the  territorial  feeling  of
belonging and valorizes the spatial element connected to the Earth21.

Next to the public philosophy of XX century, the thought of local realities is
placed. Next to the image of the State professor, the custodian of orthodoxy, a thought
of the Earth is placed, a geophilosophy which refers to territory not as an emotional
place for universalistic individualism, but as the stage for our cultural identity, as the
physical and spiritual place of our living on the earth in the age of nihilism22. It is the
wish of a  return to  the “surprise” before the earth and the nature,  or Nietzsche’s
appeal for a «cosmic feeling». It is the call to a different  awareness of nature, not
anthropocentric, it is Aldo Leopold’s «thinking like a mountain»23.

The  national-political  identity  based  on  nation-state  equality,  which  had
replaced  pre-modern  or  communitarian  identity,  is  near  an  end.  After  the  limited
spaces of traditional societies and after the great spaces of modern nations tending to
globalization and to territorial emptying, it is the Earth, in its geophysics, political,
ecological and spiritual reality which gives meaning back to the territory and to the
geographical essence of man.

18 Cfr. Gellner 1983.
19 Gottmann 1952, p. 59
20 Cfr. Bonesio 1997.
21 Cfr. ibid.
22 Cfr. ibid.
23 Leopold 1968, p. 76.
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