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Text to Modernity Retired publication –  

 

 

 

Now Is It Really Too Much To Ask For? 

- In Search of a Conceptualization of Social Hope 

 

 

At the end of his recollections, in his own words thinking through four decades and two 

careers, Clifford Geertz talks about liberalism, its values and aims. For Geertz, what it 

comes down to is its deepest and most central commitment: “The moral obligation to 

hope”. (2000, 260) 

 

At the beginning of his last book to be published while he was still alive, appearing jusst 

before his death, Tony Judt puts the finger where it certainly does hurt. He asks: “Why do 

we experience such difficulty even imagining a different sort of society?” (2010, 34) The 

backdrop is the current malaise of one-size-fits-all, all-encompassing arguments of an 

economic nature. Judt continues, “Our disability is discoursive: we simply do not know 

how to talk about these things anymore.” (Ibid.) 

 

One reaction is to shout for a new type of language, and concepts that would help us with 

the task. This wishful longing after the newest of the new is well rehearsed by writers 

such as Ranciére (2006) and Badiou (2007). 

 

But what if we do not need to run after them, what if we should not waste time hunting 

down the new of the new? What if the conceptual tools for re-visiting and re-actualizing 

social hope are already available, but greatly in need of being activated, reclaimed and re-

valued?  

 

The task, in abstract sense, is clear. It is an activation of the content of a concept (symbol, 
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sign, act, etc.) that is situated and committed. It is the participatory act that Gadamer 

(1999, 55) called the act of sich vergegenwärtigen – articulation of a content in its history 

of effects, in connection to its past, present and future. 

 

In practical ways, the task is to address and re-validate the subject of social hope with the 

help of two distinguished conceptual tools. These are 1) Sigmund Freud’s 1914 text 

“Erinnern, Wiederholen and Durcharbeiten” (in English, “Remembering, Repeating and 

Working Through,” 1924) and 2) Gianni Vattimo’s text “Nihilism and the Post-modern 

in Philosophy,” 1988 (originally in Italian, 1985). The former focuses on the intertwined 

concepts named in its informative title, and the latter on the concept of Verwindung, 

which translates into the overlapping and conflictual acts of distorting, accepting, 

resignation and convalescence. 

 

What unites both Freud’s and Vattimo’s approach is the issue of how we relate to and 

confront the past. It is a past that is never to be solved, but rather always to be dealt with 

in each site and situation – critically, yet constructively. The questions that emerge are 

two-fold: 1) Is it a meaningful conceptual act to combine Freud and Vattimo? And if yes, 

2) what are the consequences of bringing these two conceptualizations together in order 

to re-activate the concept of social hope? 

 

 

 

                                  I 

 

The content of a concept is not neutral, given, stable, natural or objective. The content of 

a concept is on the move, and we should keep on moving with it. Not after, or behind, but 

with it. It is the need and necessity to think with, and to think with in terms of what the 

texts said there and then – and what it says to us now and here. 

 

The content of a concept is constructed, conflictual, contested, contextual. Thus, it is also 

confused. But it also should be compassionate. We need to feel with – and feel for. It is 
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not what it is, but how it is made, shaped and maintained in each context, its site and 

situation (See Hannula 2009, 29).  

 

It perhaps goes without saying that Sigmund Freud’s text “Erinnern, Wiederholen and 

Durcharbeiten” (Remembering, Repeating and Working Through) is one of the prime 

examples of a text that in itself is just a beginning. It is there, but it has not yet arrived. It 

needs to be interpreted – it needs to be made actual. It requires both historical 

contextualization and contemporary reflection. 

 

The text itself is short. It is truly a remarkable text. Ricoeur characterized it as strange 

(2005, 110). The contextualization of the text begins not only with its original year of 

publishing, 1914, but with its original sub-title, that was dropped out of later editions. It 

was called: Further Recommendations for the Technique of Psycho-Analysis II. 

 

Two words, obviously, which make the scene. The nature of the text is advisory. It makes 

suggestions on how to conduct the practice of psychoanalysis. It also makes the point of 

calling that internal logic of the particular practice a technique. 

 

It is certainly a temptation to read too much into and from this compact text. However, it 

is not an exaggeration to underline that this text passes on a version of a practice that is in 

a continuous process. These recommendations are not a static list of do this, do that. This 

technique is not a formula. 

 

Freud is very precise in addressing the demands and difficulties of the wished for act and 

aim of working-through. Its aim is to overcome resistance – resistance to remembering. 

For Freud, the act of working through is exactly that: it is acted out. Remembering 

happens through the compulsion to repeat, both in transference and in resistance (Ibid. 

151). 

 

Freud is also very careful in pointing out the dangers of the process. “It cannot always be 

harmless and unobjectionable.” (Ibid. 152) Thus, there are, there will always be clashes 
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and collisions.  

 

For Freud, working through the resistance is the part of the process that we need to stay 

with. We need to stay put with it. It demands continuity, it requires stamina – from all 

involved in the process. In one word, it needs time. What’s more, it is a confrontation 

“which cannot be avoided nor always hastened.” (Ibid. 155) 

 

 

Remembering, repeating and working-through. With time, within time. In and through 

time. Inside, in a practice that is open, self-reflective and self-critical. 

 

What more is needed? What more can be said, added? 

 

Time, care, and going through and through – emotions and motions. For us, for us, the 

emotional hooligans. 

 

In articulating a recommendation, recommending a technique, Freud is addressing 

himself and his colleagues. He is a doctor talking to doctors while the patient is waiting – 

perhaps listening, perhaps not. But what does it say to us? Not in 1914, but now, and 

here. Not in a clinical treatment, but in thinking with and thinking through the conditions 

of our conditions of being-in-the world? 

 

It would be futile to deny the difficulties, the connections between two very difference 

scopes of practices, and the differences between a micro and macro sphere of discussion. 

None of these difficulties should stand in one's way when making that particularity of a 

connection. And this connection is the procedural and the time-based character of Freud’s 

recommendation. 

 

There is no answer, there are no guarantees. There is a task; there is a chance, a 

motivation to keep on keeping on, digging deeper, not sliding sideways. Not slipping 

away, but staying at it, staying with it. 
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Remembering, repeating and working through. 

 

The significant part is the acknowledgment that you are stuck, allowing yourself the 

sensation that there is no way out. You have to face the gravity that pulls. Not the facts, 

not hard reality, but the ways in which you are in the world. You need to confront the 

stories that you tell and that are told about you. It is an I, it is a You, and it is an Us that is 

not isolated. It is an identity that is connected with the various parts and sides of itself, 

with its surroundings, and the ever on-going construction of relationship between all parts 

and participants. 

 

There is 24 karat gold of a fixed identity. But regardless of its process-based temperature, 

the main task is to keep that process going. For that, you need to be aware both of being 

stuck and then getting a little more unstuck.  

 

There is no magic, no remote control, no overall helping hand. There is a site, and there is 

a situation. You go through it, you work yourself into it. You are admitting that you have 

no easy way out. Even if what you did might have functioned before, you still need to try 

it out and actualize it again. And again. 

 

And for this, for this challenge of always continuing, falling down, stumbling and getting 

up again, you need a frame. You need a structure, a structure that is there to assist, not 

stand on your way. It is a structure, as in a time frame. Not for now, not for tomorrow, 

but for the whole distance – and back again. It is a structure that is aware of its past, 

present and future, allowing it to keep on moving – not moving away, but moving 

towards, within its historically effected consciousness. (See Gadamer 2004, 299-306)  

 

Because when we work through, we move – not alone, not outside, but together, inside 

the structures, inside, in their chances and challenges, what they include, and what they 

consequently try to exclude. We are part of it, and we need to try to be a participant in it. 
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In the words of Judith Butler, “Even the most given or non-chosen features of our lives 

are not simply given; they are given in history and in language, in vectors of power that 

none of us choose.” (2011, 12) 

 

Working through is a double take on an act that is continuously both a physical and a 

discursive act. It is the act we act, in and through our living body.  

 

 

 

                                        II 

 

 

On the face of it, Gianni Vattimo’s text “Nihilism and the Post-modern in Philosophy” is 

less of an enigma. But this distorts the nuances; the distinctions of where Freud and 

where Vattimo are comeing from – especially with what material Vattimo’s is coming 

about, and around. Whereas Freud, along the way, is creatively making and shaping the 

whole bag (psychoanalysis) he carries and pushes forward, Vattimo comes with a whole 

complexity of a bag (modernity) that spells the aim of going beyond metaphysics. And 

that, as an act of becoming, is not for the broken hearted. 

 

If Freud’s question (one of them, of course) is to ask: how do we come to terms with 

ourselves, especially in connection to the past, then Vattimo’s question (again, one of 

them) is to ask: how do we come to terms with our society, especially its past.  

 

True, Vattimo is not speaking directly about a society. He is talking about the values and 

the self-image of a society. He is talking about modernity, not more, nor less. He is 

talking about metaphysics of modernity. 

 

For Vattimo, it is not a question of whether we are or are not modern. There is no choice: 

we are stuck. We are stuck with our past, with the philosophical foundations of our past. 

In one word (one of the many possible ones), we are stuck with modernity. Here, this 
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colossus of a concept stands for unity, oneness and truth, to... well, just to begin with. 

 

Vattimo’s point, especially when writing the text in mid 1980s, was to argue for a 

position that claims that there is no way out. We cannot, and therefore, we should not try 

to leave behind, or go beyond, the metaphysics of modernity. It is not something that we 

can solve, or set aside. “Metaphysics cannot be thought of as just another human error, 

from which the subject could escape through an act of will or a more rigorous 

methodological choice.” (1988, 174) 

 

Metaphysics, and metaphysics of modernity, so to say, is here to stay. We better get 

along with it. Move along and with it. But how? 

 

This is where Vattimo opens up the bag and drags out a concept. It is not so surprisingly 

yet another German concept called Verwindung. Another concept that is never addressed 

with one version or as a version, but with various inter-connected characteristics and 

elements.  

 

The thing is that Vattimo takes this concept from Heidegger. And Heidegger takes it from 

Nietzsche. But where one takes something from, and what one does with it, is not the 

same thing. In Vattimo’s version, the important thing is to articulate what this concept is 

not about. It not about over-coming (Überwindung). Or reversal, or about over-throwing 

or solving; solving X, Y or Z, or anything.  

 

It is Verwindung that sets the score to its constant presence. It is an act that is both-and. It 

accepts and it distorts. It is made of resignation and of convalescence. It is a process of 

facing up to and living with the past, but is not a process that helplessly gets caught up 

with the past or gets captivate by it. (Ibid. 172) 

 

Verwindung is both-and. 

 

It is to remember, to recollect and re-think the past, the tradition that you come from, that 
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you are part of, and that you have a relationship with. It is to be with, to think with – and 

then to twist it, take it somewhere else, and to do something with it. Traverse it, distort it, 

and dissolve it. From within, not from outside. 

 

The past is with us. You can’t throw it away, and if you try, trying to hide, deny or not 

admit it, it just rebounds with an even fiercer force. A catastrophe, an accident waiting to 

happen that does not lie low; it catapults. Oh yes it does. Says Vattimo, and says Freud, 

too.  

 

Therefore, we've got to deal with it. Face it; accept it, go deeper and deeper into it. And 

then, then do something with it. Not against it, but for you. Not there, but here. Not then, 

but now.  

 

For Vattimo, Verwindung is an act of being responsible. It is the responsibility of 

comprehending where you are coming from in order to be actively available for dealing 

with and distorting it – or at least trying to. It is an act that must be situated, it must be 

embedded, and it must be seriously contextualized. It must know what it criticises and 

why – and what for. 

 

Therefore, for Vattimo this notion of being stuck and always being part of the 

metaphysics of modernity is not a cause for despair. On the contrary, it is the beginning 

of a beginning. It spells social hope. 

 

Vattimo applies Verwindung on a very personal level. He applies it in connection to his 

own personal past; a past that he is stuck with, but a past he has serious problems with. In 

Credere di credere (1999) Vattimo faces with his relationship to Catholic Church and its 

belief. It is a life-long process he has worked through, he has gone through, and is still 

going through: the acts of distorting, acceptance, resignation and convalescence, in terms 

of what this belief means to him. 

 

In short, the conflict is open, and the wound is deep. As a left-wing political philosopher, 
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as a homosexual man, the Catholic Church has somewhat different views of what it 

means to live a good life. In this confrontation, in and through the never-ending processes 

of Verwindung, what Vattimo does is that he takes some, and leaves some. He distorts, 

but he does not leave behind everything. He takes distance from what he calls the 

superstition of the institution. He leaves der Aberglaube, and makes and takes a secular 

version. He leaves a lot, but takes much much more with him. He takes two principles. 

He takes the principle of non-violence and the takes the principle of love. 

 

 

 

                                     III 

 

 

What happens when we put Freud and Vattimo together, setting the texts, placing 

Remembering, Repeating and Working Through and Nihilism and The Post-modern in 

Philosophy into an active give and take relation? And what, if anything, has this 

combination and its effects to do with the re-vitalization of the situated and 

contextualized concept of social hope? 

 

The benefit that these two rather short texts provide is a well-needed focus; a focus on 

build on and going further with. To stay, not to run away. To be particular, not generic. It 

gives us some of the necessary and essential coordinates of thinking-with and being with. 

 

Obviously enough, one should not force Freud and Vattimo together. There are too many 

discrepancies between these different but yet similar approaches to the role of the past 

and the question of identity in connection to the past. But what we can do – and we do 

not need to use any kind of a force to do it – is to allow these two texts to collide, caress 

and be combined with one another. 

 

With the combination, we get their intertwined notions that are in direct contact with re-

thinking and re-activating the concept of social hope. These are the elements of a) 
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historically effected consciousness, b) the notion of time, both its slowness and longevity, 

and c) the actualized situatedness of content of a concept. 

 

What both Freud and Vattimo push forward is the need to be aware of the conditions of 

our current conditions. We are not free-floaters. We are stuck with the past, but the 

question is always how we are trying to deal with it – a past that is constantly on the 

make and on the move. What these two writers also very effectively argue for is the 

notion of time, its slowness, its sense of feeling the gravity pull. It is not just that things 

take time, and that we ought to do things more slowly. It is a notion of the internal weight 

and substance that only comes in and through time. It is a process which gains credibility 

not through shouting, not through volume, speed and price, but through the slowness of 

facing up to, face-to-face, being with. In short, intensity and intimacy. 

 

Neither Freud nor Vattimo uses the vocabulary of a situated self. Both of them, however, 

address the need to both speak from and speak with. Both acts and actions are only 

meaningful when done consciously embedded into the sites and situations that the act is 

taking place with and from. There is no all-encompassing answer, formula or method. 

This is what Freud is driving at with the litany of Remembering, Repeating and Working 

Through. This is what Vattimo wants us to focus on with the constantly recurring 

openings of the concept of Verwindung. It is not what things are, but how they are made 

and re-shaped into the processes of becoming of a place. 

 

It is the social hope of always and constantly returning to the metaphorical scene of the 

crime. There is no now without its then, and there is no past that is not coloured with its 

vision of a future. Social hope is articulated and activated in the acts that take part in the 

processes of giving content to the concepts that we use and that have an effect on us. It is 

us staying with these concepts – not their static versions, but their constantly evolving 

and constantly newly anchored interpretations. 

 

It is a social hope based on the acts of many collisions that create and generate a loving 

conflict – a hope that makes us to come closer, get closer, and stay closer. Not longing for 
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the big bang, but making sure that we also make the waves, not just stare at them. The 

waves are made within the locally articulated versions of remembering, repeating, and 

working through, and doing this in a way that achieves change, achieves the acceptance 

and distortion, being-with and evolving toward, resisting and caring for. 

 

It is a set of intertwined acts, as in a matrix of a social hope that, to use a completely 

different vocabulary, is no longer asking how we could be more and more happy, 

successful and great. Instead, it is asking: how could we be and become a little less 

lonely. 

 

Now, is that really too much to ask for? For us to stay with it, and not to run away? Come 

back, and when returning, returning with another version of the changing same – a live 

and kicking version of a situated and committed social hope. Is it really too much to ask 

for? 
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