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ABSTRACT

This essay investigates the existential and philosophical dilemmas of modernity, drawing on the prophetic insights 
of Friedrich Nietzsche and José Rizal as critical entry points. Though situated on opposite ends of the globe, both 
thinkers discerned a paradox at the heart of modernity: its promise of liberation entwined with new forms of domination. 
Nietzsche’s pronouncement of the “death of God” diagnosed the spiritual vacuum of Western civilisation, while Rizal’s 
critique of colonial modernity exposed the violence embedded in imperial progress. Together, they illuminate the 
dialectics between emancipation and barbarism that have shaped the past century. Complementary reflections by Paul 
Johnson, Viktor Frankl, and Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn highlight modernity’s contradictions, particularly the instrumental 
rationality that enabled both human flourishing and systematic destruction. Cultural transformations, marked by the 
fragmentation of coherent narratives, are further exemplified in the literary visions of W. Somerset Maugham and 
Gabriel García Márquez, whose works capture the dissonance of fractured modern identities. The inquiry culminates 
in an exploration of hypermodernity’s crisis of selfhood, where digital “excarnation” threatens embodied human 
experience. Against this backdrop, the essay advocates for situated transcendence and moral imagination as pathways 
to reclaim sensibility amid disintegration. By echoing the voices of past thinkers, it calls for a conscious inhabiting of 
modernity’s tensions—an effort to confront paradoxes with compassion and creativity. Ultimately, the essay envisions 
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more grounded in ethical vigilance and imaginative renewal, as antidotes to the alienation of the contemporary age. 
Echoing the voices of past thinkers, it calls for a nuanced engagement with the unresolved paradoxes of the modern 
Geistes—an effort to inhabit its tensions consciously and compassionately while envisioning more humanistic futures.
Keywords: History of Knowledge; Critique of the Modern World; Critical Discourse Analysis; Christian-Hegelian 
Criticism; Philosophy of History

1.	 Introduction
In the twilight spaces between epochs, prophetic 

voices often emerge from the margins, their words carrying 
the weight of futures not yet realised. Such was the case 
with two figures separated by geography yet united in their 
capacity to perceive the contours of the coming century: 
Friedrich Nietzsche, whose fractured mind became the 
vessel for Europe’s most disturbing premonitions, and José 
Rizal, whose clear-eyed vision from the colonial periphery 
anticipated the convulsions of empire. Their convergence 
across continents speaks to a singular intuition: that the 
twentieth century would become both the fulfillment and 
negation of modernity’s promise, a crucible in which hu-
man sensibility would be simultaneously refined and shat-
tered. These prophetic voices perceived what contemporary 
scholarship has struggled to comprehend: that modernity’s 
deepest paradoxes were not incidental features of historical 
development but constitutive elements of consciousness’s 
encounter with its own possibilities. Nietzsche’s diagnosis 
of Western civilisation’s “God is dead” moment revealed 
not merely a crisis of belief but a fundamental transforma-
tion in the conditions of human meaning-making. From 
the opposite shore of imperial experience, Rizal witnessed 
how the “modern spirit” that had “reached the farthest cor-
ners of the earth” carried within its promises of progress 
the very seeds of violence and domination it claimed to 
transcend.

Sure, contemporary scholarship may have respond-
ed to these paradoxes through increasingly sophisticated 
interpretive frameworks. Gadamerian hermeneutics, for 
example, offers dialogical models of understanding that 
seek to bridge cultural and temporal distances through 
the “fusion of horizons.” Postcolonial and decolonial cri-
tiques expose the colonial matrix of power that undergird-
ed Western modernisation whilst advocating for epistemic 
pluriversality and decolonial alternatives. Technological 

determinism and digital humanities explore how computa-
tional mediation transforms the very conditions of histor-
ical consciousness and cultural memory. Secular-religious 
dialectics trace the complex genealogies through which 
transcendent meaning migrates between sacred and secular 
forms of life.

This essay advances a different approach, hence—
one that recognises these contemporary frameworks as 
necessary moments in consciousness’s development to-
ward more comprehensive self-understanding whilst tran-
scending their respective limitations through what might 
be termed a Christian-Hegelian synthesis. This perspective 
draws upon Hegel’s recognition that authentic historical 
understanding requires the capacity to hold contradictory 
elements in productive tension rather than resolving them 
prematurely into false harmonies or abstract oppositions. 
It incorporates the Christian insight that genuine transcen-
dence emerges not from the avoidance of suffering and 
contradiction but from their faithful inhabitation in the ser-
vice of a more comprehensive vision of human flourishing.

1.1.	Objectives and Approach

Generally, this paper critically reflects and meditates 
on the far-reaching implications of modernity in culture 
and the greater critical history of ideas, positioning itself 
against the backdrop of contemporary scholarly approach-
es that have dominated philosophical interpretations of 
20th-century history. More specifically, this essay aims to 
accomplish five interrelated objectives that together con-
stitute a comprehensive reexamination of modernity’s par-
adoxes and their continuing manifestations.

1.2.	Significance and Contemporary Rele-
vance

The significance of this inquiry lies in its attempt to 
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transcend reductive narratives about modernity that either 
uncritically celebrate progress or entirely condemn its de-
structive aspects. Contemporary scholarship has become 
increasingly sophisticated in its analysis of modernity’s 
complexities, yet it remains unable to provide the synthetic 
vision necessary for genuine comprehension. The herme-
neutical approach’s emphasis on dialogue, the postcolonial 
critique’s focus on power relations, technological deter-
minism’s material analysis, and secular-religious dialectics’ 
genealogical method each capture important dimensions of 
modern experience whilst remaining trapped within partial 
perspectives that cannot encompass the whole. By engag-
ing with diverse critical perspectives spanning different 
cultural contexts and historical moments, this analysis of-
fers a more nuanced understanding of the complex dialec-
tic between emancipation and domination that characteris-
es modern experience. 

The attempt of this essay is to integrate Western 
philosophical critique with perspectives from colonial and 
postcolonial contexts, providing a broader global frame-
work for understanding modernity as a contested and het-
erogeneous phenomenon rather than a universal trajectory. 
Yet unlike contemporary postcolonial scholarship, which 
often remains trapped within reactive opposition to West-
ern hegemony, this approach recognises that the deepest 
forms of domination are internal—manifesting as con-
sciousness’s alienation from its own deepest possibilities—
and therefore require forms of response that transcend the 
binary of coloniser and colonised. This perspective has 
particular relevance for addressing contemporary chal-
lenges related to technological development, cultural frag-
mentation, and the search for meaning in an increasingly 
disenchanted world. The digital revolution has intensified 
modernity’s contradictions in ways that existing scholarly 
frameworks prove inadequate to comprehend. The Chris-
tian-Hegelian approach offers resources for understanding 
why technological sophistication coexists with growing 
spiritual impoverishment, why increased connectivity ac-
companies deeper forms of alienation, and why the multi-
plication of cultural options produces what Taylor calls “the 
malaise of modernity” rather than authentic enrichment.

Against the backdrop of contemporary scholarship’s 
sophisticated yet ultimately insufficient responses to mo-
dernity’s crisis, this essay proposes that what is needed is 

not another partial perspective but a genuinely synthetic 
approach capable of comprehending these contradictions 
as necessary moments in consciousness’s development 
toward more comprehensive self-understanding. The 
Christian-Hegelian framework provides both the concep-
tual apparatus for such comprehension and the practical 
wisdom necessary for inhabiting these contradictions cre-
atively rather than being destroyed by them. The voices 
of Nietzsche and Rizal, speaking from opposite ends of 
the imperial order, remind us that modernity’s crisis was 
never merely European or merely colonial but represented 
a fundamental transformation in the conditions of human 
existence itself. Their prophetic insights, vindicated by 
the century’s subsequent catastrophes and achievements, 
point toward possibilities for synthesis that contemporary 
scholarship has yet to fully explore. This essay attempts to 
develop those possibilities whilst remaining faithful to the 
complexity of experience that made such prophecy both 
necessary and possible.

2.	 Review of Literatures: of History 
in/with/through/and Philosophy 
and Vice Versa

The philosophical interpretation of twentieth-century 
history has undergone significant reexamination in con-
temporary scholarship, particularly within frameworks that 
acknowledge the interpretive complexity of historical un-
derstanding. This literature review examines recent schol-
arly discourse on historical interpretation of the twentieth 
century, focusing on four dominant perspectives that have 
emerged in the last decade, whilst positioning these within 
broader hermeneutical approaches to historical meaning.

2.1.	Contemporary Hermeneutical Approach-
es to Historical Understanding

Recent scholarship has increasingly turned to her-
meneutical methodologies for understanding the complex-
ities of twentieth-century historical experience. Gadamer’s 
concept of “fusion of horizons” has profoundly shaped 
contemporary understandings of historical meaning and 
interpretation, challenging the ideal of wholly objective 
historical knowledge. As Iñaki Xavier Larrauri-Pertierra 
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demonstrates, Gadamerian hermeneutics accommodates 
dialogical encounters between self and other, recognis-
ing how horizons are reconstructed through intercultural 
dialogue whilst maintaining that genuine understanding 
requires openness to otherness [1]. Ryan Krahn’s extension 
of Gadamer’s model to postcolonial contexts explores the 
fusion of horizons as a transcultural understanding that 
rejects both naïve universalism and incommensurability. 
This movement towards intercultural hermeneutics demon-
strates that Gadamerian insights remain vital for address-
ing contemporary pluralism, yet it also reveals the limita-
tions of dialogue-based approaches when confronted with 
deeply asymmetrical or antagonistic contexts [2].

From an educational vista, Silvia Edling and col-
leagues’ analysis reveals that hermeneutical inquiry in-
creasingly focuses on themes such as cosmopolitanism, 
democracy, and emancipation, all requiring openness to 
differing horizons of value and meaning [3]. However, their 
findings also expose the methodological tensions inherent 
in attempting to ground historical understanding purely in 
dialogical encounter without recourse to transcendent prin-
ciples of judgment.

2.2.	The Postcolonial Critique of Modernity 

The emergence of the “modernity/coloniality” par-
adigm, centred on the works of Aníbal Quijano, Walter 
Mignolo, and Dipesh Chakrabarty, has fundamentally re-
shaped scholarly understanding of modernity’s global di-
mensions. Quijano’s concept of the “coloniality of power” 
exposes how Western modernity’s rationality, economic 
organisation, and structures of knowledge are deeply im-
plicated in global systems of domination [4]. Paulo Quin-
tero’s recent analysis demonstrates how Quijano’s critical 
framework, developed over six decades, reveals the insep-
arability of modern capitalist power relations from colonial 
forms of knowledge and social hierarchy [5]. Walter Migno-
lo’s 2017 assertion that ”coloniality is far from over, and so 
must be decoloniality” [6] emphasises the need for continual 
epistemic disobedience and ”delinking” from Eurocentric 
paradigms. His work underscores the necessity of pluriver-
sality—the recognition of multiple forms of truth and be-
ing—as a condition for imagining truly decolonial futures. 
Chakrabarty’s continued influence through Provincializing 

Europe challenges the uncritical projection of “Europe” as 
the origin and arbiter of modernity, arguing that Western 
categories cannot simply be transplanted onto other histo-
ries [7].

Gurminder K. Bhambra’s synthetic work articu-
lates how both postcolonial and decolonial methodologies 
interrogate the infrastructure of knowledge production, 
encouraging greater reflexivity about positionality and dis-
ciplinary boundaries [8]. However, critics point to the ten-
dency for these approaches to idealise local epistemologies 
whilst underestimating the extent of material and symbolic 
power still wielded by Western paradigms.

2.3.	Technological Determinism and Digital 
Humanities

Scholarly engagement with technology’s influence 
on history has undergone a significant transformation in 
the past decade, fueled by the rise of digital humanities 
and renewed debates about technological determinism. 
Ben Roberts maps out the landscape of media archaeology 
and critical theory of technology, focusing on contributions 
from Wolfgang Ernst and Bernard Stiegler [9]. This tradition 
examines technology as an agent of historical processes 
whilst confronting technological determinism and resisting 
teleological models of history. Bernard Stiegler’s philos-
ophy, with its concept of “technics” as the prosthetic and 
temporal dimension of human being, argues that human 
consciousness and culture are always already shaped by 
technical artefact, suggesting a co-evolution of humanity 
and technology. Crucially, Stiegler proposes that techno-
logical change restructures temporality itself, implying that 
the conditions for historical consciousness are insepara-
ble from the artefact and media through which memory is 
stored and transmitted [10].

The digital humanities now interrogate how com-
putational methods and artificial intelligence are trans-
forming historical research and cultural heritage. Caruso 
and Spadaro reflect on the possibilities and philosophical 
implications of deep learning and automation [11], whilst 
Frontoni and colleagues document interdisciplinary efforts 
to ensure that artificial intelligence enriches rather than im-
poverishes cultural complexity [12]. The 2024 “AI & Histo-
ry” special issue explores how computational advances ne-
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cessitate reflection on foundational concepts such as truth 
and authenticity in historical practice [13,14]. In contrast, Yuk 
Hui’s philosophical interventions question the presumed 
universality of Western philosophies of technology, ad-
vocating for a more pluralistic, cosmotechnical approach 
that reflects indigenous and non-Western perspectives. His 
work demonstrates how models of technological moder-
nity must be critically evaluated in light of local histories 
and epistemologies [15].

2.4.	The Secular-Religious Dialectic

Charles Taylor’s “A Secular Age” provides a widely 
cited philosophical history that interrogates how Western 
societies shifted from a condition where belief in God was 
“unalterable” to one where it is merely an option among 
many. Taylor opposes simplistic narratives attributing sec-
ularisation to scientific rationality, instead tracing complex 
genealogies through medieval and early modern transfor-
mations [16]. Ian Hunter observes that Taylor’s “Catholic” 
reform master-narrative frames secularisation as the dis-
embedding of rational subjectivity from its prior sacral, 
communal, and cosmic moorings [17]. This so-called Radi-
cal Orthodoxy movement, spearheaded by John Milbank, 
Catherine Pickstock, and Graham Ward, offers a sustained 
post-secular critique of modernity that rejects the autono-
mous division between faith and reason. Milbank contends 
that the “death of God” associated with secularisation 
undermines both metaphysics and ethics, threatening to 
reduce public discourse to mere materialist functionalism 

[18]. Pickstock’s liturgical theology argues that liturgy is not 
merely an expression but a consummation of philosophical 
and theological insight, providing the primary site where 
time, language, and subjectivity are patterned [19].

However, E.A. Grant’s eschatological critique as-
sesses Pickstock’s approach as simultaneously embracing 
and collapsing historical and eternal time, suggesting un-
resolved tensions between anticipation and fulfillments in 
Christian historical consciousness [20]. Matthew Grimley’s 
historical account of church-state relations demonstrates 
the reciprocal evolution of the British state and its religious 
culture, corroborating claims that neither religious nor sec-
ular meanings are static but are continually reshaped in di-
alogue with social and political developments [21].

3.	 Theoretical Framework and Meth-
odology

3.1.	The Dialectical-Hermeneutical Approach: 
Beyond Synthesis toward Concrete Analy-
sis

This study employs what can be termed a “dialecti-
cal-hermeneutical” methodology that moves beyond ab-
stract theoretical synthesis toward concrete historical anal-
ysis. Rather than proposing a new overarching framework, 
this approach examines how consciousness encounters and 
processes historical contradictions through specific cul-
tural mediations. The methodology draws on Hegel’s con-
cept of determinate negation—the idea that consciousness 
develops not by rejecting contradictions but by working 
through them to reach a more concrete understanding. The 
framework operates through three interconnected analyti-
cal moments [22]. First, contradictory recognition examines 
how cultural figures acknowledge and articulate the funda-
mental tensions of their historical moment. Second, medi-
ating response analyses the specific forms through which 
these figures attempt to navigate or transform these con-
tradictions. Third, dialectical assessment evaluates which 
responses prove generative for further historical develop-
ment and which remain trapped within the contradictions 
they seek to overcome.

This methodology differs from existing approaches 
in its treatment of contradiction as ontologically consti-
tutive rather than epistemologically problematic. Where 
hermeneutical approaches seek fusion of horizons through 
dialogue, and postcolonial critiques focus on power asym-
metries, this framework examines how historical actors in-
habit and transform contradictions through concrete prac-
tices and cultural productions. As Theodor Adorno argued 
in Negative Dialectics, authentic thinking must learn to 
“think against itself” without premature reconciliation [23].

3.2.	Primary Sources and Analytical Strategy

The study centers on a comparative analysis of Frie-
drich Nietzsche’s The Gay Science (1882/1887) and José 
Rizal’s The Philippines a Century Hence (1889–1890) as 
paradigmatic expressions of modernity’s contradictions 
from European and colonial perspectives, respectively. 
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These texts are contextualised through secondary testimo-
nial sources: Viktor Frankl’s Man’s Search for Meaning 
(1946), Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s The Gulag Archipelago 
(1973), and cultural texts by W. Somerset Maugham and 
Gabriel García Márquez that register narrative fragmenta-
tion under modern conditions.

The selection criteria prioritise texts that: (1) ex-
plicitly thematise modernity’s contradictory character, (2) 
emerge from different cultural and geopolitical positions, 
(3) combine philosophical reflection with lived historical 
experience, and (4) demonstrate consciousness grappling 
with its own conditions of possibility rather than offering 
abstract solutions.

The analytical strategy traces how each text iden-
tifies specific manifestations of what might be called the 
“modern aporia”—the simultaneous necessity and impos-
sibility of grounding human meaning in purely rational 
or secular terms. Rather than harmonizing these diverse 
responses, the analysis examines their productive tensions 
and mutual illuminations.

4.	 Discussion: The Concrete Uni-
versal of Modern Consciousness: 
Dialectical Moments in Cultural 
Response

4.1.	The Prophetic Moment: Anticipating 
Dark Dialectic of Modernity

When Nietzsche’s madman proclaimed “God is 
dead—and we have killed him” [24], he articulated not 
merely a theological observation but a diagnostic insight 
into the fundamental structure of modern consciousness. 
This death represented what Gillian Rose calls the “broken 
middle”—the condition in which consciousness recognises 
its loss of substantial foundations while remaining unable 
to create adequate substitutes [25]. Nietzsche’s genius lay 
in recognizing that this murder was both liberating and 
catastrophic, unleashing human creative potential while 
simultaneously removing the traditional grounds for moral 
judgment. 

From the colonial periphery, José Rizal perceived a 
parallel structure in the encounter between European mo-
dernity and indigenous societies. His prediction that “within 

a century the Philippines will be either a Spanish province 
populated by Spaniards, or it will be a free nation” antic-
ipated not merely political independence but the broader 
process by which colonial subjects would appropriate and 
transform the very concepts of freedom and nationhood 
that their colonisers had denied them [26]. Rizal understood 
that decolonisation would require inhabiting the contra-
dictions of European political thought rather than simply 
rejecting them.

Both thinkers grasped what subsequent history 
would confirm: that modernity’s emancipatory promis-
es contained within them new forms of domination that 
would manifest as industrialised warfare, totalitarian poli-
tics, and what Hannah Arendt later called “the banality of 
evil” [27]. Their prophetic insight lay in recognising these 
contradictions as structurally necessary rather than acci-
dental features of the modern condition.

4.2.	The Testimonial Moment: Consciousness 
under Extreme Conditions

The 20th century transformed these abstract contra-
dictions into concrete historical experiences that tested the 
limits of human consciousness. Viktor Frankl’s account 
of Auschwitz provides crucial evidence for understanding 
how consciousness responds when stripped of external 
supports. His central insight, that is “everything can be 
taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human free-
doms—to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circum-
stances”—reveals the irreducible core of human dignity 
that persists even under systematic dehumanisation [28].

Crucially, Frankl’s logotherapy emerged not despite 
but through his encounter with extreme suffering. His dis-
covery that meaning could be found even in meaningless 
situations demonstrates what might be called the “deter-
minate negation” of nihilism—a movement through and 
beyond despair that generates new possibilities for human 
self-understanding. This movement contradicts both opti-
mistic humanism, which denies the reality of radical evil, 
and pessimistic nihilism, which treats suffering as ulti-
mately meaningless.

Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s Gulag Archipelago docu-
ments a parallel process within the Soviet context, where 
ideological systematisation produced its own forms of 
dehumanization. His analysis reveals how totalitarian sys-
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tems attempt to eliminate the very possibility of meaning-
ful resistance by reducing all human activity to economic 
or political categories [29]. Yet Solzhenitsyn’s own testimo-
nial practice demonstrates the persistence of what he calls 
“the simple step of a courageous individual”—the refusal 
to participate in collective lies even when such participa-
tion would be materially advantageous [30].

These testimonial works suggest that consciousness 
possesses resources for resistance that are activated pre-
cisely under conditions of extreme pressure. Rather than 
confirming human weakness, they reveal capacities for 
moral and spiritual response that emerge through rather 
than despite historical suffering.

4.3.	The Cultural Moment: Narrative Frag-
mentation and New Forms of Meaning

The breakdown of traditional narrative structures un-
der modern conditions generated new literary and cultural 
forms that registered consciousness’s changing relationship 
to time, meaning, and identity. W. Somerset Maugham’s 
Of Human Bondage traces Philip Carey’s journey through 
successive disillusionment with religion, art, philosophy, 
and romantic love, culminating not in cynical rejection 
but in the recognition that “the only reasonable thing is 
to accept the fact that life has no meaning and to act as 
though it had” [31]. This paradoxical conclusion—acting 
as if life had meaning while knowing it lacks a transcen-
dent foundation—captures what Charles Taylor calls the 
“cross-pressures” of modern existence. Maugham’s novel 
demonstrates how consciousness learns to generate mean-
ing through commitment and relationship rather than de-
riving it from metaphysical guarantees.

Gabriel García Márquez’s One Hundred Years of 
Solitude registers these same tensions from a postcolonial 
perspective, where the “magical” elements of the narrative 
emerge from the collision between indigenous and Europe-
an forms of temporal consciousness. The novel’s circular 
structure, in which the Buendía family is condemned to 
repeat rather than learn from history, dramatises the spe-
cific forms that modernity’s contradictions take in contexts 
shaped by colonial violence and cultural displacement [32]. 
Márquez’s narrative technique suggests that adequate re-
sponse to postcolonial conditions requires new forms of 
storytelling that can hold together contradictory temporal 

experiences without resolving them into false synthesis. 
The novel’s famous conclusion: “races condemned to one 
hundred years of solitude did not have a second oppor-
tunity on earth”, warns against the dangers of remaining 
trapped within cycles of repetition rather than achieving 
genuine historical transformation. This is why his Nobel 
speech on “The Solitude of Latin America” identifies a 
particular manifestation of this crisis in regions marked 
by colonialism and uneven development. “We have had to 
ask but little of imagination,” he declares, “for our crucial 
problem has been a lack of conventional means to render 
our lives believable” [33]. The seemingly magical or absurd 
elements of Latin American reality—what would be called 
“magical realism”—emerge as a response to historical ex-
periences that defy conventional narrative frameworks. 
Needless to say, but this fracturing of narrative took dis-
tinctive forms across different cultural contexts.

4.4.	The Contemporary Moment: Digital Me-
diation and the Crisis of Embodied Expe-
rience

The 21st century has intensified rather than resolved 
these contradictions through what Sherry Turkle calls “life 
mix”—the increasingly seamless integration of digital 
and physical experience that transforms the conditions of 
consciousness itself [34]. Digital technologies promise en-
hanced connectivity and expanded access to information 
while simultaneously producing new forms of isolation 
and attention fragmentation. The phenomenon of “contin-
uous partial attention,” identified by Linda Stone, reveals 
how digital mediation affects consciousness at the neuro-
logical level [35]. The capacity for sustained reflection and 
deep engagement—capacities that figures like Frankl and 
Solzhenitsyn demonstrated under extreme conditions—be-
comes increasingly difficult to maintain under conditions 
of technological acceleration and information overload.

Yet this crisis also generates new possibilities for 
cultural response. Digital humanities projects that preserve 
and analyse testimonial literature, online communities that 
form around shared meaning-making practices, and new 
forms of artistic expression that creatively engage with 
technological mediation all suggest ways that conscious-
ness continues to assert its irreducible dignity under chang-
ing historical conditions.
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4.5.	Toward Practical Wisdom: Inhabiting 
Rather than Resolving Contradiction

Rather than proposing abstract solutions to these 
continuing contradictions, this analysis suggests that an 
authentic response requires what Aristotle called phrone-
sis, i.e., practical wisdom that emerges through engaged 
participation in particular situations [36]. The figures ex-
amined here demonstrate various forms of such wisdom: 
Nietzsche’s creative affirmation, Rizal’s strategic national-
ism, Frankl’s therapeutic practice, Solzhenitsyn’s testimo-
nial witness, and the literary innovations of Maugham and 
Márquez.

What unites these diverse responses is their refusal 
to escape from historical contradiction through either cyn-
ical detachment or utopian fantasy. Instead, they demon-
strate how consciousness can inhabit tensions creatively, 
generating new possibilities for human flourishing without 
denying the reality of limitation and suffering. This capac-
ity for creative inhabitation may be particularly crucial in 
our current moment, when technological acceleration and 
global connectivity create unprecedented opportunities for 
both human enhancement and human diminishment. The 
task is neither to reject technological development nor to 
embrace it uncritically, but to develop forms of practical 
wisdom adequate to navigating its contradictory potentials.

5.	 Conclusions
Toward a New Synthesis: Recovering Sensibility 

in a Fragmented World
If the dialectic of modernity has reached an impasse 

in the twenty-first century, what possibilities remain for a 
new synthesis? Not a naive reconciliation that denies con-
tradiction, but a higher integration that preserves tension 
within a more comprehensive vision—what Hegel would 
recognise as genuine Aufhebung, i.e., upheaval, refusal, 
rejection, or subversion in the sense of Adorno and Hork-
heimer, 1972. It is a simultaneous overcoming and preser-
vation. The voices examined in this essay, in their varied 
responses to modernity’s crisis, suggest several pathways 
toward such a recovery of human sensibility in a fragment-
ed world.

First, there is the necessity of bearing witness to 
the contradictions of our time without being paralysed by 

them. Solzhenitsyn’s unflinching documentation of the 
Soviet system, Frankl’s testimony from the concentration 
camps, García Márquez’s rendering of Latin American re-
ality—all demonstrate how truth-telling serves as a foun-
dation for authentic response. As Taylor argues, “The work 
of retrieval is never finished, never fully successful … but 
it is an indispensable task”. This work of retrieval involves 
acknowledging the full weight of modernity’s failures 
while remaining open to its unrealised possibilities. It re-
quires what Paul Ricœur called a “second naiveté,” which 
is a capacity to engage with symbolic and narrative tradi-
tions after, rather than before, critical consciousness has 
done its work.

Second, there is the cultivation of what might be 
called a “situated transcendence”, that recognition of 
meaning that emerges not from abstract principles but from 
concrete engagements with others and with the world. 
Maugham’s Philip Carey discovers that love, not concep-
tual certainty, provides the basis for meaningful existence. 
This insight resonates with Taylor’s concept of “fullness”, 
those moments when “our lives are more fully, more deep-
ly, more meaningfully lived”. Such fullness arises not from 
escape from the conditions of modernity but from deeper 
engagement with them.

Third, there is the recovery of what Johnson calls “the 
moral imagination,” i.e., the capacity to envision alterna-
tives to the dominant logic of technical control and market 
fundamentalism [37]. This imagination draws on traditions 
that precede and transcend modernity without simply re-
jecting modernity’s valid insights. It seeks not a return to 
premodern certainties but a new synthesis that incorporates 
the best of both premodern wisdom and modern freedom.

The paradoxes and existential anguish that defined 
the 20th century have not resolved in the 21st; they have 
morphed and intensified. Yet this continuity should not 
lead to despair. The prophetic voices that warned of moder-
nity’s dangers also pointed toward resources for its trans-
formation. Nietzsche’s diagnosis of nihilism was accompa-
nied by his call for a “revaluation of all values” [24]. Rizal’s 
critique of colonialism was inseparable from his vision of 
national renewal. Frankl’s experience of extreme suffering 
led to his affirmation of human dignity [28]. Solzhenitsyn’s 
condemnation of Soviet totalitarianism was matched by his 
faith in spiritual rebirth [30].
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These voices suggest that the human spirit, though 
vulnerable to history’s cruelties, possesses resources of 
resilience and imagination that no system can fully extin-
guish. As Taylor argues, “Even in the most flattened, most 
univocal of secular perspectives, there remains a possibil-
ity of a transformation perspective, a moment of opening” 

[16]. This opening—this capacity for transcendence with-
in immanence—may be the most precious legacy of the 
twentieth century’s crucible of consciousness.

The task of the 21st century, then, is not to resolve 
the paradoxes of modernity but to inhabit them more fully, 
more consciously, more compassionately. It is to recognise 
that technological power without self-understanding is a 
danger, that information without wisdom is a burden, that 
connectivity without community is a form of isolation. 
It is to forge what Eagleton calls a “tragic humanism”—
one that acknowledges the reality of human limitation and 
suffering while affirming the possibility of meaning and 
dignity [38]. In this endeavour, the voices of the past century 
offer not just warnings but examples—demonstrations of 
how human sensibility can transform even the most chal-
lenging circumstances into opportunities for meaning and 
creation. Their legacy reminds us that the human spirit, 
while shaped by historical forces, is never fully determined 
by them. It retains the capacity for what Hegel called “the 
labor of the negative,” being the transformative work 
through which consciousness confronts its own contradic-
tions and emerges at a higher level of understanding [39]. 
This labour continues, unfinished and unfinishable, as the 
defining task of our time.

Perhaps the final paradox of modernity lies in its un-
intended revelation: that the very crisis it precipitates—the 
disenchantment of the world, the fracturing of narrative, 
the technologisation of experience—may also be the cruci-
ble in which a more profound human sensibility is forged. 
Not a return to premodern certainties, but a movement 
through and beyond modernity’s contradictions toward 
what Eagleton calls “a tragic humanism capable of salvag-
ing the Enlightenment by bringing it into dialogue with 
its own dark side” [38]. This dialogue—between faith and 
doubt, between meaning and absurdity, between transcen-
dence and immanence—is not a problem to be solved but 
the very substance of human consciousness in its ongoing 
evolution. The 21st century, inheritor of the previous cen-

tury’s paradoxes, may yet become the theater for this con-
sciousness to recognise itself anew.

In the end, the Christian-Hegelian perspective rec-
ognises this dialogue not as an unfortunate consequence 
of modernity’s failures but as the necessary condition for 
consciousness’s development toward authentic self-un-
derstanding. The 21st century, inheritor of the previous 
century’s paradoxes, may yet become the theatre for this 
consciousness to recognise itself anew—not through the 
resolution of contradictions but through their faithful in-
habitation in the service of a more comprehensive vision 
of human flourishing. Therefore, history, like culture and 
in culture, is an ever-unfolding text—never neutral, always 
prone to a call for (re-)interpretation, indeed as a force, 
rather than an effort to provide a coherent set of answers to 
existential questions that beset humanity in the passage of 
one’s lifetime [40].
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