Voltaire e I’attualita come problema filosofico
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In order to judge the actuality of Voltaire’s thought, one must redefine the
notion of actuality itself, and consider it, according to Walter Benjamin’s
theory of history, as a break in historical continuity, and not as a form of
everlasting presence of some elements of the past in the present. Conse-
quently, the heritage of Enlightenment is less a patrimony of doctrines and
ideals to be preserved and perpetuated, than a critical attitude towards
one’s own present. That implies, as Voltaire himself states, that a philoso-
pher should understand which is the «point one reaches»; nowadays, as
our own «point» has changed since Voltaire’s times, the only way to re-
main faithful to his mission, and to comply with his appeal to «conform to
the age», will be necessarily a critical attitude towards the myth of rea-
sonableness and progress he once embodied.
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«I1 n’y a que le contraste qui nous relie au passé».

(Tristan Tzara, Manifeste dada 1918)

I. Nel suo uso corrente e giornalistico, la nozione di “attualitd” non com-
porta soltanto un implicito giudizio assiologico su cio che a essa si con-
forma e cid che contrasta con essa — questo & ovvio —, ma implica altresi
una concezione del tempo storico, alla quale non & estraneo quel mito del
progresso le cui illusioni, a partire dalla fine del XIX secolo, sono state de-
nunciate innumerevoli volte. Benché I’ideale d’indefinita perfettibilita sia
giudicato ormai privo di fondamento, viene comunque data per scontata, da
un lato, la superioritd di quegli aspetti del passato che alla posterita appa-
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