
Prometheanism and Rationalism

0. Future Shocks

How are we to cope with the end of the End of History? It is easy to dismiss Francis Fukuyama’s 

prophesy of unending Western liberal democracy from our current vantage point, but the truth is  

that  we have yet  to  fully  extract  ourselves  from the horizon of  expectations  that  made such a 

seemingly absurd pronouncement possible. We remain stuck in an historical frame that congealed at 

the close of the last century, when the sudden collapse of communism in the East and the gradual 

assimilation of counter-cultures in the West dissolved our popular images of the outside of global 

capitalism and opposition to mainstream liberalism. The result is what Mark Fisher calls capitalist  

realism, in which our collective inability to imagine a post-capitalist or even post-neoliberal society 

leaves us with little choice but to plan for more of the same: incrementally improved consumer 

products,  increasingly  flexible  working  arrangements,  and  inexorable  marketisation  of  public 

services. There is no alternative. The present will go on indefinitely. The future has been cancelled.

Nevertheless, there are signs that this horizon is beginning to disintegrate. The indefinite present is  

cracking  under  stress,  and  the  future  is  slowly  seeping  back,  unbidden,  into  our  collective 

imagination. This has little to do with the global financial crisis and its ramifications. If anything,  

the crisis exemplifies capitalist realism’s ability to render disruptive events normal. It has more to 

do with a network of self-reinforcing tendencies whose disruptive consequences are not simply 

difficult to predict, but impossible to normalise in the long run. We can divide these tendencies into 

three broad strands, each of which is driving dynamics sustaining the human species away from 

their established equilibria:-

i) The  Dehumanisation  of  the  Environment  :  Anthropogenic  climate  change  and  terminal 

resource depletion – exemplified by permafrost melt and soil erosion – threaten to push the 

planetary environment beyond the threshold of human habitability.

ii) The  Dehumanisation  of  the  Economy  :  The  current  wave  of  technological  automation  – 

driven by advanced robotics, machine learning, and big data – is expelling labour from the 

production process faster than it can be reintegrated, disrupting the balance between labour 

and capital, and threatening a phase shift in global capitalism.

iii) The Dehumanisation of the Human  : The rapid development and increasing accessibility of 
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technologies that modify human biology, psychology, and sociality – spearheaded by the 

convergence  of  nanotechnology,  biotechnology,  information  technology,  and  cognitive 

science – threatens to dissolve the cognitive, reproductive, and evolutionary unity of our 

common form of life.

The sheer causal complexity of these tendencies has so far made them easy to ignore, but their 

continuing escalation will produce future shock on multiple fronts: ecological disasters, professional 

extinctions, and ramifying dysphoria. However it turns out, the future will not be more of the same,  

and we will be forced to face this fact whether we like it or not. This means reconstructing our 

horizon of expectations. The crucial question is whether we can do so in line with an egalitarian 

commitment to collective emancipation.

While these escalating tendencies confront us with possible discontinuities between the present and 

the future, they do not determine a single possible future, let alone an unconditionally better one. It  

is  not  just  that  the  catastrophic transitions  they portend have  multiple  possible  outcomes  (e.g., 

accelerating  automation  could  equally  end  in  neofeudalism,  luxury  communism,  or  cyberpunk 

dystopia), but that they interact and conflict with one another (e.g., the eradication of biological life  

on earth is likely to abort any nascent artificial superintelligence). This means that we can no more 

return to the Grand Narrative of Progress than we can remain in the End of History. If we are  

committed to an egalitarian politics, then this leaves us with three options for reconstructing our 

relation to the future:

i) Fatalism  : We reject our historical agency, resign ourselves to the worst possible outcomes, 

and commit to a politics of amelioration.

ii) Messianism  : We reject our historical agency, cultivate hope for the best possible outcomes, 

and commit to a politics of anticipation.

iii) Prometheanism  :  We embrace  our  historical  agency,  investigate  the  tendencies  and  their 

possible outcomes, and commit to a politics of intervention.

How are we to assess these options? It should be clear that Prometheanism constitutes the most 

radical break with the horizon of capitalist realism. The alternatives preserve different elements of 

its suppression of the future: fatalism overcomes our collective inability to imagine the future, only 

to  consolidate  limits  on  political  planning;  whereas  Messianism  converts this  inability  into  a 

eschatological vision of an unimaginable future, in order to replace political planning with political 
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ritual. Prometheanism alone sees the  transition between present and future as a site of political 

contestation.  Given  this,  the  question  becomes:  What  reasons  could  there  be  to  reject  

Prometheanism in favour of fatalism or messianism?

The Promethean affinity for technology provides the most obvious source of criticism. Each of the 

tendencies  we  are  considering  is  intimately  connected  to  the  uncontrolled proliferation  of 

technologies  and  their  ramifications.  However,  insofar  as  Prometheanism  is  committed  to 

technological control, it is entirely possible to dispute the use of any given technology from within 

the Promethean perspective. The most powerful source of anti-Prometheanism is thus to be found 

not  in  the  rejection  of  any  particular  technological  solution,  but  in  more  general  critiques  of 

technology, articulated in terms of the forms of thought and action that define it. For some, any 

problems associated with uncontrolled technological proliferation are inevitable consequences of 

the drive for technological control that Prometheanism exemplifies, and so cannot be solved by it. 

For others, any solutions that depend upon collective control are essentially complicit in the systems 

of domination that collective emancipation opposes, and so cannot be egalitarian.  The critiques 

come in many forms: from Heidegger’s critique of technological enframing and Adorno’s critique 

of instrumental rationality to post-structuralist,  post-modernist, and post-colonial critiques of the 

legacy of the enlightenment. It is impossible to address these individually here.

However,  they  can  still  be  usefully  analysed  in  terms  of  the  way  they  motivate  fatalism  and 

messianism. The essence of fatalism is skepticism about our capacity for action. It allows that we 

can understand our fate, but denies that we can change it for the better. The essence of messianism 

is skepticism about our capacity for understanding. It denies that we can understand our fate, and 

thereby affirms that it may be better than we predict. If such skepticism is motivated by a general 

critique of our capacities, then it must be driven by worries about Reason. The former is driven by 

worries about  practical reason,  or our general  ability to use our understanding of the world to 

change it; and the latter is driven by deeper worries about theoretical reason, or our general ability 

to  understand  the  world  in  the  first  place.  This  means  that  any  comprehensive  defence  of 

Prometheanism  must  include  a  defence  of  rationalism.  I  do  not  to  aim  provide  such  a 

comprehensive  defence  in  this  paper,  but  simply  to  lay  the  groundwork for  one,  by  exploring 

Prometheanism’s dependence on rationalism in more detail. I will begin by...
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1. Mythology and Enlightenment

If we are to explore the relation between Prometheanism and rationalism, then we must explain 

each position on its own terms. Let us begin with a provisional definition of Prometheanism, taken 

from Ray Brassier:-

Prometheanism: The rejection of predetermined limits upon action and self-transformation.

This suggests a similar definition of rationalism:-

Rationalism: The rejection of predetermined limits upon thought and self-understanding.

The parallel between these definitions then suggests an obvious connection between the two. If 

action is constrained by thought, and self-transformation is constrained by self-understanding, then 

the rejection of limits on one implies the rejection of limits on the other. Therefore, Prometheanism 

entails  rationalism.  However,  there  is  more  to  each  position  than  these  provisional  definitions 

suggest, and more to their connection than this simple entailment. What constitutes a predetermined 

limit in these cases? This crucial question is best answered by returning to the mythic origins of 

Western  thought,  and  showing  how  the  birth  of  Prometheanism  and  rationalism  during  the 

Enlightenment responds to these myths.

The foundational myths that establish the relation between  humanity and  nature in the Western 

tradition are the Judeo-Christian myth of the fall of man and the Greek myth of Prometheus’s theft  

of fire from the gods. Both myths describe a prelapsarian state wherein all living things have a 

prescribed role in the order of nature, as represented by the divine will. The origin of humanity in 

each case has two moments: a moment of  creation as merely one more animal within the natural 

order, albeit with a distinctive quality, such as a  positive resemblance to the divine or a  negative 

absence of innate animal capacities, and a moment of  rupture as humanity is wrenched from this 

order, only to be related to it in a new way. In the myth of the fall, it is the acquisition of theoretical 

knowledge that wrenches humans from the natural order, insofar as it is through understanding this 

order that it becomes possible to transgress it. In the myth of Prometheus, it is the acquisition of 

practical knowledge that wrenches humans from the natural order, insofar as it enables them to 

subvert this order and to carve out their own place within it.  The expulsion from Eden and the 

torment of Prometheus serve to foreshadow the dangers of such knowledge.
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The legacy of these myths consists in the way they frame the opposition between  freedom and 

necessity. To understand this it  is important to make a distinction between  causal necessity and 

normative necessity – between the way things must be and the way things ought to be – precisely 

because the myths systematically conflate the two. The myth of the fall actually invokes normative 

necessity  to separate human freedom from causal  necessity:  the possibility  of transgressing the 

moral order presupposes free will, understood as independence from the causal order. By contrast 

the myth of Prometheus describes the opposition between human freedom and causal necessity as a 

ongoing struggle: the subversion of the natural order is a process of  empowerment, in which we 

circumvent causal necessities by expanding our causal capacities. The theological foundation of 

each myth is the notion that the relation between freedom and necessity is circumscribed by the role 

that humanity plays within the natural order. This establishes freedom as a gift given to humanity, 

which  comes  with  certain  causal  constraints  on  possible  action and  normative  constraints  on 

permissible action.

It is the structure of this gift that produces a systematic ambiguity between causal and normative 

constraints.  This  ambiguity  is  an  essential  component  of  the  notion  of  nature  in  the  Western 

tradition, and it is the ideological foundation of the predetermined limits that Prometheanism and 

rationalism  reject.  The  ambiguity  enables  two  rationalising  dynamics  that  shape  our  historical 

conscious:

i) Inertial Rationalisation  : The gradual interpretation of  social norms governing historically 

stable  societies  as  causal  conditions of  human  survival,  or  the  conversion  of  social 

equilibrium into natural equilibrium.

ii) Reactive Rationalisation  : The sudden reinterpretation of constraints on what we can do as 

constraints  on what  we  should do once they have been overcome,  or the conversion of 

empowerment into transgression.

We could give many examples of these dynamics in action, and even operating in succession: the 

naturalisation of heterosexual monogamy and the denunciation of reproductive technologies such as 

contraception and artificial insemination are a case in point. However, it is more important to see 

the role they play in the constitution and exercise of social authority, in the form of tradition and 

religion. The basis of the Enlightenment is the rejection of these modes of authority, and it is here 

that Prometheanism is born, even if it is Romanticism that makes Prometheus’s stand for human 

freedom against the will of Zeus the symbol of collective emancipation.
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The history of the Enlightenment is rich, complex, and controversial, and I have no choice but to 

simplify  it  drastically.  I  will  focus  on  Jonathan  Israel’s  distinction  between  the  radical and 

moderate strands of the Enlightenment, represented by the uncompromising rationalism of Spinoza, 

and the more cautious empiricism of Locke.  The crucial  epistemological  disagreement between 

rationalism  and  empiricism  concerns  the  relative  priority  of  the  inferential and  experiential 

components  of  thought  and  their  relative  contribution  to  our  knowledge.  Rationalism  has 

historically made the bolder metaphysical claims about reality – following lines of reasoning that 

carry it  beyond the bounds of experience – while  empiricism has done its best  to  police these 

boundaries. However, much as the rationalism of Descartes worked to reinvent Christian theology, 

the empiricism of Locke worked to preserve it from the more radical rationalism of Spinoza and his 

inheritors. This covert defence of religious faith was eventually formalised in Kant’s transcendental 

synthesis  of  empiricism and rationalism.  This exemplifies the modus operandi  of  the moderate 

strand: the conservation of certain forms of traditional and religious authority in the face of radical 

critique.  However,  it  is  important  to explain how the epistemological  considerations motivating 

moderation in the theoretical sphere come to motivate moderation in the practical sphere.

The political radicalism of Spinoza’s thought lies in its evisceration of the mythic legacy of the 

Western  tradition.  On  the  one  hand,  he  strips  nature  of  all  normative  necessity:  there  is  no 

transgression,  only  empowerment.  On  the  other,  he  dissolves  the  opposition  between  human 

freedom and causal  necessity:  there  is  no free  will,  only  acting  in  accordance with  one’s own 

essence.  Freedom is causal  power and causal  autonomy, and it  is  given by nothing to  no one. 

Politics  is dedicated  to  designing  society  to  maximise  freedom,  and  it  is  beholden  to  neither 

tradition nor religion. It is not until Goethe that Spinoza will be linked to the figure of Prometheus, 

but he is clearly Promethean as we have defined it. By contrast, the political liberalism of Locke is  

founded on an appeal to  natural rights to life, liberty, and property. These rights place normative 

constraints on the exercise of political power over individuals, curtailing traditional and religious 

authority to some extent, but, as has become clear in the intervening centuries, precisely how these 

rights limit the exercise of power and precisely who possesses them can be highly arbitrary. The fact 

that freedom remains a gift permits rationalisation of the traditional power of landowners and the 

subhuman status of  women,  slaves,  and the colonised.  What  does any of  this have to  do with 

epistemology? In short, it is the ineffability of the gift that protects rationalisation from Reason.

It  is  extremely  important  to  understand  this  theological  residue  correctly.  The  proliferation  of 

political liberalism is associated with the rise of secularism in the West, and so we must explain 
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how this ineffability is compatible with institutional agnosticism. The crucial point is that one can 

be actively indifferent to what gives the gift without being indifferent to what is given: we can be 

both thoroughly agnostic about the divine principle within nature and hopelessly gnostic about the 

divine spark within humanity. Political liberalism remains committed to a notion of liberty founded 

on the independence of free will from the causal order. It is a normative framework that begins with 

choice,  and systematically  ignores the causal  conditions  that enable  choice.  It  is  a  demand for 

freedom that refuses to understand what freedom is. The consequence is a botched universalism, in 

which what it is to be a free agent has been implicitly indexed to a series of supposedly unmarked 

particulars, as the process of stripping away contingent characteristics halts at the edge of what it 

knows: the white, male, heterosexual, bourgeois, cis, etc.

However, it is here that classical rationalism also falters. Its rejection of predetermined limits upon 

thought undermines its rejection of predetermined limits upon self-understanding. Its commitment 

to engaging with Reason on its own terms – following lines of reasoning wherever they may lead – 

tends to obscure the causal conditions that enable such reasoning. This is nowhere more evident 

than  in  Descartes,  where the purported  self-evidence of the cogito conceals  an unanalysed and 

unanalysable thinking substance. This makes what it is to be a knowing subject as easily indexed to 

unmarked particulars as what it is to be a free agent. This is a criticism that even Spinoza cannot 

fully avoid. The obvious connection outlined earlier means that this flaw in classical rationalism 

undermines  classical  Prometheanism.  If  we  cannot  understand  the  causal  constraints  upon  our 

reasoning, then how can we overcome them?

2. Contemporary Prometheanism

3. Contemporary Rationalism
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