
Falling, Failing and Fading in the Method

In War and Peace, Count Leo Tolstoy provides us with an interesting account of the
following of high rank officers that the Tsar, Alexander I of Russia had appointed as his
Council of War. Thus, while his attacking enemy, the great emperor Napoleon I of France,
made decisions by himself, the unpractical Tsar relayed on the words of several young
and old Russian officers. Among these officers we read, however, about the presence of
a German general, Count von Bennigsen who represented a one wing of the Council.
This wing namely insisted to apply a method in the preparing of the upcoming battle.
Since the beginning of the French and Russian conflict in Smolensk, across the border
with Europe, the more theoretical and methodological wing of the Council was given
high credit. However, slowly, as the French foe proceeded successfully into the Russian
territory, the wing of more practical officers, those who actually had the experience of
the battle field, the smell of the gun powder in their nostrils, prevailed and the foe is
finally  repelled,  this  not,  however,  through a decisive victory (the French did in fact
managed to get into Moscow and accidentally sets it on fire). In the decisive battle of
Borodino,  rather  than  a  victory,  the  old  and most  criticized  Russian  general  Mikhail
Ilarionovich  Kutuzov  inflicted  to  the  Napoleonic  army  a  wound,  using  Tolstoy's
expression.  As  a  wounded  animal  then,  this  army  (mostly  consisting  of  German,
Hungarians and Italians) had to flee and was later hunt down by brave guerrilla soldiers,
the only instances of true heroes that Tolstoy admits. Only later, the inexperienced Tzar
Alexander, like an hunter and the new hero, was after the wounded foe, being able to
even counter invade Europe.

This would be a rather simplistic way of seeing such a far more complex historical event
which Tolstoy himself tries to problematize by claiming that it was no Napoleon or no
Russian general to have decided the sort of the conflict but it was, in fact, an inevitable
force going first from West to East and then from East to West. We may then attempt to
understand the position of the German theorists of war under such a Tolstoyan way of
thinking. Despite the fact that one of the main protagonist of the novel, the aide-de-
camp  Prince  Andrey  Nikolayevich  Bolkonsky,  was  sympathizing  with  this  wing,  the
theorists and any application of methods at war can be seen rather as scorned in Tolstoy
writings, who puts in better light the Russian general  Kutuzov who somewhat seems
aware of his role as being only that to second the flow of events as they come about,
this at least according to the account of the aforementioned battle of Borodino, in which
the old general keeps receiving several dispatches and only approves them all without
any  real  design  nor  general  understanding  in  mind.  One  may  here  try  to  further
articulate Tolstoy argument.



From Tolstoy and his bright, horizontal account, we then understand that the utilization
of methods at the time of the conflict is of no use. The generals in charge are rather to
improvise, based on the circumstances as the old Russian general does, being at the
decisive battle of Borodino, at the gates with Moscow, constantly being asked by his
subordinates to make decisions. Decisions he would take, again without the application
of any method but rather, once again, seconding the circumstances. And yet, this is only
a perspective given for the time at war. Probably the application of methods can be
rather useful exercises in the time of peace, yet one can context the fact, here, using
another winning Russian metaphor, whether chess players, the players of war at peace,
utilize or not a method of whether they are just intuitively good to sort out the decisions
as  the  circumstances  come  and  even  further,  whether  the  trained  chess-players
according  to  a  method  are  just  plain  good players.  We might  anyhow distinguish  a
certain style in the player but no computer or artificial intelligence can reproduce such a
style  while  it  could  certainly  reproduce  a  method.  Style  could be something  with a
degree of unpredictable freedom of improvisation, a singular human folly that cannot be
reproduced.

Right in this folly one can see the application of methods in the humanities. It is a folly
for a free humanist not to follow any standard procedure but apply a method that brings
to the extreme the outcome of his or her production, constantly maintaining him or her
in a state of stability and instability, bringing him or her in and out of his or her world,
forcing him or her to re-imagine under various conditions,  as the various conditions
recreated by a laboratory test, to re-imagine the source of his or her production. It might
then become a question of design, the composition of an overall scheme from which to
apply  a  method from which new knowledge  can  be produced as  in  a  17th  century
combinatorial wheel adopted by monks like Raymond Lull for the pursue of knowledge
production alone. 

Considering the anyhow arbitrary way in which knowledge and cultural production is
generated, a method in the humanity could be seen as a way to stand autonomously
aside from what seems anyway governed by a bureaucratic system who decides what
themes and currents  should or  should not  move on.  The  method here  becomes an
important  element  for  the  autonomous  humanist  to  keep up  his  or  her  production
despite  the  curatorial  selection  set  out  from  the  establishment  in  power.  This  is
particularly the case for neoliberal politics aware of the danger of autonomous and non-
normalized intellectuals or for any establishment willing to maintain its paradigm until a
Napoleon will come and awake it. 



Methodological  approach  then,  can  be  seen  on  one  hand  as  normalizing  approach
where certain methods are established from top to bottom, in order to consolidate an
institutional  discipline,  while  on  the  other  hand,  they  can  be  indispensable  to
consolidate  individuals  alone.  In  this  respect  should  fine-tune  and  second  the
emergence of a unique method characteristic to each individual. Going back then to the
Napoleon example, according to Jacques Ellul, the only real method we could find in him
is that of tyrant surviving out of a propaganda of agitation. His campaigns to Egypt first
and to Russia latter can be also seen, in Ellulian way of thinking, as a way to divert the
attention  from  a  general  indignation  growing  in  France  under  his  dictatorship,
particularly after all the promises and illusions brought by the revolution. Here again we
find an established paradigm, a revolution and, as Machiavelli also put it, a worsening of
the situation.  Possibly a temporal  worsening in which a new paradigm has to be re-
established. 

Thus speaking, as the sea engulfs itself ready for a storm and a vessel is capsized and
tramped by it,  the sailor  cannot there and then apply any methods but the trained
humanist, if he manages to survive and providence brings him all naked to the shore of a
foreign island, he, according to whether or not as a mastery of a method, he may be able
to  be  accepted  and  esteemed  at  a  new  court.  An  argument  here  can  be  however
rephrase as how can such intellectual  (the anecdote was used by Vitruvius in his De
Architectura  also  in  relation  to  the  autonomy  of  the  architect  from  the  system  of
deliveries of commissions), how can such person with quality be autonomous also at
such new court. The principle question could then be if there can be intellectual and
cultural autonomy without a method of conduct or rather, to better put it, a discipline
disconnected from any main discipline, in this respect an autonomous discipline. Here
then the argument may shift from the method promoted by established disciplines to
the discipline that an individual may constitute to survive autonomously. A distinction is
necessary  here  between  autonomy  and  independence,  the  latter  implicating  a
separation from a community as in the case of an Henry David Thoreau who isolates
himself in a pond away from the technically progressing society which is however to
pervasive to spare him (a railroad was constructed right opposite to his Walden Pond).
Autonomy instead, as in left-wing Italian terms, means a living within a community yet
still  autonomously  as  theorized  by  Antonio  Negri  in  his  years  of  political  prison,
paradoxically  then,  as  the  state  of  imprisonment  seems  anyhow  required  for
intellectuals  (better  to self-construct the prison than being imprisoned in a common
penitentiary though), an autonomy seems only something to aspire for. In this respect
we may also bring up Tolstoy very example and his embrace of a discipline, this rather
disconnected from his macro-historical literal approaches. Inspired by the sermon of the



mountain and Confucius, at a late stage of his life we find a Tolstoy, who has always
being skeptical about any philanthropy, we find him embracing something which also
later Jacques Ellul would adopt as Christian anarchism, a way of life, a way of being in
harmony with the world, possibly the ultimate asceticism, life itself becoming a work of
art  as  the barefoot  paintings  of  Tolstoy made at  that  time (if  not  also the pictures)
suggested. In this respect again, one may argue that the writing style of a Tolstoy is
rather a macro-historical reflection of humanity, a telling a story, a long parable which
provides the author himself the hints to an illumination, in Tolstoy case the embrace of
an ascetic life and the bonism characterizing the managing of  his  estate, the first  in
Russia to provide school for peasants.

This Tolstoyan bonism here can be seen as rather contradictory, particularly knowing his
depiction of Count Pyotr Kirillovich Bezukov and his philanthropic attempts to build a
peasant school in his Ukrainian large estate, adding to the bargain of having to cultivate
that of education. But what to teach these peasant then? How to educate them, ex
ducis,  lead  them  out  of  their  enslaved  conditions?  Such  condition  is  anyhow  our
contemporary enslavement enforced by neoliberalist politics with its philosophy of debt,
from which no education can lead us out. This, at least, according to Maurizio Lazzarato,
but  on  top  of  that,  this  semi-virtual  debt  the  middle  class  might  have  with  bank
institutions,  is  the other  debt,  the debt  that  humanists  intellectuals  have with their
academic  disciplines,  a  debt  that  is  progressively  increasing  and  enslaving  the
intellectual himself in his “inducation”. In this respect, the only accountable education
may  be  that  of  seconding  the  young  intellectual  to  constitute  by  himself  the
methodological toolbox to move out of this enslavement and still  be able to operate
within the intellectual circle, this time not independently (this is again only idelistic and
leading to craziness and emancipation) but autonomously. The same discourse goes for
any type of manifestation, whether rational and intellectual or irrational and artistic. In
order for culture to renew, there ought to be not the Carmelite type, as Bertolt Brecht
put it, reciting Marxist theories (maybe those are also necessary nonetheless), but in a
Karl Popper way of thinking (and here we can draw distinctions with Friedrich Nietzsche
and also his perceived danger for knowledge saturation and control), one ought to just
facilitate the potential intellectual to a state of autonomy. 

In  this  respect,  the  utilization  of  a  method  making  use  of  micro-historical  and thus
interpretable styles can be then the key to allow a malleable upbringing of a potential
intellectual. The problem would then be here again that such loose methods of micro-
history, as this very article might demonstrate, can only be difficultly assessed. While the
micro-historical method then, could be seen as a potential alternative to more quasi-



fanatic  approaches  relating  on  disciplinary  dogmas,  the  very  non-assesibility  of  the
former, makes it a rather useless enterprise in a time in which knowledge production
ought to be constantly approved by the governing authorities.   


