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KEITH MICHAEL BAKER
PETER HANS REILL

Introduction

It has become increasingly clear in recent years thar, for all their dif-
ferences, the many varieties of thinking commonly gmup:_:d together
under the rubric of “postmodernism” share at least one salient charac-
teristic: they all depend upon a stercotyped, even cam:amr_a], account
of the Enlightenment. Postmodernity, by definition, requires a “mo-
dernity” to be repudiated and superseded. And the tenets of this mo-
dernity—variously described as rationalism, instrumentalism, scien-
tism, logocentrism, universalism, abstract rights, eurocentrism, indi-
vidualism, humanism, masculinism, etc.— have mv:mah[y_ bc:n as-
sumed to be postulates of a philosophy of absolute reason identified
with the so-called Enlightenment Project. The aim of this volume is
to explore more critically than usual the now conventional opposition
between Enlight:nmu{t and Postmodernity and to suggest some of
the complications bearing upon it. _
The II::.ldﬂS of the ag.[:;rcsmmd in Part I under the rubric,
“Enlightenment or Postmodernity,” offer some general reflections on
the way in which contemporary discussion c]mr:c_tmzﬁ_thct::
movements as radical alternatives. In doing s0, David Hollinger
fends the epistemological heritage of the Enlightenment as a ne“'::i
sary foundation for the acceptance and implementation of d-:ﬂ:;ﬂ uugth
liberal values to which it also gave risc. In his judgment, 10 wi
relativism is to put rights at risk. Richarf:i Rnrty.tl;y mr;t;z? argues
thatitis bcthpassiblc:mincccssar}'mdlsengagt e po. project



2

BAKER AND REILL

of the Enlightenment from its outmoded epistemological I:'ﬂsr..
What’s left of Enlightenment, in his view, is its forward-looking aspi-
ration to create a more decent human society through practical action,
not its atavistic desire for a non-human authority embedded in such
hypostatizations as “Truth” and “Reason.™

PartI1, “Critical Confrontations,” provides a kind of archeology of
the opposition between Enlightenment and Postmodernity by chart-
ing a series of critical engagements carried out by those who have de-
meaned or affirmed Enlightenment values in the course of the twen-
ticth century. German thinkers played a crucial role in forming the
terms of the debarte. Jonathan Knudsen traces the first major critique
of Enlightenment made by German historicists from the beginning of
the ninetcenth century, a critique that continued well into World
War II with such thinkers as Meinecke, Auerbach, and Benjamin.
Hans Sluga shows how Heidegger's consideration of the Enlighten-
ment served as an entry point to the much larger critique of grounded
rationality and universal reason which led to his radical rethinking of
reason as embedded in history. Johnson Kent Wright, by contrast,
analyzes the famous interpretation of the Enli ghtenment published in
1932 by Heidegger’s principal philosophical opponent during the
Weimar period, Ernst Cassirer. Appearing as it did on the eve of the
Naziseizure of power, and seen in its historical context, Cassirer’s The
Philosophy of the Enlightenment was at once a celebration of Enlight-
cnment thinking and a defense of Weimar values, Its goal was the res-

mmtim_; uf‘an_ cuvist conception of philosophical reason which is not

one in that regard. Michel Foucaulp's well-known confrontation
with the Kantian imperative is analyzed in the essay by Michael Mer-

» Necessary, and obligatory. Thus he continued the Enlighten-

¢ it. Meranze's Foucaul 1
tizcall bl Bea g AUWL, urging us to prob-
comencigure, O FEmains, in striking ways, an Enlight.



Introduction

Part I11, “A Postmodern Enlightenment?,” includes three essays
that complicate the dichotomy between Enlightenment and Post-
modernity by pointing to the existence within the Enlightenment of
clements frequently seen as characteristic of Postmodernity itself.
The central characteristic of contemporary thinking, as Lorraine Das-
ton defines it, is a repudiation of devices of naturalization. Postmod-
ernism refuses the absolutist discourse of nature and natural facts it as-
sumes to be the legacy of the Enlightenment, instead mapping the
path to emancipation through celebration of the cultural and the con-
tingent rather than of the natural and the necessary. In Daston’s analy-
sis, however, the Enlightenment had no supreme confidence in the
authority of facts or in the undisputed rule of nature. To the contrary,
it exhibited enormous anxiety regarding the reliability of facts and the
extent to which the rule of nature could be frustrated by human ac-
tion. Its constantly reiterated fears of the powers of the imagination
need to be seen as a powerful index of its sense of the fragility of facts
and the unreliability of nature. )

Epistemological anxicty could find practical reliefin the practice of
sociability, as David Hume most famously argued. Tt is appropriate
therefore that the concluding essays of the volume turn to this aspect
of the Enlightenment. Focusing on issues of gender, Dena Gmdman
offers us an Enlightenment which refused the choice between univer:
sality and difference and saw the larter as an essential social value.
Through the civility practiced in the salons, she argucs, difference—
and especially a gendered difference— shaped the common good.
Lawrence Klein, too, sees polite conversation as the quintessential ac-
tivity of the Enlightenment, a way of fashic:-mngﬁcli"and world by the
process Richard Rorty has advocated as “continting the conversd-
tion.” :

Holding . cism at bay through the effort o maintain a human
mnvusnnonskiukng lib-:raiinn even in the face of upifcrmlntm hop-
ing for the best in human conduct even while recOgniZing the bl
capacity for the worst: these, t00, ar¢ part of wha's left of Falight

enment.

i i ted at
Earlier versions of the essays in this volume werc presen
conferences held at the William Andrews Clark Memorial Library/
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Center for Seventeenth- and Eighteenth-Century Studies ar UCLA
and the Stanford Humanities Center, Stanford University. We wish
to acknowledge the excellent staffs of these two Centers and to thank
them for their work in organizing these conferences. We are also
grateful to Charly J. Coleman for his assistance in preparing the vol-
ume for publication.



PART 1

ENLIGHTENMENT OR POSTMODERNITY?



DAVID A. HOLLINGER

The Enlightenment and the Genealogy of
Cultural Conflict in the United States

In 1969, Charlic Manson and his band commirted the stylized mur-
ders for which they are still remembered. Several months after these
grisly events, a faculty colleague of mine at SUNY Buffalo, where he
and I had just begun our teaching carcers, said to me in a sober voice
that if Charlic Manson was what it truly meant to not believe in
God—if this cult of murder was the culmination of the historical
process of secularization, was what the Enlightenment had come to—
he was glad to remain a Christian believer. At first 1 thought my
friend was joking. He was a sophisticated Assistant Professor of Eng-
lish, widely read, and a specialist, as it happened, in the eigheenth
century. Surely, he was carrying out the kind of ironic routine that he,
as a master of Fielding and Gibbon, of Hume and Johnson, could
handle well. But I soon saw he was in carnest, and was trying to send a
warning to me, whom he suspected of being rather too Farc?'er on ie
free-thinking side of the spectrum of s iritual orientations. I was non-
plused by my friend’s sincerity, and, wF':thnut thinking, my tonguc al-
most in cheek but not quite, mumbled something to the effect that
the Catholicism so dear to him had resulted, after all, in the Spanish
Inquisition.

Our friendship somehow survived, for a few years, at least. Bur I
invoke here my memory of this private exchange because 1t5 dynamics
arc similar to ;mny of the public cnm-emt_:’ms ch our own time in
which “the Enlightenment” is invoked. It is a discourse of warning
and counter-warning, of morally portenrous claims and ommmrt
claims, a discourse in which episodes from intellecrual history are ma
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nipulated and mobilized ro discredit or to legitimate one program or
another in contemporary struggles. The late Ernest Gellner appearsto
have believed that his opinions on contemporary issues were en-
dowed with more weight if he identified these opinions with the En-
lightenment, and thar it discredited his critics to depict them as op-
ponents of the entire body of rational and empirical wisdom built up
over the course of two centuries.' In the meantime, John Gray seems
to think his arguments against certain liberal political theorists are
vastly strengthened, and the importance of his own arguments greatly
underscored, if it is understood that at issue is the entire heritage of
the Enlightenment.®

So, on the one side, we are told that the Enlightenment project
apotheosized individuality and has left us without means of acting on
the elementary communitarian truth that selves are the product of so-
cial groups. The Enlightenment project denied the constraints and
the enabling consequences of history by assigning to human reason
the role of building life anew from a slate wiped clean of tradition.
This project tyrannized a host of particular cultural initiatives and
tried to make everyone alike by advancing universal rules for identi-
fying goodness, justice, and truch. Politically, the Enlightenment
promoted absolutist and imperialist initiatives. Above all, the En-
lightenment project blinded us to the uncertainties of knowledge by
promoting an ideal of absolute scientific certainty.
_ Meanwhile, others assure us with equal confidence thar the En-
lightenment recognized the limits and fallibility of knowledge to a

%cg}'oe that pre-Enlightenment regimes of truth simply did not. This

grumpily, reenacting Mais-
: cfferson to my Buffalo col-
urkn.Andwhdcmdmng, We add the entire expe-



The Enlightenment and Cultural Conflict

rience of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries to our inventory of
historical vehicles that have transported things we like—or don’t
like—from the eighteenth century to the present. The Enlighten-
ment led to Auschwirz, just as it had led ro the Terror; or the Enlight-
enment led to the principles by which we judge the Terror to have
been excessive, just as it led to the standards by which Auschwitz can
be the most convincingly condemned today. This dynamic is dis-
played on shelves of books well beyond the constantly cited works of
Lyotard and Habermas, ranging from Alasdair McIntyre’s After Vir-
tuz to Stephen Toulmin’s Cosmapelis, from Connor Cruise (’Brien’s
On the Eve of the Millenniwm to John Gray’s Enlightenment’s Wake.'
I'm hot stuff because I'm not only refuting you, my puny opponent,
but I am refuting every great thinker from Descartes to Popper; or,
watch out, you think you are arguing against only me, but the impli-
cations of your reasoning are to deny the common sense of every hu-
mane and rational mind since the seventeenth century. Into such he-
roic postures we seem to fall into very quickly when we invoke the
Enlightenment. One result of this dynamic in some contexts has been
to turn the Enlightenment into a conversation-stopper: as soon s
one’s interlocutor is firmly classified as a defender oracritic of the En-
lightenment, a host of associations, loyalties, and counter-loyalties are
implicitly in and there is little to say. :
ghistgn&;la:;’in the multiculturalist debates. The Enlightenment
blamed for what is said to be the excessive universalism and individu-
alism that multiculturalists are trying to correct. The Enlightenment,
it seems, has led us to supposc that all people are pretry much alike,
thus blinding us to diversity. It is another mark of lingering Enlight-
enment assumptions, moreover, to focus on thﬂf{ﬂ_bl}’ AUONOHONS
individuals rather than the groups that provide md{wduals with their
culture. And on the other side of the idcological coin, those who sus-
pect multiculruralism of putting people into 2 small nu:pbcr of color-
coded boxes and expecting them to stay there often voice their mmo;
phaint in the name of the Enlightenment’s revolt against the d:_u:E: .
blood and history. Yet some ideas that might be seen as extem{;-zd ki
- Enlighm[ tradition—such as the right of 3 o 18 —are
choose his or her own cultural affiliations regardless Dfmﬁ?f-m
i : who will be suspicious
quite acceptable to the same audiences
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same ideas if they are presented as Enlightenment ideas. A good rule
of thumb in the multiculturalist debates is that a good way to get your
ideas accepted is to conceal, rather than to emphasize, whatever an-
cestry those ideas may have in the Enlightenment.*

The polemical use of history is common. It would be a mistake to
suggest that the case I have described is unique. The legacy of the
Enlightenment, in particular, has always been contested because so
many enduring religious, political, and philosophical issues were e
gaged in the historic episode that bears its name. But during the last
quarter-century, the Enlightenment has been an extreme case of this
dynamic in the United States. Why this has happened is the chief
question I pursue here. I want also to comment, more tentatively,
on another question: where do we go from here? What are the pros-
pects for an honest inquiry into the long-term historical trajectorics
in which the Enlightenment-invoking quarrels of our own time are
embedded?

==

Ananswer to the first question requires an understanding of how the
debate over the “modern” was transformed during the 1980s by his-
torical claims offered under the sign of postmodernism. Anmng An-
glophone intellectuals, the term modernism was long used to refer to
a cluster of revolts against the Enlightenment. Lionel Trilling’s gen-
eration used the term “modernism™ to refer to Nietzsche, Proust,
Conrad, Yeats, Mann, Joyce, Stravinsky, Picasso, Nolde, Klim, and
;’;’ﬂham James. In a stock-taking essay of 1961, “On the Teaching of

Modem Literature,” Trilling himsclf offered a penetrating medita-

generation of late-nineteenth and ear] i ¢

b : ¥-twenueth century intellectu-

s hadd'lnlicuff‘d d'g]:a;pﬂtﬂ‘rzi:g;d:i and political traditions of
b and had seen side of what came to be

mﬂeddlcﬂ’deumgnpmm.’Whathndhappmad dlm.néﬂd'm
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very late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, scholars agreed,
was a revolt against the positivism, rationalism, realism, and liberal-
ism that the Victorian intellectuals had refined from the Enlighten-
ment of the eighteenth century. Carl Schorske’s use of the word
“modernism” in his Fin-de-Siécle Vienna of 1080 continued this firmly
grounded and widely dispersed historiographical practice.”

During the 1980s, however, Anglophone intellectuals atrended to
a formidable sequence of books and articles that used the word mod-
ernism very differently, to refer not to the revolr against the Enlight-
enment, but to the tradition of the Enlightenment itself. Modernism
came to mean not Dostoevsky, but Descartes. Anyone whose sense of
modernism had been formed by Richard Ellmann and Charles Feidel-
son, Jr.’s massive anthology of 1965, The Modern Tradition,” and by
the works of Trilling, Hughes, Schorske, Richard Blackmur, ﬁm%mn:f
Quinton, and Irving Howe — to list only some of the most prominent
discussants of modernism during the period between 1940 and
1980—had cause to wonder why the term modernism was suddenly
being linked with rationalism, the Scientific Revolution, and Kant.
These things, one had leamed on good authority, were what mod-
ernists tried to get beyond. oy

This new sense of modernism was aggressively retailed in the
United States under the name of postmodernism. Nictzsche, after his
long career as a founder of modernism, began a new carcer as a pre-
cursor, if not a founder, of postmodernism. The transition can be
sometimes found within the work of a single scholar. In 1983 philoso-
pher Robert Pippin described Nietzsche as the prototypical modern-
ist, and in 1991 described Nietzsche as the prototypical P‘:'St':‘md'
ernist.® Nietzsche’s ideas had not changed. Nor had the details of
Pippir’s analysis of those ideas. The only thing that had chaﬂsﬂ‘!“;“
the history in which Nictzsche was to be placed, or, more preciscly,
the movement to which he was assigned. What ook place between
Pippin’s two iterations of Nietzsche's grand historical 51gmﬁﬂaﬂ£
was that modemism had become the En]iﬁc::hfmmmt and |:th: mm
against it had become postmodernism. same repackaging |
fforded to William James, who, in book after book, made the switch
from modernist to posunﬂdfﬂliﬁf- .

The postmodernists virtually plundered the old modernist canon,

11
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appropriating the thinkers they liked for postmodernism and declar-
ing the rest to be lingering echoes of the Enlightenment. In a vivid
case of the classic maneuver of appropriation and effacement, some of
the postmodernists appropriated the most exciting of the contribu-
tions of the canonical modernists and effaced the movement that pro-
duced them. The profound tensions within the work of the 1890~
1930 generation were relaxed by a new historiography responsive to
the hegemonic ambitions of persons who claimed postmodernism as
their vehicle. The 1890-1930 historical moment was thus virtually
¢vacuated in order to create a more stark and momentous confronta-
tion between postmodernism and the old Enlightenment of Des-
cartes and Kant. There was virrually nothing of consequence in be-
tween. Hardly anybody, it seemed, had really scen through the illu-
sions of the Enlightenment until the postmodernists came along. Al
those folks who thought everything had changed on or about Decem-
ber 1910 were kidding themselves, There was a big break, all right,
but it did not rake place in Bloomsbury on the eve of World War L. It
took place in Paris after 1968, One book after another carrying post-

modernism in its title provided a capsule history of postmodernism,
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emization.” Fiedler and Sontag and others thought this old modern-
ism, asappreciated in the pages of the Partisan Review and the Hudson
Review, had become academicized and stuffy. In this context, post-
modemnism seemed a refreshing change. It was found in the fiction of
Thomas Pynchon and the music of John Cage. Bur a resoundingly
different version of modernism, one associated with the Enlighten-
ment, was the counter-referent for Lyotard’s Postsmodern Condition,
translated into English in 1984." The French conversation that pro-
duced Lyotard had been preoccupied, morcover, not with the arts,
but with ideas about language, power, and the human subject that had
been developed by philosophers, psychologists, and political theo-
rists.

The authority of this French-centered conversation was fadﬁm@
by several specific features of the American intellectual scene. Active
engagement with Lyotard was encouraged in the mid-8os by the an-
tiphilosophical philosopher Richard Rorty, who bricfly but por-
tentously took for himself the label postmodernist and began to write
about Proust and Nabakov shortly after having revived a pragmatic
antifoundationalism for which the way had been prepared by Thomas
S. Kuhn. These literary-philosophical explorations of lflﬂrtfs—
grounded in James, Dewey, and Kuhn, and openly appreciative of the
political tradition of American liberalism—served to enlarge and ex-
tend the postmodernist debate in the United States.” Another en-
gagement was manifest in the work of Frederic Jameson, the most
influential Marxist literary critic of the era. Jameson’s critical studics
of canonical modernists preceded his widely discussed paper of 1984,
“Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late Caplta]:lsm,“ @&
addressed many genres of modernism and of postmodernism. SIIIEU:;
tancously, Jiirgen Habermas’ artacks on the French postmodernist

and on Hans-Georg Gadamer for betraying the Enhghtmmmtgr:kr-
ect invited the large contingent of American followers of the F1 3
furt School to the issues. and of course to see postmodemniso’s

modernism as that of the Enlightenment. _ il

till, these two quite distinctive pmuncn.jlﬂmlsms—-an - nmd:
literary-artistic postmodernism defined against the mn;lm :
ernists of 1890-1930, and a French, phiiowphlf:ﬂLpuhuhawpostmod
ernism defined against the Enli.g;hl.‘cnmmr-—mlght not become

L]
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part of the same discourse were it not for the quaint belief that thereis
butasingle torch to be passed, requiring that each moment in the dis-
course of intellectuals be named. What is our moment? Why, the
moment of postmodernism, of course. How do we know what it is?
Well, we can start by scrutinizing the various things said and done
under its sign. By the end of the 1980s the Anglophone world was
awash with sweeping assessments of architecture, poetry, film, social
theory, epistemology, fiction, and political economy, all of which
were said to partake of postmodernism in the French sense of the
term.” Older critiques of the Enlightenment thar had previously at-
tained only a tiny constituency, such as Theodor Adomo and Max
Horkheimer’s Dialectic of. Enlightenment, a book published in German
in the 1940s but translated into English only in 1972, gained unprece-
dented currency, *

_ Hence the Enlightenment made the historic transition from a
distant episode long interrogated by the great modernists into a
vibrant enemy of the newest and most exciting insights coming from
Paris. The Enlightenment was dehistoricized, and made into a vivid
and somewhar dangerous presence insufficiently criticized and tran-
scended by previous generations of intellecruals, It was up to us, now
in the 1980s and 1990, to do the job right, to complete the anti-
Enlightenment project. No wonder the tensions surrounding the
ufm DF the Enlightenment sharply increased. All of the historic lavers

_mediation between “us™ and the Enlightenment had bccn‘put
aside. The E'?Jl@'ﬂ:ﬂﬂ'lmt became more relevant to contemporary
mkuralmnfhmbmuscm:dismum:ufpmunodmﬁsmm:dch

cmiiveblackxm:d:sforgcmdshau:rlhksbcnmmaumdmmdﬂ*;
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companied by a determination to formulate contemporary issues in
terms that are closer to the ground. New openings and new alliances
might come about in contemporary debates if the partisans are less
determined to identfy their own positions with symbolically charged
discursive giants of the past. Simultaneously, we mighr rchistoricize
the Enlightenment with a vengeance. A stronger historiography of
the Enlightenment might emerge from a conviction that eighteenth-
century studies can flourish well enough without exaggerated claims
to relevance in contemporary culture wars. Enlightenment studies
might then become more like patristics and Tang sinology, worthy
Wissenschafte whose findings are relatively removed from debates
over the character and direction of our civilization.

Yet this approach, tempting as it will be to anyone who has en-
countered the Enlightenment in its capacity as a conversation-
stopper, runs into difficulties when enacted. Consider what happens
when we try this in relation to a set of ideas that were widely adhered
to by American intellectuals in the 1940s and 19508, were then
brought under severe suspicion at one point or other between the late
1960s and the 1980s, and have more recently been subject to m:::cai
revision and reassertion. Before I list some of the ideas that fall into
this class, let me underscore the distinctive historical destiny of these
ideas. This class is quite specific; it does not include ideas that were
bequeathed by the World War 11 generation yet were not called
sharply into question by the next generation. Excluded, also, are ideas
that were so bequeathed and then so challenged yet were not reas-
serted with noteworthy vigor. 1 call attention only o ideas that un-
derwent all three experiences: popular in thf 408 mdsﬂ-'ia then sub-
ject to widespread suspicion, and, finally, subject to critical reformula-
tion and defense in recent years. Such ideas—argued about so ear-
nestly, and subject to sharp reversals—are obviously imporeant to the
intellectual life of our own time. Any study of American mﬂmﬂ
life since 1950 needs an analytic language for interpreting these 'dﬂ:]

What ideas fall into this distinctive class? Let me suggest Seven, 2
though the list could no doubt be extended:

— Nature has a capacity to significantly rﬁlﬂ or respond to human
cfforts to represent it and to intervencin it.
— Humankind as a whole is a valid epistemic unit.

I3
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— Intersubjective reason has great emancipatory potential.

— Civil liberties formulated on the basis of rights ascribed to individ-
ual citizens are indispensable to a just society. :

— Religion, whatever its role in past centuries, is now likely to be ir-
relevant, or even an obstruction, to cognitive and social progress.

— Physical characteristics such as skin color and shape of the face
should not be allowed to determine the cultural rastes and social as-
sociations of individuals.

— The United States is potentially a world-historical agent of demo-
cratic-egalitarian values.

These ideas were affirmed with conviction by a great variety of
voices during the 19405 and 1950s, when modermization theorists and
positivists and behaviorists and liberals and integrationists of many
kinds were in vogue: the Walt Rostows and the Hans Reichenbachs,
the Perry Millers and the David Trumans, the Gunnar Myrdals and
Cary McWilliamses of those years. Each of the seven was later
brought under suspicion, often by persons identified with one or
more of the following movements: communitarianism, feminism,
neo-conservatism, poststructuralism, Marxism, postmodernism, and
multiculturalism. These seven ideas are now situated in the classic
baby-and-bathwater domain, Some say, in effect, “forget it, it’s time
we got beyond those ideas, let’s talk abour something clse,” and other
People respond, “wait a minure, there’s something here we can prob-
ably still use, if we are careful about it.” And some who say “forger it”
concerning one or another of the seven will switch sides about an-
ﬁtheruf:thcst'-rcn, and say, “hold on, I like that one if we can make it
non-racist, non-sexist, non-imperialist, non-universalist, non-logo-
centnic, non-formalist, and, above all, non-European.”

Accepting one of these ideas does not require one to accept the

others. One of our most indefagi ble skepd istemi
iy ofal bumankind, about the capaciy of e T

democraric : scourge of the religiosity found i
the hkm of Stephen Carrer and Christopher Lasch. T rilf{'rll:;) R.id'laru::]l
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Each of the seven ideas on my litde list deserves irs own history
within the discourse of the American academic intelligentsia since
1950. | invoke these ideas here only to render concrete the challenge
of dealing with recent intellecrual history in relation to the question
ofthe Enlightenment’s legacy. Are these seven ideas “Enlightenment
ideas™? Of what significance is it that one thinker who accepted all of
them—Emest Gellner—called himself an “Enlightenment Rational-
ist Fundamentalist™” Is Anthony Appiah a “neo-Enlightenment
thinker” by virtue of his defense of cosmopolitanism?* Is Tan Hack-
ing, by virtue of his critique of popular notions of “social construc-
tion”?* Is Michael Ignatieff, by virtue of his perspective on “blood
and belonging”#® Does the critical revision and reassertion of these
ideas in very recent years amount to a “neo-Enlightenment” of sorts?
I state these questions not to answer them, but to suggest that if one
wans to be historical at all, it is difficult to analyze some central fea-
ture of recent American intellectual life without making at least some
use of the Enlightenment. The universalism and individualism
prominent in the list surely owe much to Christianity, but so does the
Enlightenment itself. The potential connection between the En-
lightenment and these seven energetic ideas of our own time cannot
be disposed of simply by pointing to a “more complicated” intellec-
tual ancestry. At issue, rather, is whether we can get very f:ar in ex-
plaining how these ideas have come to us, and how they acquired the
hold they have on our conversations, without making extensive use of
the collection of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century-centered epi-
sodes that we continue ro call “the Em‘i@mn]::::;nyusc B

IS 1 that if we are going to
tdhqumﬂmhmimrym:u}ing to umgﬂ dgwh:rc we are l:oc!ay, the En-
lightenment is extremely difficult to avoid. The temptation mnfnnn
away in disgust and frustration at the polemicism of recent uses of the
Enlightenment should be resisted. To give in 10 this temptation
would be to deny our own historicity, and © shrink from searching
for the sources and sustaining conditions of t;m ideas thar animate
much of contemporary intellectual life. We might save the E“hgi;‘f
enment from polc:mcusm but at a considerable cost: we might cut 0

i culrural self-knowledge that his-
w0 abruptly an opportunity for the QUItMrd SEL w1 = O en
tur}fismppmudl}-inmcbusinﬂssofprﬂ“dmg-w
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rclatively passive in the disputes in which the Eniigi'mtmlm:lf has
been invoked; rather, the thinkers who have been most active in
those disputes are philosophers, literary scholars, and political theo-
rists. Historians have put remarkably little resistance—in venues
where it counts—to the transformation of modemism from Dosto-
evsky to Descartes, and to the proliferation of cardboard-character
representations of the Enlightenment mind. ;

Facing and trying to bring reason and evidence to the polemics
that invoke episodes from intellectual history, then, comes with the
intellectual historian’s calling unless one simply wants to withdraw
from the concerns of one’s colleagues in other parts of the humanities
and social sciences. We should not shy away from constructing the
most historically sound Enlightenment we can, and from offering the
best arguments we can abour its consequences. If someone claims, as
did the author of a recent book, Hitler as Plrlosophe, that Hitler wasa
follower of Rousseau on sexuality and of Ricardo on cconomics, that
he was a Jacobin in his religious orientation, and that he was, in gen-
eral, a popularizer—in the words of the American Historical Review's
reviewer—of “Enlightenment values™ such as “optimism, progress,
and human perfectibility through adherence to narural law,™ these
claims should be confronted head-on.

This requires that those of us who work primarily in the history of
the twentieth century listen to what our colleagues in Enlightenment
smdleshawmsay.lhopewcmmuntmmrmﬂugucslnm
teenth- and cighteenth-century studies to provide us with a sound
and stable sense of the Enlightenment to work with. But you never
know what they will say. In a recent issuc of Critical Inguiry, one
Sdlula:arglmdﬂutthcmmEn]jghmt‘ the complete Enlight-
ranene, thc'?"‘“"P“-‘-“iﬂﬂﬂfmt Enlightenment that did not deny
1ts own ferocious imperative for truth, was found not in Kant, not in

: . mplete Enlightenment, this scholar
explained, was found in thar most g:)mman-:hil; of all c;i‘nm to inte-
Eienir e and knowledge, the Spanish Inquisition, If my Buffilo

: understood this in 1969, he could have had ¢he last laugh on

me.
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“A Bright Clear Mirror”: Cassirer’s
The Philosophy of the Enlightenment

Among the classics of historical writing on cighteenth-century Eu-
rope, Emnst Cassirer’s The Philosophy of the Enlightenment occupies a
i et position. Has any other book had so central and so enduring an
impact on the field? First published in 1932, on the eve of its author’s
exile from Germany, it received a warm welcome in Cassirer’s nagive
land and elsewhere in Europe, and has continued to command respect
there. Bur it is in the United States above all that the book has en-
joyed its greatest success. Koelln’s and Pettegrove’s lucid translation,
published by Princeton in 1951, rode the high crest of the wave of en-
thusiasm for Cassirer that began with his arrival in New York and his

century studies that it has never really lost. It eventually reached 2
mmludicnucﬁnpapaback,mdrﬂminsw&)rdentmﬂus
day. Emm:huiﬁcism:sd&:bmkhasmc:iv:dhnstendcdwen—

of the sixties, for example, The Philosophy of
to have become the chief pole of comparison agamst which the emer-
gent “social history™ of the Enlightenment defined itself. The practice
acnally began with Peter Gay, who is sometimes

ciple” of Cassirer.’ But he was soof rrumped in this

rention to a “High E.n!:ight:nmcm”
catalogued by Gay; the most urgent
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was an assault on the archives, where the true social himr_d:ﬁtfn-
lightenment, high and low, lay buried.’ Today, however, it is Dﬂ-
ton himself who is taxed with failing to break free from Casarer
spell, in the most commanding work of the new feminist scholnstz
Dena Goodman's The Repubisc of Letters: A Culrseral History of
Erench Enlightenment. Ultimately, cest la faute & Rosseas, the ocgas
source of the misogyny that, in Goodman’s eyes, has obscured o
understanding of the central contribution of the salownirs to E+
lightenment sociability. But the chief advocate of Rousseau’s outock
in our time has indeed been Cassirer, “who did more than anyone ci¢
to make the Enlightenment the subject of serious ip-"
Ifanything, the result of this kind of critical tribute “frombelow’ ks
been toreinforce the status of Tie Philosophy of the Enlightenmens 1t
qQuintessential history of the Enlightenment “fromabove." The essiy
hand will not try to overturn thatjudgment. Goodman is no doubecor
rect in her assessment of the pivotal role played by Cassirer's test @
twentieth-century scholarshi P on the Enlightenment, indeed, in cor
sttuting the field as an object of; study. For precisely that reason, how

Ih;':cnflmimr’ssmd}-md the academic world of -world Americi

P L Was produced in a very different ot

ttlmia!‘ldpohnn:a!mnttxt—-in ﬁmmw&ﬂ]cmil
€10 2 bortle, from a lost intellecrual world,

Abﬂv It 15 no i d more th
dﬁ‘]l‘ th th I ¢ :
a?ﬂi.:_] At the bﬂt‘_‘k that d.I ;
Dl.'hﬂt to festore l'h': Enhghtmmmt to Ph.i[ﬁmph} S.IK)H.H ha
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the work of a major philosopher, not a historian. There is neither
space nor competence here to attempt a general profile of Cassirer as a
thinker. Not only was he the author of one of the most ambitious,
even extravagant philosophical projects of the twentieth century, but
his thought has in fact proven very difficult to categorize, cluding any
casy capture. The central puzzle of Cassirer’s intellectual career is that
of determining his precise relation to the Marburg “school” of neo-
Kantianism in which he was formed. Was the centerpiece of his ma-
ture thought, The Philosoplyy of Symbolic Forms, the culmination and
fullest expression of the neo-Kantianism of his Marburg teachers,
Hermann Cohen and Paul Natorp? Or did it amount to a mutation in
some novel direction, and if so, which—a turn to Hegel, to phe-
nomenology, to pragmatism? The relations between Cassirer and
such key corespondents and interlocutors as Husserl and Heidegger
remain to be fully documented and interpreted; the same applies to
fascinating affinities between his thought and major figures of Ameri-
can pragmatism, Peirce and Dewey above all, and to his considerable
influence on later thinkers such as Merleau-Ponty. At all cvents, the
most that can be attempted here is to suggest a periodization of Cas-
siree’s intellectual career down to the publication of The Philosophy of
the Enlightenment —if only to give us a sensc of where it fits into his
enormous and very complicated oeuvre.® 248
Cassirer was born in 1874., in Breslau (today Wroctaw), Silesia, to 2
Jewish family whose wealth was drawn primarily from the manufac-
ture of industrial chemicals, Cassirer’s own generation, however, Was
characterized by remarkable intellecrual and cultural achievement.
The circle of his first cousins, with whom he maintained extremely
dose relations during his young adulthood in Berlin, mdudedh;l;
composer and musicologist Fritz Cassirer; Bruno Cassie b
publishing firm played a key role in German intellecrual life; ¢ cisrn
dealer Paul Cassirer, famous for promoting French ImpresSiot’
andother schools of modernist paintingin Germany; and the POTC
of gestalt psychology, Kurt Goldstein. At university; ﬁ;::ph; The
ests shifted from law to literature, and finally ©© P Ceprei
turning-point in his inellectual life, by all accounts, Wes -
mmgpmnrmr intel : . dmﬁb@dﬂﬁﬂm‘“m
Kant by Georg Simmel, in which the larrer QeSCEH and incompre-
hen’s interpretation of Kant as at once authontative

73
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hensible. The discovery of Cohen was a revelation for the young Cas-
sirer, who soon moved to Marburg, where he completed 2 docrorate
in 1899 under Cohen’s direction. His earliest work revealed all of his
most characteristic philosophic concerns, blending epistemology and
history in an original fashion. Cassirer’s dissertation was a study of
Descartes’s critique of the philosophy of mathematics and natural sai-
ence of his time. This in turn became the introductory chapter in his
first book, Leibnis® System in seinen wissenschaftichen Gmdkgm
(1902), which not only contributed to the striking wider revival tf -
terest in Leibniz at the turn of the century, bur also showed &Rﬂf‘-"’ §
characteristic penchant for bridging the French and the German i
tellectual traditions. From this starting-point, he launched a major
Project in historical epistemology, whose production stretched over
the next two decades, Das Erkenntnisproblem in der Philosophic uni
Wissenschaft der neucven Zeit. Its first two volumes, extending Iﬁﬂﬂ‘l
Nicolas of Cusa to Kant, appeared in 1906 and 1907, and established
irer’s claim to be heir apparent to Cohen and Natorp within the
Marburg “school.” Cassirer in fact went on to assume the editorship
of the ten-volume edition of Kant’s works published by Bruno Cas-
sirer between 1912 and 1923; the intellectual biography he added ©
the edition, Kants Leben snd Lebyye (1918), has of course enjoyed along
life in print on jes own.*
There wasalag in winning academic recognition for these intellec
ol achievements, perhaps owing nota little to the darkening shadow
thar ann-Scl:nmsm cast over German academic life in these years. In

A i —with E.'q}hl:lt rd‘crcnm to the ad
; ; vances of Schroeder,
Pﬂfﬁﬂ; and Russe|] n hglf'-'cﬂﬁmr described the gradual replace-
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ment of a metaphysics of “substance™ by a science of “relations,” in
which “function™ had now became the touchstone of the veridical.
mw}'ﬁrﬁ in turn provided the opportunity for Cassirer to make
mu!:t_wi excursion beyond epistemology, into the domain of cultre.
Ineligible for combat, Cassirer was eventually drafted into the “War
Press Office,” where his linguistic skills were put to work surveying
the French press for the purposes of generating political propaganda.
As his wife recounted in her memoir, Cassirer found the experience
deeply demoralizing.* His response was to produce a remarkable sur-
vey of German cultural history, Freibeit und Form: Studien zur deut-
schen Geistesgeschichte (1916). From the Renaissance to the Enlight-
mnnﬂmhﬂarguud,ﬂmnmm]mhadbccndcfmudbyadia-
lectical tension between freedom and form; the greatest figures in the
national past, Goethe and Kant above all, were those who had man-
aged to maintain these two principles ina creative, if precarious equi-
librium, As these names also suggested, German culture was at its
characteristic best when it rejoined, rather than departed from, a
common European tradition. An attempt to define national identity
inwartime, the politics of Freibeit und Form were quict yet firm—its
liberal cosmopolitanism at the opposite end of the spectrum from,
say, Mann’s notorious Betrachtungen Eines Unpolitischen. Assuming a
milder nationalist position between the two, Emnst Troeltsch in fact
charged Cassirer with having ignored the medieval roots of German
freedom, which indeed rendered it distinct from Anglo-French con-
ceptions.” .
The end of the war and the advent of the Weimar Republic cuns:ik-
erably improved Cassirer’s academic forrunes, and in fact ushered in
i ve period of his intellecrual carect. In
June 1918 he was al?poinmd professor in thc_qwfgf‘b’ ﬁ‘;
ulty at the University of Hamburg, a“republican” 1nstr brough
into existence just onc month carlier. By happy accident, Hﬂﬂbﬂfﬁ
also possessed an institutional resource that proved to be decietve ﬁl’
Cassirer’s intellectual development in these Years, the Wa!‘iﬂ-'ll'ﬁsm 3
brary for Cultural Studics. Cassirer soon formec ¢ close seRUDEEEE
with, Aby Warburg's succcssor as director of the s, i
and it was here thar he first made the acquaitt d
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torical philology, provided many of the primary sources that ﬁ:mn:
the background to the emergent philosophy of “symbolic forms
Older intellectual concerns were by no means abnmimnd. In 1920,
Cassirer published the third volume of Das Erkenntnisproblem, which
pursued post-Kantian epistemology, from Hegel to SChOPmlm
the next year, he produced a study of Einstein’s theory Df relativiry
and the problems it posed for the philosophy of sciﬂlci—lq dfm-:
striking attempt to coordinate the epistemology of “critical idealism
with the findings of the new physics. It was in fact in the Jattee work
that the term “symbolic form” a ppeared in print for the first time. 'Ihc
idea, according to family legend, first occurred to Cassirer while
boarding a bus in Berlin in 1917, By the time of his ﬁm}rmanm'r
burg, it had become the linch pin of a massive project of philosophicl
totalization, which came to fruition with impressive speed. The first
volume of The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms, entitled Language, came
out in 1923, the second, Myhical Consciousness, two years later, and
the third, apparently culminating volume, Phenomenolagy of Know
edgge, appeared in 1920,

How should the “philosophy of symbolic forms” be described? It
background seems to have lain in a gradual realization on CH{S"ﬂ”
part—going back at least as far as Substansbegriff und Funktionsbe

Ariff—thachis defense of an idealise epistemology in science

foundations in a deeper theory of intersubjective meandng itself. By
1921, Cassirer had arrived at a seabje definition of the concept that
would stand at the center of such a theory: “Under a ‘symbolic form?
should be understood every energy of mind (Energic des Geise]

» however, Cassirer then SCt OUt to try to map both the

; 1 ) P i
variety and the dnziﬁc;iment of the entire world of “symbolic forms,

_ as he put it in the foreword to the opening

P ‘C:fti?xP of Symbolic Forms, a "rrmrpho,k;ng}- of the hu-

s, :Pm thijgough ﬂ'li-‘ﬁm volume was devoted entirely to just

” W:IIMMMamummmuh
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understanding the development of all “symbolic forms,” which could
be crpccwd to pass from “mimetic” through “analogical” to “sym-
bolic” forms of expression, in a gradual movement from the concrete
o the abstract. The progress of language, in particular, was traced
fromits initial “sensuous” expression, in the gestural and immediately
aural, to more “intuitive” forms, which made use of more abstract
conceptions of space and time, to a culminating state in which it had
developed concepts of “pure relation,” objective and self-referential.
For all that, however, language never cntirely loses its anchorage in
sensuous and material media of expression—a feature of “symbolic
forms” in general. From here, Cassirer in a sense moved backwards,
historically and logically, in the second volume of The Philosophy of
Symbolic Forms, which provided a similar theory of the development
of “mythical thought.” Rejecting all theories of myth as “primitive
science,” Cassirer portrayed it as a radically distinct form of con-
sciousness, rooted in social ritual, more archaic, immediate, and con-
crete than language itsclf; it was in fact the instability and disen-
chantment of “mythic consciousness™ over rime that paved the way
for the emergence of language asan independent symbolic form.
Four years later, the third volume of The Philosoplry of Symbolic

. ce and development of scien-

general epistemology, however. For i
now for the first ime grounded in something close © aﬁgl!—scaiﬁ
, i , pointi to Cassirer's 1atcrdi:ﬁn1uor{nf
human beings as “symbolic animals.” The key theoretical innovagion
was his concept of “symbolic prcgnanc:,” designed to situate =r:h¢
phenomenon of meaning in the very proﬁﬂﬂfpctcﬂ?ﬂﬂﬂ itself, PHDZ
to any intellectual or culrural moment: “BY symbolic Fr:gn:ﬂcc W
mean the way in whicha perception as "51:11901':1",‘ zxpm:;cm_:e_ 7
at the same time a certain nonINEUItVe ‘mc:a.nmg’ which it immedi
ately and concretely represents.™ Here, 25 :
solution for the oldest problem of philosophical anmmiﬂ:rg-
relation berween body and P
fora ‘mbolic relation, whi _ kgl
mhuwmsif,;}bﬂwm things or into a causal relation . -« 2 genuine ac
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cess to the body-soul problem is possible only if we recognize a2
general principle that all thing connections and all causal connections
are ultimately based upon such relations of meaning. The latter do not
form a special class within the thing and causal relations; rather they
are the constitutive presuppositions, the condition sine qua non, on

. which the thing and causal relations themselves are based.™

With this theory of the anthropological priority of meaning, Cas-
sirer seems to have left any narrow form of neo-Kantianism well be-
hind him. Where should The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms be located
on the wider philosophic map? Cassirer himself was in fact quite can-
did about the general inspiration for his philosophical program. In the
“Introduction and Presentation of the Problem” in the first volume,
he paid tribute to Kant as a pioneer, each of the Critigues having
opened up a new terrain for exploring the work of spirit, in science,
ethics, and art. Yet the real model for his project was to be found
elsewhere, in Hegel’s attempr at a systematic, totalizing narrative in
the Phenomenalogy of Spirit: “More sharply than any thinker before
him, Hegel stated thar we must think of the human spirit as a conerese
whole, that we must not stop at the simple concept but develop it in
the totality of its manifestations.™ The gesture of assimilation t©
Hegel was repeated in the second volume of The Philosoplyy of Symbolic
Forms —“That myth stands in an inner and necessary relation to the
universal task of this phenomenology follows directly from Hegel’
own formulation and definition of the concept™ —and then finalized
n the third: “In speaking of a phenomenology of knowledge I am
using the ‘:;]ﬂl'd ‘p[?;i:nomcmlﬂgy' not in its modern sense but with it

signification as established an systemarically grounded
by I'?‘:ECLM In point of fact, however, the dlﬂ'crmcts?]{i:m any con-
mn;i]ﬁxm?chgchamsrqmm:nkap out at the reader.
i : Cam:re_ r's presentation of the dtvck:rpmurt of “me“h{
- acrmumcnmuutmbcbcmlcsslinmundmphmlﬂ““
the model of The of Spirit would suggest. As Krois puts
ght, the real shape of his conception of
: a plurality of relatively autonomous
“Symbohcr forms” exfoliating ﬁnfn ther:nnumm mnt:ix of mythical
thc:'ught, itself a rather djﬁ"cn:nr starting-poi 5. Te &
R o g ne ng-point from Hegel's." It s
i Plrilosophy of Symébolic Forms was very much

opment is centrifiygal —
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anunfinished project: in later works, the “forms” analyzed by Cassirer
included philosophy (in his essays in intellectual history), technology
(astriking anticipation of certain Frankfurt School themes), morality
(his study of Axel Higerstrém), and art (a famous chapter in An Essay
on Man). Not surprisingly, Cassirer’s system also tends to lack any
strong conception of an end-state, to match Hegel’s notion of the
domination of “absolute™ philosophic knowledge. Indeed, for all of
Cassirer’s appeals to Hegel, it does not seem difficult to glimpse in his
philosophic vision the inspiration of another figure standing behind
both Hegel and Kant— that of Leibniz, whose thought had been the
starting-point in Cassirer’s own intellectual itinerary. It may not be
entirely inaccurate to see in The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms the out-
line of a kind of esdeural monadology, projecting a plurality of auton-
omous spheres of “meaning,” traversed by a pre-established harmony
and unity.

Neo-Kantian, Neo-Hegelian, or Neo-Leibnizian—in any case,
Cassirer’s mature thought involved a creative recovery and develop-
ment of the central themes of classical German Idealism. As such, he
had long since begun to contrast his own thought with an alternative
tradition of continental philosophy, descending from Kierkegaard to
Nietzsche, Bergson, and Scheler, whom he tended to group un
the dismissive label of “Lebensphilosophie.” By the mid-twentics, how-
ever, this tradition had produced a major new figure, capable of doing
battle on the most sophisticated terrain of academic Ft?llmaph}'. e
sirer and Heidegger scem to have met as carly as 1923, I Hamburg; 4
series of critical exchanges, marked by a combination of respect for
and dissent from one another’s philosophical positons, foll SEthe
down to 1931. In 1928, Heidegger published a generous rc"r,mwhc a0
sccond wolume of The Philasoply of Symbolic Forms, to which
alluded in a significant footnote in Being and Time.* Cassirer [0k

: B : i s masterpiece; his
mmmwmmmﬁﬂmdc@cﬁ i e
most extended comment, however, was a long md mssgh Bcr::rccn
of Heideggee's Kant and the Problem of MetaphSicr 18 05 0y g
these dates, the two participated in a S€res ofput!ll;d prasomd
cussions in Davos, Switzerland, during March alm:itp Jegendary
encounters thar have, in retrospect, taken 0B €0 °
m“mmamﬂmﬂfﬂ“ g
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thought. The exact terms of the “debate” between Cassirer and Hei
degger have had to be reconstructed from onlookers’ notes. The ter-
rain was the interpretation of Kant, whom Heidegger sought to "
cue from the extreme cognitivism of the “neo-Kantians™ by restoring
what he saw as Kant’s supreme emphasis on human finitude—the
ground for his own understanding of Dasein. Cassirer’s rCsponse Wi
to concede the moment of finitude in Kant—thus rejecting the stark
antithesis drawn by Heidegger—while also insisting on a transce
dental moment as well, the opening onto a world of “objective spinit”
rooted in intersubjective language. Lacking this anchor, Heidegger's
interpretation ran the risk of endorsing a romantic irrationalism and
relativism. Two years later, Cassirer contrasted the thought of Kant
and Heidegger in these pregnant terms: “Heidegger’s ﬁmdamuﬂ]
ontology, which is grounded in the interpretation of care as the being
of the existent and which sees a primary revelation of the existent in
the fundamental mode of fear, must put all of Kant’s concepts I'm:n
the very beginning — however much Heidegger attempted to dojus-
tice to their purely logical mode—into a changed atmosphere and
thus, as it were, cover them up. Kant was and remained a thinker of
the Enlightenment, in the most noble and beautiful sense of this
word. He strove for illumination even as he thought about the decp-
estand hidden grounds ofbeing, ™
Atall events, much of the drama attached retrospectively to the
Davos “dispuration” has to do with the ultimate political fates of the
two thinkers. What in fact were Cassirer’s own politics? As the legil
liberalism of Jellinek and Kelsen and the ethical socialism of Hermann
E;::;fﬂlggmt, the neo-Kantianism in which he was formed was ¢
I0SpIring strong and original programs, There is no doubt
ﬂlﬂrCaa_isim"s chiefinclination from the outset was toward a moder-
ate version u{‘ the former, The most

ory. imar Republic narurally brought oppor-
mmthfbr more forward kinds of political expression. Cassirer ob
1 ¢ Revolution coolly, from a distance, but actively identified

blic from the stare We have scen tha
: start. t he accepted 2
rofessorship at the “republican” University of Hamburg in June



“A Bright Clear Mirror”

1919; in the same month, he joined the center-left protest against the
trial and execution of Eugen Leviné for his role in the Bavarian So-
viet. Cassirer seems to have voted with the DDP consistently
throughout the twentics. Nevertheless, it was not until 1928 that he
produced a major political statement of his own. The occasion was
Hamburg’s celebration of the ninth anniversary of the Weimar consti-
tution in August. Cassirer’s speech, Die Idee der Republikanischen
Verfassung, published the following year, made a passionate defense
of the Republic, by tracing its founding ideas to an interlocking set of
German, English, and French thinkers— Leibniz, Wolff, Blackstone,
Rousseau, and Kant, whose sober defense of the French Revolution
Cassirer echoed and endorsed. In the spring of 1929, he reached the
apex of his academic career, being clected Rector at Hamburg, for
1920-30—the first Jew to head a University in Germany. By this
point, of course, the centrist liberalism for which Cassirer stood had
begun to expire as a political force in Germany. Nevertheless, his
public interventions on behalf of the Republic mminucd,has mlf in in-
creasingly anxious compensation. Cassirer’s last major political state-
ment before his exile from Germany was the speech, “Vom Wesen
und Werden des Naturrechts,” delivered in Fcb;?a_.r}r :%E&ﬁ
of the history of the modemn natural rights tradiion

onwards, with special emphasis on the eighteenth-century clabora-
tion of the concept of inalicnable n@m&mmdndhlsrﬂnarﬁig}'
calling for a revival of the notion in the contemporary world. Hi :
mnpdmc{mcﬂwxdbrdﬁpaywhmbmughfh“‘?f”r
Hamburg to an end. In May 1933, the same month that Heidegge
delivered his own inaugural address as Rector at Freiburg, ﬁ
led his family into exile in Vienna, and reached Oxford in the
never to return to Germany.

Text: Totalization and Nostalgia o
Such were the circumstances in wﬁdlmmm;{:ﬁpm&
emment was produced. As it haFPmu_i‘ e bm;nfb' tellectual history,
an unintennonal trilogy of Sm‘.ﬁﬁ l:niuw ;l: the Renaissance in
having been preceded by I”d.‘w- ngland, published carlier in

IM?.MTRWWmﬁ
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1932. Cassirer spent much of the summer of 1931, just after stepping
down from the Rectorship ar Hamburg, reading in the Bibliothéque
Nationale in Paris. The rescarch trip also produced the two overap-
ping studies of Rousseau that might well be seen as extended appen
dices to The Philosophy of the Enlightenment — Das Problem Jean-Jacqus
Rousseaw, which has of course become a classic in its own right, and
“L’unité dans Foeuvre de Jean-Jacques Rousseau,” first delivered (in
French, a matter of some pride to Cassirer) at a conference in Parisin
February 1932. As for The Philosophy of the Enlightenment itself, it
reached print at the very end of that year, and proved to be Cassirer's
last publication in Germany before his exile.

At first glance, the text hardly seems to register the turbulence and
dran:i of this }:m:kground, In the Preface, Cassirer explicitly diss-
vowed any “polemical intentions” in writing e Philosoplyy of the En-
Igftiwm' rﬂo:‘flﬁ;c aim at an cxhaustivcgtrcau'nmt of d:fﬂlbif-ﬁ-

¢ one imitations of s constrained him to approach
the Enlightenment “in its chmcm?s:c depth rather than its breadth
-+ - in light of the unity of its conceprual origin and of its underying
Pﬂﬂﬂpzflra:hcrﬁmn of the totality of his historical manifestations and
ﬁt's, On the other, the Enlightenment was itself only one epi-
0 @ larger drama, the process “through which modern philo
sophic thought gained its characteristic self-<confidence and self
consciousness,” which could anl
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serve life and to portray it in terms of reflective thoughe . . . Thought
consists not only in analyzing and dissecting, but in actually bringing
2bout that order of things which it conceives as necessary, so that by
this act of fulfillment it may demonstrate its own reality and truth.™
It was this novel fusion of cognition and agency that lay ar the core of
the philosophical outlook of the Enlightenment and thus provided
the chief focus of Cassirer’s study. Only at the end of the Preface did
he make any allusion to the intellectual and political context in which
he wrote, expressing two larger hopes for the book. One was that it
might succeed in overturning “the verdict of the Romantic Move-
ment” on eighteenth-century thought, silencing once and for all the
slogan of “the shallow Enlightenment.” Beyond this, the unavoidably
eritical character of reflection on the history of philosophy suggested
that contemporary conceptions of “progress” might appear differently
when glimpsed in “that bright clear mirror fashioned by the Enlight-
enment™: “Instead of assuming a derogatory air, we must take cour-
age and measure our powers against those of the age of the Enlight-
enment, and find a proper adjustment. The age which venerated rea-
son and science as man’s highest faculty cannot and must not be lost
even for us. We must find a way not only to see that age in its own
shape but to release again those original forces which brought forth
and molded this shape.™ As a political gesture in 1932, this was char-
acteristically modest, even oblique — but unmistakable nonetheless.

 What shapes appeared to Cassirer in the “bright clear mirror” of
cighteenth-century thought? The Philosophy of the Enlightenmer 13
made up of seven chapters. The first of these, “The Mind of the En-
lightenment,” serves as a kind of general introduction, claborating the
portrait of the new philosophical msnnofducpﬂd'lal_rcad}'skctched
In the Preface. In point of fact, it scems that the Enlightenment, at
least at the outset, may have been of nwo “minds,” since the _
divided into two unequal parts. Cassirn‘bcgﬂﬂbl"ﬁg
D'Alembert’s own portrait of the French Enlightenment, e M-
ment ofits self-discovery, in his “Elements of Phllmth;:lg'it‘;‘%m_
centh century was the century of philosophy pa” m&ﬂﬂﬂfi- have been
terpiece was indeed a novel conception ;f reasofl- Burtiert :
many of reason”™— what was the fferentia ’P“’Him. \calogy,
ﬂmn:fa“;mhsm? Cassirer’s answer wasto construct i3
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tracing its roots to the first philosophical system of the modern world,
Cartesianism, and the subsequent impact on it of the emergence of
Newtonian natural science. For the result of the success of Newton's
“analytic® method, with its emphasis on empirical lmiucuul, was o
modify rather than destroy Cartesian rationalism, by effecting an -
teration and relaxation in its guiding ideals. Here Cassirer invoked—
t0 lasting effect—the contrast drawn by D'Alembert and echoed by
Condillac, between the “esprit de systéme” of Cartesianism and the
“esprit systématique” of the French Enlightenment, the modulaton
from noun to adjective suggesting the more cxpansive conception of
reason of the latter, now set free from any strictly mathematical or
logical basis. Paradoxically, what “reason™ thus lost in rigor and cer-
tainty was more than made up for by a dramatic extension of its pow-
¢1$, now reaching beyond abstract shape and number to govem the
physical and moral worlds as well. The result was the discovery of the

ve powers of philosophical reason that constituted the unique
contribution of the Enlightenment. Having thus returned to the cen-
tral theme of the Preface, instead of ending the chapter, Cassirer
made an abrupt change of scene, devorting a short second section en-
tirely to Leibniz. Despite Appearances, the rationalism of the latter

greater significance than for any
the materia] 'Dnmcmfmﬁnmd::mﬂ,hmm
nwsmsﬁn’wmnm@mmmﬂfau!ﬁqg“ﬁ}g'_mb

form tal opposition®_ -
whic ™™ of analysis and oy o bc‘:;rcm the “classical Carte-
g Originates m I,cjbnizn___“h th I sm dm
cighteenh, ":mml'}'ﬂ'lmgh:] i Y the great intellecrual tasks which

0 accomplish, and which the century



“A Bright Clear Mirror”

approaches from different angles in its theory of knowledge and in its
philosophy of nature, in its psychology and in its theory of the state
andsociety, in its philosophy of religion and in its aesthetics.™
nwmdmwnfﬁﬁn@ﬁmmtm devoted to sur-
veying those topics, in precisely that order. In the second chapter, on
“Nature and Natural Science,” Cassirer turned first to a more detailed
account of the emergence and triumph of Newtonianism, which,
among other things, completed the long process, begun two centu-
mﬁiﬁﬂ,dpmdyscpanﬁngmmhgyﬁmﬂmﬁgjm. In
physics proper, the result of the turn to empiricism was to open the
door toanew kind of skepticism, which found its ultimate expression
inthe philosophy of Hume; the seventeenth-century concept of “sub-
stance” was a major casualty of this linc of thought. The biological sci-
ences, on the other hand, which found their major popular represen-
tation in Diderot and made their greatest advance with Buffon’s Nai-
wml History—the biological counterpart to Newton—were far less
affected by epistemological doubr, since this ficld of knowledge re-
mained subject to the continued dominance of Cartesianism. Cassirer
then concluded the chapter in the same way that he did the first, by
looking beyond French borders. In England, the Cambridge neo-
Platonists kept alive a Renaissance conception " ism”™ Q
nature. Natural science in Germany, on the other hand, was domi-
Mﬂdbyﬂlcsimihrhcrimgcnﬂ.cibniz,uﬂitwumﬂﬁsdmaﬁlﬂlﬂ
hisbnpumﬁmfdtinmeabowaﬂﬂWU#‘ﬂ“ cfforts of
Maupertuis, who happened to be the major native exponent of New-
tonianism as well. The ultimate fate of science in the :
tury was in any case inscparable from psychology, the subject of the
tird chapter of The Phslosoply o the Enligheenment. Here, the S
tion of the rationalist conception of “innate i "
piricists was the counterpart to the dethronement of metaphysica
“substance.” This left, however, a “core Pmb]’m"”ﬂmt ssary
between the various ficlds of sensation, whose solution w:snﬂ: ofa
to ward off the threat of Berkeley’s “subjective fdc'ihﬁm;ﬂHﬂT-lmhﬁis
way out of this impasse could be found in C;};uﬂ;bs nﬂ.ﬂﬂusﬁl:ﬂlz Not
onwilinhis own philosophical psycholoBY, €05 Ty ipigts mo-
suprisingly, another possible solution was im But the ultimate
nadology, which dominated the German SCERe
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resolution of the problem was to be found in Kant, building on the
work of Lambert and Tetens: “When these two scparate s‘u'ﬂl:mlﬁ
thought of the German Enlightenment joined in Kant, their relative
goal was achieved, and with achievement the goal vanished to be sup-
planted by anew principle and new problems. ™ W
From here, Cassirer turned in his fourth chapter to religion, m
gard to which the Enlightenment could lay claim to three major
achievements. One was to complete the destruction of the dogma of
original sin, bringing the process of secularization begun with the
Reformation to its climax. This move left a “problem” in its wake as

s inker, finally, was responsible for  third
major advance in theology: it was Lessing’s Education of Humanty
that first suggested the means for overcoming the potential contra-
d;m?nj introduced by Spinoza, between religion and history. In fact,
Lessing’ achievement pointed beyond theology to the wider domain
;f%hlmm#hdammw MﬁHmhien of the fifth chapter of Tiv

+ Here | 1 -
Overturn l;hﬁ Romantic verdicr Cmn;]i;hu R e 4
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narrative historians, only Hume resisted this spirit—though he, too,
lacked the “buried treasure” of Leibniz’s thought, which alone pos-
sessed the means of assigning individuality its true philosophic
weight in hmunca! explanation. It was in Germany that the “trea-
sure” of Leibniz’s conception of substance was finally released into
dreulation by Herder, whose philosophy of history thus broke the
Spcﬂﬂfam]}mm] thinking once and for all. Indeed, Herder had in one
sense simply surpassed the Enlightenment altogether. However, Cas-
sirer insisted, his break with the immediate past was not total: “The
conquest of the Enlightenment by Herder is therefore a genuine self-
conquest. It is one of those defeats which really denote a victory, and
Herder’s achievement is in fact one of the greatest intellecrual tri-
umphs of the philosophy of the Enlightenment.™
In the sixth chapter of The Philosophy of the Enlightenment, on “Law,
State, and Society,” Cassirer reproduced the themes of his contempo-
rary writings on natural law and Rousseau. An opening scction cx-
amined the doctrine of inalienable rights as it emerged in the eight-
centh-century— Cassirer admitted that the notion rested on insecure
foundations, in evident tension with the consensual rejection of “in-
nate ideas.” From here he turned to the adjacent ficld of contract the-
ory in political thought, where Rousseau turned out to play a role
analogous to that of Herder in the philosophy of history, anchoring
his own conception of inalienable rights in the communal terrain of
the state: “Rousseau did not overthrow the world of the Enlighten-
ment; he only transferred its center of gravity to another position. By
ths intellecrual accomplishment he prepared the way for Kant s did
noother thinker of the eighteenth century. Kant could find supportin
Rousscan when he came to build up his own systematic edifice—that
edifice which overshadows the Enlightenment cven while 1t 1¢pre?
sents its final glorification.™ Cassirer then cancluded ThPMwopﬂ
the Enlightenment with by far the longest chapter 10 the boa::h-—a e
analysis, extending across nearly a hundred pages of text, of h:: His
gence of aesthetics as an independent l:'l'l'll‘:""“:'f"''“':al dlmﬂm of an
starting-point here, as elsewhere, was with th"-"i:;?;gar:sﬂmﬁcs of

sssentially Cartesian , in this case the €ass
L : ; : biectivist artacks, begin-
Boileau, which duly fell prey toa variety of subject! e

ning with Bouhours and Dubos,
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triumph of these psychological theories of art was all 100 compke:
“In m:l: other ﬁcldrzyc'a: t‘;zgimnsitirm from the psychological to the
transcendental approach, by which Kant finally resolved this ihmu:,
so hard to realize and burdened with so many systematic difficulties
in that of the fundamental problems of aesthetics,™ Cassirer then de-
scribed the gradual resolution of these “difficultics,” first in English
thought, with Shaftesbury’s reconstruction of Plotinus’s concepnon
of “intelligible beauty” and Burke’s recovery of the category of E":
“sublime,” both pointin & beyond the limits of classical aesthetics;
then in the neo-classicism of Gottsched and the response of various of
his Swiss critics; and finally, in Baumgarten himself, who used Leib
niz’s doctrine of the degrees of knowledge to found the philosophical
autonomy, perhaps even priority, of aesthetic judgment. At the start
of the chapter, Cassirer had declared thar the emergence of the new
discipline of aesthetics had owed a good deal to the “pre-established
harmony” between thought of the greatest philosopher and the great-
€st poct of the age: “Kane’s Philosophy and Goethe’s poetry form the
intellectual goal toward which this movement prophetically beck-
ons. = The Prilosophy of the Enlightenmon concluded, however, with
neither Kane nor Goethe, bur with the figure of Lessing: “Tt is above
all beca him atthcocnmryofth:Ean@tmﬂmt,mlm?

first instance. is the extent to whi i
nce, which Cassirer made good
“"chhrtpmﬂmﬂgrmgins :n;l%.l}@mﬂi=cmmry thought “in the unity of its
its undcrf,.-jng inciple.” Elsewhere i
Preface, he l.n.sastud that the st i -

m'-'-mc,afamiliarﬂn::ﬂ-lcz‘m the second. The narrative form is, of
ment from an inirial state



«A Bright Clear Mirror®

of undifferentiated unity to one of rupture and fragmentation, in or-
der 10 my::tmcnﬁ-smfinwhidl unity has been restored in a
higher, “differentiated” shape. As for the content of the form, the
prior state is always some variety of Cartesianism, whose certainty is
then shaken or destroyed by a species of “analytic” or “psychological”
thought, most often English in inspiration, whose “problems” then
find their solution in the emergence of “synthetic” or “transcenden-
tal” philosophy—the privilege, of course, of German thinkers above
all. Each of the six substantive chapters of The Philosaplry of the Enlight-
enmens tells the same tale, in effect. Thus Cassirer’s account of eight-
centh-century science began with the challenge posed to Cartesian-
ism by Newtonian “analysis,” whose empiricism rurned out to lack
stable foundations, risking a collapse into Hume's skepticism; the so-
h"?'ffn was to be found in Kant’s “Copemnican Revoludon,” whose
origins were traced to the pluralist metaphysics of Leibniz. In psy-
chology, the reign of Descartes’s “innate ideas™ was cut short by
Locke and his successors; the resulting slide toward incoherent sub-
jectivism was stayed by the rediscovery of “will” in Condillac and
quu, which in turn inspired Kant's restoration of psychic objec-
tivity and wholeness, in the “ranscendental unity of apperception.” It
was the dogmatism of Pascal, rather than the rationalism of Descartes,
that formed the target of Enlightened “analysis” in the domain of re-
ligion; but the solutions to the moral and ntellectual “problems” thus
unleashed were, again, owing to the efforts of German thinkers—
Kant's “practical reason” and defense of toleration, Lessing’s recor
cliaion of religion and history. As for historiography, it 2> e &
French Protestant, Bayle, who challenged the rule of dogmatisi,
Cartesian or Catholic; but the story again ended in Germany, where
Herder, reaching back once more to Lcibniz, definitively mi?dh;t
unstable period dominated by an “analyt FOndetiaNELE b,
tory, Cassirer’s account of political though traced 2 s
. 2 A . ies of the swmtﬂﬂﬂﬂ\ cen
moving from the rationalist rights theories ©! X . and
e che iberal dovtrine of inalienability in the GEERS, e
then from Rousscau to Kant. Aesthetics, finally, showed £he
trajectory: the Cartesian classicism of Boileau gave W n paved
d‘iulogisr:'ls” of Dubos or Humé; Shaftesbury and zﬁﬁﬂf in
the way for the consolidation of a fully modern &
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Baumgarten and Kant, which emerged in “pre-established harmony”
with the artistic practice of Lessing and Goethe.

At the same time, these are not simply discrete case-studies of
topics in eighteen th-century thought, nor is the order of their presen-
tation an accidental one. For taken together, the separate chapters of
The Philosophy of the Enlightenment reproduce precisely the same name-
tive ar a higher level of generality. Here the firse chapter, depicring
the “Mind of the Enlightenment,” plays a crucial enabling role. For as
we have seen, far from attributing a single, stable outlook to the En-
lightenment, Cassirer instead produced an elaborate description of
what was cssentially the French version ofit, caught in a long moment
:;:‘disthllﬂibrium-in transition, that is, from the reign of the “eprit

oeme” to that of the “wprir systématigue.” The chapter then con-
cluded by shifting abruptly to snapshot of Leibniz, :ilpt&:g offstage.
It was the essential “task® of the Enlightenment as a whole, Cassirer
insisted, to bridge the gap between the “analytic outlook of the one
and the “syntherjc» Project of the other— e, combine, as it were, 2

ir::;& melody and a German counterpoine. As the succeeding six

1S, Serving as mediarors —of the variety, one
18 tempred to add— tween the two, Thus the devoted o
sdence and

Proper, lies l:ihn its presentation of Ba ’s aesthetic theory as in
some sense cChnuxmdcnd~pmnt of the European Enlightenment
asawhole,
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pves A :
muﬁc jlndcplstmnnlng;lcal terrain of the first to the religious and
o topics of the second, and then conclude ar the doo . of
ritique of Jusdgment itself. Morcover, there was i s
ciindl o e : a precedent for the
! placed upon the aesthetic in this design. For Cassirer em-
hlsﬁ ﬂﬂﬂﬂ}'mmlf_ldmgodmﬂ'lc camp of those interpreters of Kant who see
- c theory as the capstone of the critical system as a whol
m;;in{x:r on the Critigue of Judgment in Kants Leben un;;;&::‘;
mm}' the same position and weight as the chapter on aes-
s Philosophy of the Enlightenment. At the same time, there
mﬂf t problem for any attempt to read the book asa “Kantian”
Cﬁmmt Eighl::mﬂ':-c:ntu:}«' thought tost court. This is the fact that
- rer quite clearly excluded Immanuel Kant himself from the En-
dﬂﬂ; The plan of The Philasophy of the Enligltenment echocs
o s critical philosophy; and Kant is referred to continually
v pﬂg_l'S—thc place he occupies in its index puts him in the same
nujo:s Diderot and Voltaire. Yet there is no extended discussion of a
¥ work of Kant’s anywhere in the book, even where it is most to

Efpﬁ:tnd. Over and over Cassirer’s chapters lead the readerina di-
@mﬁrwm.choncworknranmhﬂufmm’swmﬂdscﬁm to be the
2 end-point, only to stop short, concluding with discussions of

L come to seem to be so many substitutes or “precursors”—
ﬁimng. Herder, Rousseau, Baumgarten. Behind these, there is the
e I S
o mmmwﬂfﬁﬂﬁ‘”‘%ﬂ’mmnaﬂdwmm

looms as a far larger presence 10 the book than Kant—Leibniz,
w enough. The paradox here looks acute: the one major
an thinker of the epoch to align himself self-consciously and
mmmcgﬂy with the Enlightenment appears to have been excl
Cassirer’s sxud:-,r,infavnrﬂfaphﬂmi’h““'hﬂ died a half
century before the muumwcntmnphmibl}'b:“idwhaw artived i
Germany. What is the explanation for this?

In a fascinating political reading of Cassirer’s intellectual career
d““’f‘ to the moment of his exile, :d Lipton has suggested that
Cassirer’s treatment of Kant, or lack thereof, in - enching

lightenment was in effect an sevasion” in the face of wrenc
philosophical and political pressure- Both the implosion of Wemar
liberalism and the intellectual challenge posed by Heidegger 0ught

o1
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have led Cassirer to a new, mmmumgawmm
His study of the Enlightenment brought him to the threshold of just
such a project; but in the end, he nervously swerved away: “Under
these circumstances Cassirer undoubredly felt that to re-examine the
namrcnfmasnnwcmﬂonl)rﬁlnhcrund:nnincﬂwﬁu_tﬂfw
freedom.™ Lipton’s suggestion is to be respected; we will retum ina
mommtmmcmmﬂnmeManEEWﬂiF’
litical statement, Bur it may explain too much. For Cassirer’s handling
of Kant in the text is not only a good deal more coherent and nuanced
than it appears at first glance; but it in fact becomes still more intelli
gible when the book is restored to the context of his marure phulo-

liminary study” for a much larger project, that of a“phenomenology of
the philosophic spirit.” Philosophy, in other words, was here under-
stood as another “symbolic form,” in Cassirer's technical sense of the
term, in whose history the Enli fenment was only one specific mo-
ment. Indeed, it is one of the g:.-at rhetorical :]ificvmmu of The
fbﬂan:pby of the Enlightenment thag Cassirer was able to present the

dramatic action” of cighttcnth-ﬂ:ntur}r thought as a coherent, scif-
fﬂdﬂsﬁerrm'm, while also continmll-yconiuri:glq: the shape of 3
Wldﬂpfﬂlﬂmphimldrama:xtcndjngbcﬁ:umﬂafmthcm‘
hand. At one end, ﬂﬁsisﬂmqplahmthcchumﬁmﬂ'ﬂi&"
;Lr;;demndinth?bmkm seventeenth-century rationalism, Des-
s i purviem, Ave el SPeaking, mighe be Songhé ol o
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dnnmmhﬂmﬁuhghtcumcnt, turning it into a mere preamble to
Critical Philosophy. Instead, Cassirer chose to reduce Kant to some-
thing like a gestural presence in the text, with his place, and that of
classical Idealism asa whole, “held” by the series of transitional figures
who occupy center stage in the book. Moreover, there was a speafic
logic in granting Leibniz a certain pride of place among these, in addi-
tion to Cassirer’s own evident affection for him: rather than being a
central figure in the Enlightenment proper, Leibniz serves as the in-
dispensable bridge linking its immediate predecessor, the philosophic
culture of rationalism, to its immediate successor, that of classical
German Idealism.

It is perhaps not surprising to discover that the Enlightenment was
in some sense subordinated to classical Idealism in Cassirer’s book,
given the depth of his own philosophic commitments to the great
themes of the latter tradition. “Needless to say,” he wrote in the Pref-
ace, “following Kant’s achievement and the intellectual revolution ac-
complished by Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, it is no longer possible
to return to the questions and answers of the philosophy of the En-
lightenment.™ But neither was there any need for such a “return,”
since the most original contribution of the Enlightenment to moder-
nity survived the movement itsclf, finding a still more secure home at
the heart of classical Idealism. This was its “activist” conception of
philosophic reason, which “attributes to thought not merely an imita-
tive fanction but the power and the task of shaping life itself.” The
philosophy of the Enlightenment set out not merely to understand
the world, but to use that understanding freely to remake 1t, a-:cur!:hng
toits lights. This is indeed the central, enduring theme of The Philos-
Pl of the Enlightenment, and no reader is likely to forget the vividness
with which Cassirer presents the idea in the Preface and first chaprer
of the book. To make such a claim, however, isrﬂPmmem‘%'t.h“

- i : t}fCﬂSSlfcr’s pO-I.lﬂ.I:S'

paradox, which will rerurn us to the quesnon of e

For if we ask ourselves what examples Cassirer cites of chis | 3
1 ic reason in action—what institutions and practices s

i - wer appears o be
actually shaped by Enlightened thought the ans aFofdm

virtually none. The idea of philosophy as sovci::lgn e

largely remains just that, an idea— it is never s
crete instances, It is noticeable that the chapter devored to poli
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The Philosoplyy of the Enligltenment, where the notion m.gh:h.m:bcm
expected to find its chief illustration, is by far the slenderest in the
book; the topic of“enlightened despotism,” ﬂ‘tmﬂf F‘w
activity par excellence in the second half of the ng]'lfﬂ.‘-_rlﬂl ccnmary, &
never broached. Beyond this, probably the largest single lacuna in
Cassirer’s study is the rotal disregard of economic theory and practice;
neither Smith nor physiocracy make an appearance in the pages ffﬂ'
Philosoply of the Enlightenment. The garden later tilled by Peter Gayin
Voltaire’s Politics, and the entire domain of Enlightened political prac-
tice, reformist and revolutionary, magisterially cultivated by Frm
Venturi, were utterly neglected by Cassirer. If it is approprate o
speak of an “evasion” in the book, it is probably here, in what appears
to be the near-total excision of politics from an account of the Enlight-

enment that insists on placing a conception of conscious agency at its
core,

e too, failed to attracy any attention from Cassirer.”
o onpianations for both ofthe features of Th A
. ment highlighred here—irs paradoxical trearment
Kant, simujtap “in” and « 5 3 :
beyond” the Enlightenment, and its
Pparent repression of the “politics® e

ﬂlistﬁ-ﬂCtumlnﬂ)is[i '- the almose mpi:l:chckufmrymﬁm-

‘midmhimnutasvcryunmmindmd
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in the German conrext. As we have seen, his reaction to the catastro-
phe of the Great War was ro seck relief in a celebratory recovery of the
cultural past of the nation; yet his constant focus throughout Freibeit
und Form was on those moments when German thought converged
with wider European streams—the Reformation, the Enlighten-
ment, and the rights-based ethical liberalism of the present. Whar
scems clear is that he now repeated the gesture in The Philosophy of the
Enlightenment, on a grander scale, in the face of a still more dire emer-
gency. For by the carly thirtics, the strain of European liberalism to
which Cassirer adhered had reached the very nadir of its historical for-
tunes. Before its political thought and practice could even begin to
stage a recovery from the disaster of the Great War, the inflation of
the twenties and then the Depression itself threw its economic insti-
tutions and doctrines into utter disarray. Nowhere was the crisis of
liberal civilization felt more acutely than in Germany, where the de-
dline of Weimar constitutionalism into Nazi dictatorship proved to
be the deepest sounding of its depths.

Cassirer’s response to this crisis—obviously personal as well as na-
tional—was to seek consolation and inspiration alike in a vivid por-
trait of civilization at the moment of its maximum intellec-
tal and cultural unity, in the epoch when the lacerations of early-
modern religious conflict first lay securely behind it, and the divisions
of later nationalist contention were still well in its furure. Cassirer’s
recovery of the Enlightenment was all the more compelling in that

the unity he ascribed to it was neither simple nor facile. The cos”
the differences be-

mopolitanism he described by no means canceled

tween national intellectual traditions, which continued o feature
prominently in his text. The distinction berween Anglo-French Zivi-
lisation and German Kultur, a token not only of German cnnscrvauﬁ
but of a good deal of liberal thought as well, was no simply sct 85=F
by Cassirer, but surpassed, in something closer to @ properly i
won Asfbebung. There was naturally a price to be paid for ::Jhc resdm
ing “totalization™ of the Enlightﬂ'l.mmfr:. r:gch, in Cassire : bf:e e
ing, became a moment in the career O ern

TEII.:’;:mult,mrhc one hand, was to make it necessary tt:}fsrfi::cﬂﬂt: ﬂﬂ:
German Idealism as a whole, just beyond the precincts ofﬁmﬁmgh[aucr.
enment itself, in order o maintain the full autonomy
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Whatever else they achieved, Cassirer’s efforts in this regard bear the
marks of an almost superhuman rhetorical tae under the arcum-
stances. On the other hand, the story of the “dramatic action” of ltht
Pphilosophy of the Enlightenment also required that a good deal of its
acrual politics, reformist or revolutionary, be set aside as well. In point
offact, it is not quite accurate to speak of a simple repression of a po-
litical moment in the text, Instead, what seems to have occurred wasa
displacement from the political to the aesthetic realm—as the other,
less divisive domain in which the idea of reason as the active maker of
the world could be brought to earth. The aesthetic theories of Baum-
garten and Kant, the artistic achievements of Lessing and Goethe,
were presented, in a sense, as promissory notes for a future polirics. If
the authority for this move can be traced back to Kant himself, there
Hore contemporary parallels as well. In a famous essay on Waler
Benjamin, Fredric Jameson once reminded readers that “nostalgia asa
political motivation®— % nostalgia conscious of itself, a lucid and re-
morseless dissatisfaction with the present on the grounds of some re-
membered plenitude®—was not the privilege of Fascism alone, but
nad its counterparts on the Left.® In Cassirer's Philasophy of the En
Hgltenment, we seem to be presented with a similarly “lucid nostalgia™
of the Center, from the same ¢poch—as if encouraging European lib-

eralism, at its darkest hour. to in to rec its identiry
: s ONSINAcT 11s
means of a meditation on jts happb}refuudx @ +
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unity of European thought, was essentially only a “German history.”
Among the outrages in The Philosoply of the Enlightenment was the fact
that the catalytic role that rightfully belonged to Locke had been
usurped by Leibniz; and, at the other end of the century, that urili-
tarianism had disappeared entirely, while the thought of Herder and
Kant was presented as the culmination of the Enlightenment. The
effect of Cassirer’s narrative —obviously unintended by the author, a
“good Buropean™—was to add “the Enlightenment to the gencalogi-
cl tree of the Nazi movement.” The English and French reader,
Cobban concluded, could be forgiven for declining to sec “the found-
ers of German idealism and nationalism” as having contributed very
much to the “process of man’s progressive self-liberation.™
Cassirer had plainly touched a nerve—there is perhaps something

refreshing about recalling so strong a reaction to the book, given the
combination of veneration and condescension with which The Phi-
losaphyy of the Enlightenment tends to be viewed today. Issues of na-
tional pride aside, the example of Dialectic of Enlightenment from the
Left is there to suggest that Cobban was not entirely wrong to worry,
from the Right, about suggestions of a filiation linking the European
Enlightenment to European Fascism. At the same time, it also scems
clear that what were vices for Cobban were precisely the virtues that
recommended The Philosophy of the Enlightenment to its post-War
audience, especially in the United States. For this was the moment
when the brand of liberalism for which Cmircriﬂﬂdhadbcglmmf:
make its astonishing recovery from the trough of the inter-war year,
and was showing the first fruits of this resurgence under ﬁmcrlca;if
sponsorship. In the epoch of the Schuman Plan and the Treaty
Eﬂmt,wimumkihcmrcappmpriauﬂmnapﬂmmmﬁhc Enlight-
enment as, in cffect, the joint production of French andGmrllm
thinkers? In fact, it might be thought that the combination of polit
cal will and economic design that lay behind the emergent 1!:;'}31:
tions of the European Community was a perfect ‘;l“mﬂ,uﬂnmn &
new kind of historical agency— philosophic reaso 10 3[-:?1'':m'c::nrl'll::nt.
ing the world— whose origins Cassirer located in the Enligh s
Above all, the intellectual reconstrua ion “F,hbemh.sm aﬁ;’: German
required the carcfl rehabilitation of the main RGO ©0lop
thought and culture. In this regard, one suspects
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Phulosophy of the Enlightenment for most of its readers in this period,
especially those in America, was precisely the opposite of that feared
by Cobban—the message thar Kan, Lessing, Herder, and Goethe
were all “good Europeans™ as well, active contributors to the collec-
tive, cosmopolitan effort of the Enli ghtenment.

At the same time, there is an obvious limit o any attempt o ¢x-
plain the reception of Cassirer’s book in primarily political terms. In
order to arrive at a fuller estimation of the achicvements and thqﬁ
that have made The Phi, @FH}cEn@m:mmdudngd@f«
Wwe need to turn to areview whose lavish praise is at least as surprising
as Cobban’s brusque dismissal. A French translation of The Philasaply
af the Enlightenment was delayed until 1966, when it was brought out
as the inaugural volume in Fayard's Histoire sans fromtiéres series, ed-
ited by Francois Furet and Denis Richet. The first major comment
came from Michel Foucault, fresh from com pleting Les mots et les cho-
%85, writing in the Quinzaine littévasye during its first year.® What
made for the “actuality” of Cassirer’s masterpiece, thirty years after its

sential question: “what are the fatalities of reflecti knowledge
thar made Kant Possible and —
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yet to escape.” Cassirer himself came down on the side of the Enlight-
enment. But the lesson of his book lay not so much in his political de-
cision, as in the methodological model that accompanied it. For Cas-
sirer’s retum to the cighteenth century proceeded by means of a
“foundational abstraction” that, on the one hand, set aside the appeals
to “individual motivation” and “biographical accident” that made for
the substance of psychological explanation, and, on the other, de-
ferred consideration of social and economic determinations. The re-
sult was to uncover, for the first time, an “autonomous world of dis-
mﬂﬁmght.'wtm:nrdnhtgpﬁnciplcsandhmufnmﬁunmuld
be grasped in their own terms. What Cassirer had left behind, in his
flight from the Nazis, was a manifesto for a new kind of history of
thought, still to be accomplished.

There is an attractive irony in the fact that Foucault could hail The
Philesophy of Enlightenment for showing the way to a new intellectual
history, at precisely the moment that spokesmen for the new “social
history” of the Enlightenment—whose later practitioners have often
looked to Foucault himself for inspiration—were first declaring its
modelobsolete, In retrospect, it is not at all difficult to sec the parallels
between Cassirer’s “phenomenology” and Foucault’s “archeology” of
the human sciences, indeed between the project of The Philosophy of

Symbolic Forms and the whole enterprise of Foucault’s thought, at least
es all the more strik-

down to The Archeology of Knowledge — convergenc A
ing, given the embartled “humanism™of theone and the strident “anti-
humanism™of the other. Inanycase, Foucaultwas certainly right about
one aspect of the lasting appeal of The Philasophy of the Enlightenmient.
We have seen that Cassirer setout tooverturn the Romantic verdicton
the Enli s “shallowness.” His success in establishing 1ts
philosophic depth, once and for all, depended on j :
“foundational abstraction” described by Foucault—his bracketing of
Wc{mﬂmr:ps}dﬂmdmmﬂmd’ mnrdﬂg;mﬁﬂﬁ;fj
adescriprion of the «4ramatic action” of the theughit of the mdglﬁ'ltnd
ment. The result was what remains to this day the mostvi h:ilDﬂ}Ph i
wrought of all general surveys of cightcenth-century P O
e workofisworicalerapure aswellasscholaship. I8 B L L
achieved more than just cffective dﬁmmﬁﬁ,ﬁfmm
Enligistenment. His rootsinthe dialectical

LY
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made it possible to give the book a narrative thrust that is lacking in
Foucault’s own handling of “discursive thought,” in whnch, notor-
ously, narrative explanation of ideas, or their dynamic over time, tends
to give way to static description and carcgorization. This, in tum,
probablyexplains why it has never proven particularly difficult for later
historians to restore one “missing” dimension or another to Cassirer’s
account of the Enlightenment, without dramatically alrering its sub-
stance. Cassirer’s own essay on Rousseau shows how casily the move o
biographical evidence and explanation could be made; the different
“social histories” of Gay and Darnton reveal something of the same for
the restoration of Cassirer’s “high Enlightenment” texts to their socil
and economic context.

Eut_wh:_lt of the other dimension of The Phlosoplyy of the Enlighsen-

lightenment, even if the choice was not quite his own. In specifying
the two greatalternarives facing the modern age —the camps, rough-
ly, GFEI_'lhghtﬂ_md rationalism and Romantic reaction — Foucault sug-
“monstrosity” of Nietzsche was perhaps to

A _ n, as it were, Marx and
E;drﬁ%cmmmammamdhmmtﬁxmudmfhhimﬂhmﬂ
: Postmodern
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neque detestare, sed intelligere” (“Smile not, lament not, nor condemn,
but understand™). Indeed, much of the power of Cassirer’s text de-
rives precisely from its serene, even Olympian “objectivity”—from
the sense that one is gazing on the Enlighrenment from the “out-
side,” affording a view of it as a whole, as a fotality, together with a
Eunggimw ofits place within an even larger narrative of struggle

cmancpaton.

In the end, we are left with Cassirer’s own image for grasping our
relationship to the eighteenth century from the vantage-point of the
twentieth—the notion of the Enlightenment as holding up a “bright
dlear mirror” to the present. The metaphor is more studied and am-
biguous than might appear at first glance. Elsewhere in Cassirer’s
writing, reflection of this kind could take on asinister aspect. Inthefirst
chapter of The Mot of the Staze he invoked the scene in the “Witch’s
Kitchen™from the first part of Faust, in which Faust, in pursuitof eter-
rd?“lﬁhﬁlkpm}rm:bcauﬁﬁﬂphammnglhnpwdmanmmntcd
glass—the shadow of his own imagination, scoffs Mephistopheles.™
The menace in question here was the Romantic retreat to mythical
dmﬂminwl'mcmirrmmﬁdﬂrstbcgiim];wdth: furies later set free
bynationalismandfascism. Other thinkers have of course seen a fetvEr
of repressed elements of mythical thought in the Enlightenment itself,
Sntertwined” withirs rationalism. For his part, Cassirer allowed that 2
gazeinthe mirror of the Enlightenment waslikely to be disconcerting:
“Much that seems to us today the result of ‘progress’ will be sure to lose
its luster when seen in this mirror; and much that we of will look

I in thi ive.” ess, he went on,
strange and distorted in this perspecuve. Nevertheless, it on
“weshould be guilty ofhasty judgment and dangerous sclf-dﬂcctigluun-:ln lf
w‘mmmmum&mmammmqmsmm he
ror, rather than to look elsewhere for their source. The slogan: Sapere
aude, which Kant called the ‘morto of the
for our own historical relation to that period.™ More than sixty y:lat.rhs
hater itis notclear that the enchanted glass of the Enlightenment, Wi
itsclear reflections, opacinies, and “distortions, B i
lessonsforus. For those still gazing into this mirror, nen ;

Senglics modernism alike, The Philasophy of the Enlightenment I
mains an incomparable guide-
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Difference: An Enlightenment Concept

“The dismantling of the universal is widely considered one of the
founding gestures of twentieth-century thought,” Naomi Schor has
written. While giving wide chronological berth o universalism’s ne-
farious implications — from the Spanish inquisition t© the “genocidal
massacres of our own blood-soaked century”—Schor plants univer-
salism itself firmly in the Enlightenment, and then draws a straight
line from it to the Holocaust. “Following Max Horkhcimer and
Theodor Adorno,” she explains, “the Enlightenment leads to Ausch-
witz; after Auschwitz, the Enlightenment is 2 bankrupt, discredited,
blighted dialectic.™ In this chapter I would like to address the de-
monization of the Enlightenment by critics like Naomi
Schor by questioning the simple identification between Enlighten-
ment and universalism on which it is based.

simplistic identification of universalism with the Enlightenment=
but only to point out that smiversalisn has a long history, going back
o the Greeks, and that the Enlightenment is but Gn¢ o cruaaf'
eT’i-'ic"-"ﬁintl'li:ihi.z;wr}p'.Shcti'n.u‘-frnwntni‘k ism from the 5
enment, but the Enlightenment remains nevﬂmclmsasyr_nwdoct‘:
for universalism: an cpisode in its history that €20 conveniently
made to stand for it. ‘ R =
I would like to challenge the identification of unnrc;s:lllm “:E
Enlightenment—notto deny that universalism wasacen :nﬂ et
Enlightenment thought, but :oasscttﬂ-ntd;ﬂ'am‘:cw equally
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important theme. I will argue that difference, too, is an Enlighten-
ment concept, and that any understanding of the Enlightenment
must account for the discourse of difference as well as and in relation
to that of universalism. Moreover, 1 would suggest that contempo-
rary discourse is seriously impoverished when the discursive possibili-
ties opened up by the Enlightenment are reduced to universalism.
One arena in which this conce prual poverty is most obvious and trou-
bling is feminism.

In fact, Schor’s article is a contribution to the current debare
among feminists concerning whether feminism should abandon its
I-'l‘&dit%nna.l faith in the universal discourse of equality and rights that
constitutes the Enlightenment legacy and should instead join forces
with postmodernism in combating the universal and its false prom-
ISI:S:"_A.-; feminist theorises have im:rczsingiy chosen the postmodem

Drrai:mthnr ever since,” declares Lynn Hunt. “To dismiss this as the
ongins of totalitarianism or a con job to deprive women of their rights
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nant strains in Enlightenment thoughe: a universalistic discourse of
individualism and a discourse of difference founded on gender com-

ity and natural sociability.

‘ Yet Scott, like Schor and Hunt, takes universalism to be the En-
lightenment’s only legacy and thus the sole discursive basis of modern
feminism. She argues that “women’s ambiguous status as objects and
subjects” emerged directly from the universalistic discourse of the
Revolutionary Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen. The
recognition of women “as civil agents and their exclusion from poli-
tics,” she asserts, in turn “engendered feminism.™ It was the Declara-
tion’s universalism alone, and not the more complex Enlightenment
legacy of universalism and difference, which established the discursive
parameters within which feminist writers from Olympe de Gouges
on maintained that women had both the same (universal) political
f'fsi'lﬁismm and (different) special needs which demanded protec-
tion. Because Scott sees only universalistic individualism coming out
of the Enlightenment, she argues thart, for feminists, the Enlighten-
ment has “only paradoxes to offer.™

Feminism does have roots in the Enlightenment, but the Enlight-
enment cannot be reduced to a universalistic discourse of individual-
ism. In the eighteenth century, individualism was not a simple asser-
tion of autonomy, but was framed within theories of narural sociabil-
ity and gender complementarity, as well as by practices of voluntary
association which shaped eighteenth-century culture.” The individual
was not simply cut loose from all ties to brave it alone in the world, as
romantics would later represent him; rather individuality and socia-
bility went hand in hand, just as it was individuality that made the
public more than just a mass and publicity that 7
to be enacted and experienced.” Moreover, tﬂ:dﬁ d‘S;I‘: d‘ﬁ;ﬁ
dividual was gendered masculine, he opera within 2
which both sexcs played significant and acknowledged rolcs. Indecd),
the masculine discourse of universalism was a least in Par® # f"“ﬁd““
wﬂmdhu)urxddiﬁﬂmccinwhimwmﬂﬂﬂsmm =
significant These two competing di ;
discursive f:c political possibilities which tagcthcr_may_b:dm;d E’-’ﬁ
constitute an Enlightenment legacy richer than that o mn}‘:mt
ther postmodernists or feminists. In locaeing the Enlight

scourses define a range of
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discourse of difference, I aim to expand not only our understanding of
the eighteenth century, but the discursive and political possibilinies
available to us roday.

The Enlightenment discourse of difference was articulated in the
cultural spaces of urban sociability in which the practices of civility
were cultivated. Difference, it should be noted, has always been at the
bottom of the need for civility. In the seventeenth century, French
men and women came to aristocratic salons o leamn how to act nobly,
which is to say, how ro distinguish themselves from others through
the practice of civility. In the salon, one set of differences, based on
birth, was devalued and replaced with another, based on comport-
ment, manners, and a shared discourse. To be civil was to act nobly,
and 'rhua? to be noble. Nobles were people who shared a set of manners

tedly different, in a society defined by ranks and orders. “The honnéte
ﬁlfmm: was the man of whatever social origin who appropriated to
himself noble avilite,” writes Carolyn Lougee. “The ideology of the

Wbtumcm::dimuﬂ
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m with Enlightenment values, the aristocratic civility which
recognized rank and status as legitimate differences came to be scen as
n_l?crﬁml,ﬂm hypocritical. True politeness was more than mere ci-
vility and the very opposite of flattery; it smoothed away from dis-
course all rudeness, bombast “and other defects contrary to common
sense and civil society, and reclothed it with gentleness, modesty, and
the justice sought by the mind, and which society needs in order to be
peaccfl and agrecable. ™
lﬂlllrcighmmdn century, civil conversation took on a new social
function as well, but one equally concerned with organizing social and
discursive relations among people defined by difference: it enabled
men of letters to cooperate in the project of Enlightenment despite
the differences of epimion continually brought to the fore by their
critical method. It also allowed men of letters to exchange ideas as
equals despite their very different social origins and economic situa-
tions: the marquis de Condorcet, the noble bastard d’Alembert, the
master cutler’s son, Diderot, the peasant-born Marmontel. As Jean-
Baptiste Suard wrote in 1784
In a nation where a continuous communication reigns betrween the two
scxes, between persons of all estates, and between minds of all sorts . . i
i necessary to set some limits to the movements of the mind as well as
those of the body and to observe the feclings of those to whom we speak
in order to temper the sentiments or thoughts that would shock their be-
liefs or injure their pride.”
As the philosophes extended their invitation to join in the project of
Enlightenment to all readers, the Enlightenment became a new
of society in which politeness was crucial: a society in which differ-
ences did not disappear but, rather, became all the mﬂrcmﬂ?l‘ and
audible in their proximity to others. Because civil conversation al-
lowed those men and women who embraced it £0 interact with one
another despite cultural differences, cither real or assumed, it sct
them apart from those who believed difference to be i
and unbridgeable; it becamea ractice of Enlightenment-
nb:‘uﬁmmmxcfﬂm mﬁiimsnfth‘fmmqumfm

knowledge and understanding, for secking truth and Eﬂmﬂg:[&
i ded on politeness because pott
lightenment. Progress dcpdla.ru:l thcpo + of knowledge was not 2

knowledge depended on i,
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solitary activity, but a sociable one. Rather than an occasion to dem-
onstrate status, conversation was a medium of Enlightenment. Com-
merce, conversation, Enlightenment itself, were all created out of 2
culture of interaction and exchange among groups and individuals
whose differences made such relations meaningful rather than tauto-
logical, but which also necessitated rules, structures, and institutions
to make them work.

The philosophes soon looked to salon conversation not only to
structure the work of Enlightenment, but as the model for civil sod-
ety itself. As Daniel Gordon has written, the philosophes “rended to
idealize “civil society’ as a vast gathering of free and polite individu-

—a kind of universal salon.™ In the writings of the philosophes, 2
hm:minu_s civil society was both a challenge to the absolute state and
an alternative to the “stormy liberty” they saw operating across the
English Channel.” For the p};ﬂmgm :l?cordmg to one contributor
to the Encyclopédie, “civil society is, o to speak, a divinity on earth.™

More concretely, civil society was put forward as the ground upon
which any legitimate political and economic structure (including the
monarchy) must be built. The ablbé Morellet, for example, grounded
:0931 and political order neither in the will of the monarch (as abso-
utists such as Hobbes did); nor in laws and civic virtue (as republicans
such as u did); but in the “aggregate of private exchanges”

H 4 .’ . - #
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of those who cannot defend themselves :
St £ thele ncric are basec. ™ , and thar as well on which
cfdt m remark suggests, gender difﬁ:n.:n-:c and the quesFiun
¢ status of women are embedded in the history of civil-
ity. In salons like hers, men and women learned to interact in a way
that acknowledged gender difference without sexualizing it. In the
microcosm of the salon they created model society in which women
were the civilizing force that enlightened historians from Voltaire on
claimed them to be: the benign force that brings out what is noble in
men and suppresses not only their brutality, but their hostility toward
each other, thus making them both civil and civilized.* Gender dif-
ference played a major role not only in the maintenance of civility, but
inthe definition of civilization and Enlightenment. |
Both “weak” and “strong” versions of the civilizing force of wom-

en were operative in the age of the salons, from the 16308 tO the
l'f@umn of 1789: the weak version can be found in the idea that
civil conversation, and thus socicty and civilization, depended sim-
ply on the bringing together of men and women, The stronger set
of claims emphasized the specific talents, characteristics, and virtues
of women that were necessary to society and civilization and which
produced a civil conversation. Voltairc’s claim in the preface to his
tragedy Zaire (1736) that “the continual commerce between the two
sexes, so lively and so polite, has introduced a politeness quite un-
known elsewhere,” represents the first position; Claude-Charles
Guyonne de Vertron’s claim in La Nowvelle Pandore (1698) that “the
virtue of women recstablishes what the vice of men hals] cor-
rupted,” represents the second.® In addition, what women arc
thought to do to produce civilization or civility, or £9 civilizt: e,
varied over time. In the seventeenth century, when civiliry was the
mark of nobility, women were prized as models of civility and
teachers of civil conversation. Nicolas Faret, for example, the author
of L’Honnéte homme ou Part de plaire & la cowr (1630), advised his
{nuh]madcrs“mguinmmwnandnbsmtdm&cmmngﬂmhdlﬁ
“fqmﬁwﬂmmurmndasﬂwmmtbmm women, and at
whose homes the most beautiful assemblics are held.” Faret led the
way in holding up female conversation as a model of civility, “the
most difficult and the most delicare.™
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The salons thar flourished during the reign of Louis XIV became
the basis of le monde—an auronomous society, beyond the reach of
king and court. In these salons, in which anstocratic men and women
conversed together, gender difference was itself the subject, the fopes
of conversation. The guerelle des femmes, revived at various points
throughout Western history, became in the second half of the sev-
enteenth century the matrix of salon discourse. As Carolyn Lougee
has shown, the woman question now “intersected with crudal con-
troversies over social organization and was interwoven with the ma-
jor issues of social transformation which concerned seventeenth-
century Frenchmen”; it was, she writes, “a controversy central to its
ownage.”™ Recently Joan DeJean has argued similarly that the fin-de-
sigcle war known as the guerelle des anciens et des moderns was in fact a
battle in the guerelle des femmes and “a struggle between conflicting vi-
sions of French society.™

In the cighteenth century, however, as the salon became a model
for civil socicty, and a civil society in which men of letters were, by
their own definition, centrally important, the salonnidére was no
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Thesesortsof societics .. require a certain power to temper them. It scems
dm‘ﬂulpow is no better held than in the hands of a woman, She has a
natural right that no one disputes and that, in order to be felt, has only to be
shown. Madame Geoffrin used this advantage. [In her salon], the reunion
cf:llranh,kh: that of all types of minds, prevented any one tone from

Of Julie de Lespinasse, the Comte de Guibert wrote similarly: “Her
great art was (o show to advantage the minds of others, and she en-
joyed doing that more than revealing her own.™

~ While men did not stop writing about the beneficial effects on so-
ciety as a whole of commerce between men and women, they in-
creasingly emphasized the governing role of women in a socicty com-
posed of men. Thus in 1777, Jacques-Henri Meister mourned the loss
of two Enlightenment salonniéres in political terms: “The disorder
and anarchy that have reigned in this party since the death of Mlle de
Lespinasse and the paralysis of Mme Geoffrin prove how much the
wisdom of their government had averted evils, how much it had dis-
sipated storms, and above all how much it had rescucd it from ridi-
cule.™ It was this governing role that disturbed Rousscau and caused
him to put forward (in Emile and La Nowwelle Héloise) an alternative
role for women as wives and mothers which would prove to be as ap-
pealing to women as to men.

Gender difference became institutionalized in the different roles
played by men and women in the model socicty of the salon. The
definition of the salonniére—the articulation of her attriburtes, her
functions, and her contribution to the Republic of Letters and the
project of Enlightenment through her work in the salon—signaled
the opening of a sort of career for elite women that gave them the op-
portunity to have utility and thus real value within the socicty of their
day. Ar the same time, however, it defined in Fndﬂ mmﬂ:ltﬁ ng:;
ent and complementary roles for men and women w1
and thus limired :hfmbiﬁuns of women to a role dcﬁnef for them
by men. In so doing, it displaced the “Woman Question” from the
center of discussions about the shape and meaning of society “"d‘“’;

lizat re being redefined and, in 2 SENsE, :
on as these two were L g dﬁcdrcnm,ﬁtﬂwsmwnc
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course of society. The starus of women was recognized in the domi-
nant theory of history as a gauge of civilization—most notably by
Diderot, who demanded that women be seen as “so many thermome-
ters of the least vicissitudes of morals and customs”— but their role
was firmly established as the civilizers of men rather than as contribu-
tors to the cultural progress from which they benefited.
ThcslﬁﬁﬁomamlcndiscuurschwdmdeQO
to one framed in gendered terms by the different roles and responsi-
bilitics of men and women in it marked a marginalizing of women
from the actual discussion of society and its future preciscly as thar
discussion became more political and more public, as Erica Harth has
suggested.™ In the writing of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, women were
displaced from the space of discussion altogether—they were, in ef-
fect, sent out of the room in which any senious discussion took place.
We can thus situate Rousseau’s influential discourse on women and
gender in a development thar begins with a practice of civil converss-
ton in which men and women participate, to one in which unruly

"-:’Gjll‘t.'lcn archcxl:ludcd. Gendered difference moves from the basis of
CVILy to the instrument of civility to the boundary of civility. With
the exclusion of women from i, moreover, the conversation in which
nm';!hmgage 15 no longer civil and no longer acknowledges difference.
e o ssociation of women with civility made them vulnerable to
© critique of civilization itself, mounted by Rousscau but shared to
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sphere, that is, civil society, emancipated from the state, had no
place.™ Keith Baker makes a related point in arguing that when the
National Assembly adopted a Rousscauian “discourse of the political,
grounded on the theory of a unitary will,” in the fall of 1789, it rejected
“adiscourse of the social, grounded on the notion of the differential
distribution of reason, functions, and interests in modern civil sodi-
ery.™ Accepting a Rousseauian discourse meant rejecting a discourse
of modernity, in which social progress went hand in hand with social
difference and differentiation; it meant rejecting the very notions of
civilization and socicty associated with women as being outside the
political commumity of citizen-men.”

Rousseaw’s individuals were not only equal, they were by nature
free. Rousseau criticized civility not only because he saw a simpler
solution to the problem of difference in the removal of women from
the political scene, but because he saw civility as a curb on natural
freedom. Afer all, civil conversation is governed conversation. It
should thus not be surprising that since the French Revolution, the
value of civility has been seriously problematized, compromised in
fact, by the threat that traditional government has been seen o pose
to natural liberty.® Before the Revolution, civility was criticized for
the artificiality it tended to produce, for its attention to form and ap-
pearance. (The substitution of politeness for “mere” civility was an at-
tempt to rescue civility from this critique.) In that discourse, civility

was unfree. Essence and sincerity were at stake, not liberty. :
ﬂ‘cﬂmhlﬁmotﬂvﬂ.ﬂusmurcauywoniedabnutﬁmdom being
sacrificed at the altar of civility; his contemporaries were more con-
cerned about the destructive and deceptive potential of language for
human society than they were with its role in representing mdmdual
identity and thus personal frecdom. Indeed, as Roger Chartier points
out, the value of civiliry in the view wu smn,:emnpomnesw
its role in “the tightening of men’s in ence.

'ImT:I;d div?gt:‘ bcrwfcn Rousscau and the phﬂosnrphcs put_{natu—
ral) masculine freedom on one side, and civil {ga-mmed} s?uuz,jrl E
the other. As Ernst Cassirer recognized long 280, Mu@snot‘mc

ition”™ to the Enlightenment was _ E‘; gt
conviction that “all political and social enterprise must
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same foundation.”™ In Rousseau’s view, a just political order must be
founded on the freedom of individual men, not on the differentiated
society in which women played a conspicuous role. The governing
role of women was a red flag for Rousseau not only because it put men
under the rule of women, but because it compromised masculine
freedom and thus violated nature. In the name of freedom, narure,
and masculinity, Rousseau not only tore our the social foundations of
the state, he created a new role for women outside both the polity and
political discourse —a valued role as wife and mother that would com-
pensate for the loss of society’s value and the significant role of
women in assuring mutual respect in it.

Because, of course, difference — gender difference— does not Just
wither away with society, Rather, in Rousseau’s powerful vision it is
relocated in the family. Rousseau’s critique of civilization opened upa
space of true happiness for modern men and women only in a domes-
tic sphere seen as a haven from the depraved modern, urban world
created and dominated by competitive, acquisitive, rational men.
Women who sought to imitate men by cultivating their reason, or
who made a name for themselves iy society (writers and salonniéres,
i short) were not only ridiculous, bug foolish, since in defying their
nature they ran away from the happiness thar they alone could enjoy.
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bend ruled with th:mmq was again inscribed: where the hus-
il guidance of reason, but the wife w
e dece : as the emo-
o sl Mtcr around which the family was built. Society
m:'lhl'} eliminared from both the moral and the politeal
In drawing the line betw e
e gk Iﬁi@mm.ﬂl:ﬂ:lt}'ﬂuifmtdﬂm,mmegm
i mnndﬁ gender civility and civilization, on the other, Rous-
Difference — di.fﬁ:rmi and re-opened the woman question.
i th:buisufgﬁm‘yiﬁ cc—was at tt_n: heart of civilizadon and
ten st tavihity. At the same time, it defined the boundary be-
s political and the not-political. If we follow the phil
e : R
i R ct, bert, Diderot, and others—we sce
tions, rules of i ground upon which all of society’s structures, institu-
T interaction are built, and we thus it withi
litical d e o B accept it within po-
sk ) USSEaLl, WE Use der differe
dividing ine between the polical and the Ce el sl s & b
ﬂ'mﬁ? re, of definition and exclusion—as the basis for a uni
exclusively 3 KL CHTRRHC a unitary and
(it dvﬂlfmjlm' p_ohncai _ldcnm}*. But in either case, civilization
isthe e ﬂ{ﬂct}'} is axs-{a‘:‘mcd with women. The open question
"hﬂﬂ'm ship of the political and the social, of polity and civility.
Where N 'mnds on the “woman question” depends on where dif-
Tl?:m‘]i-m republican tradition that goes back to Rousseau has
ainly endured, but so has 2 commitment to a notion of civilized
s h“ﬁm mixed-gender sociability —as evidenced by the de-
i?"_"?"ﬁcry voiced by the writer Dricu la Rochelle in 1927: i
lm‘lﬁhmn no longer has clothes, no longer has churches, no longer
has paiaces, no longer has paintings, no longer has books, no longer
tlxm" he wrote.“ In his final complaint, Drieu Was reiterating
ss0cation of civilization with gender difference. As Mary Louise
Roberts writes: “The blurring of the boundary berween ‘male’ and
h&“ﬂk’—} civilization without sexes—served as a primary referent
ﬂr'-'hf rain of civilization itself.™ That association bas its origins in
discourse of the Old Regime and has survived, but as the 1
l:':":"'Pclsﬂll'l'lltl'lt of Rousseauian masculine individualism, rather ﬂ““’ i
competing political discourse. Still defined as the social, civilizaton
has now become simply a nostalgic Way of reinserting th
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third term in the Rousseauian dualism— between the family a.nl.'ltdt
polity—without, however, displacing either or calling them into
question, -

It is this understanding of society and civilization which underlies
Mona Ozoufs recent championing of a French feminism that is
uniquely and eminently civil. In her “Essay on French Singularity,”
Ozouf turns to the tradition of mixed-gender sociability that origi-
nated in the salons of Old Regime Paris for her understanding of the
unique character of French feminism. She sees the “complexity” of
the Old Regime as the basis of Frenchwomen'’s true freedom because,
she explains, “in a world of differences, sexual difference was only one
among many others, negligible in relation to differences of estate.™
The salon serves as her example of how those marked by a variety of
differences came together in the cighteenth century by accepting a
common code of behavior. Indeed, Ozouf gives and endorses a classic
account of the civilizing role of women in the Old Regime. “In
short,” she writes, “feminine arts civilized men, and from one end of
the social ladder to the other,™

What makes French feminism unique (and admirable), according
to Ozouf, is the way in which it is built on an aristocratic tradition of
commerce between the sexes and a democratic tradition that in prin-
S3ple sets no limits on equality, even ifin practice it is slow to realize
"~ Potential. “The resultis a particular socicty, where the demand for

equaliry individuals i
i “ﬂmuu:lphm remains fundamental, but can be com-

i e on differences which are always subordi-
In : :
der differmnn oy O20uPs thesis, Elisabeth Badinter has inscribed ger-

erence into the heart of 3 narrative of French history whereby
grftéll:nffwﬂchmndhradjﬂ%mmmurwhm;ﬁw
ek n::n}:tnl‘:c in the seventeenth and cighteenth centuries (with 2
thﬂﬁt:an_ temporary <tback in the 1790s) defines both modem
nfmciviﬁ hlﬁtorym and civilization itself as functions of the feminine value
S ty. The E:hmpljf.:nf&mmm civility, however, maintains gen-
e in the form of while eliminating allfoems of
znv:rtcsmtmn. The victory of the ch?r—m}tin: 15 ;'ic victory tm
rnrcn;:but ofthe socia) over the political = o

l'ﬂndDzouf'maybc right in saying that the French have
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m more civil than others, but civility’s triumph has been lim-
ited to a social realm divorced from the political; that is, it is limited
by the priority of a political model grounded in liberty and equality
which sets the boundaries of society and civility. Despite the great
nostalgia for the Old Regime and for the salon culture central to it
evinced by both Ozouf and Badinter, they are in fact inscribing that
nostalgia within a Rousseauian vision of a masculine polity based on
an equality of sameness, and a feminine society in which civility har-
monizes differences. Not only is feminism depoliticized, as Michelle
Perrot has pointed out,” but the association of women with society
andmen with politics remains unchallenged.

Ozouf docs not provide a satisfactory response to the postmodern
feminist critique of the Enlightenment because she does not call into
question the individualistic and exclusionary basis of the moden po-
litical order. Rather. she endorses that order and reinforces two ideas
that mitigate against both the feminist campaign for equality and a
much-called for civility in political discourse: a belief, first, in the
civilizing role of women —in the natural role of women to discipline
and thus to civilize naturally free and unruly men; and second, 2 resis-
tance to the government of the tongue in the realm of politics. A seri-
ous feminist response to the postmodern critique would not simply
idealize women, salons, and civility; it would reassert the Enlighten-
ment commitment to a society defined by difference as the basis of an
inclusionary political order and institutions.

For the most important and original insight of the philosophes for
ferninism is not that women civilize men; it is that difference under-
ﬁﬁﬂlcsnci:]mdmakmbndzmcicqrandﬂmstatcnmmarya@
meaningful and valuable. Politics operates in this const social
ficld and builds its institutions on i, rather than developing 355";:“&3'
from a social contract among abstract, aum“mmdw}dual& 15
structures of society and politics, in this view, arc not simply neees
sary evils, mu‘mdim:anDnnaumJﬁmdnmanduth% but human
constructions built to organize human differences and make them
useful — not to minimize, dumnatc,mﬁdm};]thmm e aith

However, as long as society civility are aecd ¢
women, and politics, natural truth-telling, and mm‘ﬁﬁ:igdﬁ_
guage arc associated with men, men will resist both women
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ity because not just truth and honesty are stake, bur masculinity itself.
Rugged individualism will never allow itself to be civilized in these
terms.” Civility, however, is not a compromise with truth, honesty,
and nature, just as socicty is not a refuge from the hurly-burly of poli-
tics: it is a necessary condition of (political) discourse, Itis a necessary
condition of all relations rooted in discourse, which means all social
and political relations including those whose aim is truth or knowl-
edge.

The Enlightenment discourse in which difference is central is not
simply an alternative to that other Enlightenment discourse —the one
in which universal reason plays the crucial role. It must serve as the
discursive context for universalism by means of which we can place
the reasoning individual back in a social world marked by differences.
At the same time, the universal discourse of reason can continue to
play the critical role it has played since Descartes launched it in the
seventcenth century: it can de-naturalize those differences and de-
rctr;nahzc thcl:;l Not, however, in order to dismiss them, but in or-

" to organize them usefully and fairly for the preater of society
and the happiness of individuals. Viewed in ﬂfis wa}r,%::dﬁnligfum

3 » that it play the role i cul-
mn.-ﬂ:r the salon played in Old Regime le::).' mm n
parti : :mh; writes, “:_:lﬁ'c_r the best possibility of thinking about

community in pew ways.” Just as the seventeenth-
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Rules of civility, she might have added, are what make such com-
munities possible in the modern world. Thus, it would seem, the cur-
rent linking of a breakdown of American society with a “civility cri-
sis.” However, the cultural commentators who have made such a link-
age donot acknowledge the significance of difference asa real basis for
community and thus the need for civility; nor do they question the
individualism that makes civility suspect in the modern world. Debo-
rah Tannen, for example, who wants us to question “the assumption
that it’s always best to address problems and issues by fighting over
them,” is careful to deny thar she is a proponent of civility because,
she explains, “civility’ suggests a superficial, pinky-in-the-air veneer
of politeness spread thin over human relations like a layer of marma-
lade over toast. This book is about a pervasive warlike atmosphere
that makes us approach public dialogue . . . as if it were a fight.™ Be-
cause she sees civility as superficial and agonism as essential to society,
Tannen looks clsewhere for a solution to the crisis she finds in social
and political discourse. Like agonism, individualism is simply a factof
life. All we can do, therefore, is look for ways to “blunt the most dan-
gerous blades of the argument culrure.™

Unlike Tannen, Stephen L. Carter embraces the notion of civility-
Itis, he asserts, one of the elements of good character. For Carter, &-
vility is not superficial, not merely “good manners”; rather, it 1S a
moral principle, an “attitude of respect, even love, for our fellow citi-
zens.” It is, he declares, “morally betrer to be civil than to be uncivil.
Carter calls civility a “precondition of democratic dialogue” m‘i posits
as 2 moral imperative that it “requires us not 10 mask our differences
but to resolve them respectfully.” Civility “3clds value to the b:ttﬂ;w s0-
ciety we are struggling together through our dﬁmﬂﬁwmﬂd‘

Carter, however, locates civility not in the social practices of a
secular society erected in the wake of thcﬂli:_:fct?ﬂﬂﬂf;:vb:;iﬁ the
Christianity i:m@tmrcphm,l-{cmakﬁ civility an ;
a restatement d‘(]uiﬁanluvtappmpﬁﬂ‘ﬁ“ﬂm secular $0C1-
ety. “The key to reconstructing civility,” he argucs,

is for all of us to leamn anew the virtue of acting “"]mmmm_

ncigh buﬁ.l.m-cnefm@bofhaslongbccnamnct?f 5
tianity, and a revival of cvility in America will require 3 revival of all that
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is best in religion as a force in our public life. Only religion possesses the
majesty, the power, and the sacred language to teach all of us, the relig-
tous and the secular, the genuine appreciation for each other on which a
successful civility must resc.®

As auniversal —like reason or Christian love —civility here denies the
value of difference in transcending it. For Carrer, the value of civiliry
does not lic in its recognition of the differences that underlie society
and its ability to manage them, bur in s ability to act as a counter-
weight to individualism. “We cannot return to a world in which indi-
vidual identity was subsumed within alarger and often brutal whole,”
he concedes. “What we can do js try, within the limits of A
to construct a civility that will lead furure generations to admire whar

ers. In ademocracy, especially a large one, we are most of us strangers
to cach other. ... Civility Supposes an obligation to a larger if
anonymous group of fellow citizens, ™ In the end, this latest call for
civility does not entail 4 displacement of the individual or his narural
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Until the differences from which disagreements arise are acknowl-
edged as the basis of society, the reason for its existence, civility will
Bﬂth‘.‘ recognized as the means to harmonize them. Nor will the ne-
cessity and legitimacy of people willing to enforce the rules of civility
J"’_‘Wh‘d—pwp!c who are willing to stand outside the conversa-
tion, its passions, ¢gos, and interests —as salonniéres did by virtue of
their gender—in order to do the necessary and legitimate work of
governance.,

We need salonniéres as much as we need civility, but we don’t
need to assign the role of salonniére to women. Unlike the men and
women of the cighteenth century, we can analyze and understand the
function of the salonniére as we understand the function of civility: in
relation to difference, bur not as grounded in nature, The full legacy of
the Enlightenment helps us to grapple with difference as reasonable
men and women. It allows us to sce not only that differences are so-
cially constructed, but that socicty is itself constructed out of differ-
ences and government developed to manage them. Standing on a
differentiated society, the political sphere need not exclude women
on the grounds of their difference from men, just as it need not sub-
merge all men in an artificial equality based on a constructed same-
ness, Rather than grounding a choice between universalism and dif-

ference, the complex legacy of the Enlightenment allows us to rcl"usc
that choice as well as its derivatives: between universalistic feaninism
and difference feminism, between political rights and social power,
and between politics and civility. The Enlightenment does this by
opening the possibility of redefining the political such that difference,
society, and civility are all essential to it.
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Enlightenment as Conversation

Notwithstanding Jean-Frangois Lyotard’s identification of the post-
modem with “incredulity toward metanarratives,” postmodernism
has its own grand narrative. Ansious about its definition in time as in
so much else, postmodernism has been accompanied by a passion to
historicize, to define a history of modernity against which critique
can then be launched. There has been a proliferation of grand narra-

Mﬂlﬂﬂgh the Postmodern narrative identifies {
didage Enl; several relared an-
mmmﬂasdﬁc . 'Js.l’:g‘c?-ﬂ]hm}'rmpou:hmﬁm-
inspired by CD"'“PUI;Ed::g claim that :
sCrver i
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m who are separated by a kind of ontological gap; a hierarchical
relation that privileges the intellecrual and political authority of the
observer; and the disembodied or decontextualized position of the
observer, which gives rise to the claim to provide objective knowl-
edge of universal validity. This scientistic posture is the signal com-
portment of the Enlighrenment in pﬂsmmdcnﬂsm’s grand narrative,
aswell as the signal legacy of the Enlightenment targeted by the post-
modem critique.
This characterization can make for a nice fit berween the very term
i ¢ and its presiding epistemology. According to Lud-
milla Jordanova and Peter Hulme, light took on “3 new virality™ as “a
central metaphor for knowledge” in this period: “there was a whole
epistemology behind the use of images of ‘light’ in the cightcenth
century, one that was boosted by the belief that all knowledge came
from the senses and that vision was queen among the senses, with ob-
servation ar the heart of the acquisition of solid knowledge. Enlight-
enment was less a state than a process of simultancous unveiling and
observation.™
However, as Lorraine Daston has recently reminded us, it was
highly important to eighteenth-century writers that their “light” not
be confused with the sort of private illumination that had come in
their time to be associated with the pathology known as enthusiasm.
She writes that “the peculiar light of the enlightened” in the eight-
centh century was “a sociable light. It was not the inner light of mys-
tical vision, but rather the outer light of letters, lectures, treatises,
memoirs, novels, journals, and conversations.” We understand what
she means, but the metaphors arc awkward. When she continucs,
“whereas enthusiasm caught fire from 2 blinding, und:I{Jﬂbk infui-
tion that admitted neither claboration nor rebutral, enlightenment

with a network of interlocutors, ot
effects of a significan ¢ mixing of metaphor: .
sight have shifted into metaphors of sound and specch.

The same shift is underraken, rather more strategically, by James
Schmidt, who notes thar “the Enlightenment’s critics are i ag:;:—
ment . . . that there is something sinister abour the lightit u:nstzd e
contends, however, that light has come o be over-estimated as 3
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trope of Enlightenment because theorists have failed to artend to
what eighteenth-century writers themselves said. Asa SIEI'IJ] prece "f
evidence, he points out thar Kant’s answer to the question, “What is
enlightenment?,” “did not invoke those images of light that have cast
such a shadow over recent criticisms of the Enlightenment. He in-
stead talked abour speech. For him, enlightenment demanded not a
world in which everything stood naked to the light but rather a world
in which it was possible to speak without fear, ™

Following Daston and Schmidr, this essay approaches the Enlight-
€nment as a moment in the history of human communication. It
draws on historical research that locates the medium of the Enlighe-
enment not in light and vision bur in sound and speech. In this En-
lightenment, engaged conversers rather than detached observers are
in the foreground. In this Enlightenment, science does not run ram-
pant but instead submits to the disciplines of sociability.

One reason to consider the Enlightenment as a conversational epi-
sode is simply to make clear that the intellectual cultures of the eight-
centh century had many concerns besides observation and such re-
lated themes as taxonomy, abstraction, objectivity, and discipline:
more than that was going on in the eighteenth century, In tum, the
d“:emr}' f}fﬂ“ Enlightenment undermines the simplistic grand nar-
ratve which postmodern writers have so often felt they required: sd-
<htism was not the only legacy of the Enj
Secing ourrelation to the past in thar metaphor. Ho
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According to Dick Hebdige, “the spirit of postmodernism” requires
Td‘lf  renunciation of the claims to mastery and ‘dominant specular-
ity.”™ In renouncing Enlightenment scientism, some critics have
identified an alternative cognitive comportment in conversation or
dﬂhql& In the words of David Simpson, conversation has risen to
prominence among “rools of storytelling as we now do it, if we are
liberal intcllectuals laying claim to the novelty of a postmodern com-
mitment,” A scene of embodied humans interacting in particular
spaces scems 2 desirable substitute for the disembodied eyeball peer-
ing into the microscope. Comversation offers a better way than obser-
mation for thinking abour cognition and knowledge: conversation re-
places distance with engagement, clitism and authority with partici-
pation, solitude with sociability, hierarchy and clitism with equality,
and the illusion of a privileged cognitive station with a frank admis-
sion of the situated perspective of all knowledge claims.

The postmodern commitment has at least two main uses for con-
"mﬁﬂn.asﬂlcbuisfora]ldaj:mmknow}edgcmdasamuddfm
acquiring it. The first usc is illustrated in the writings of Richard
Rorty. For Rorty, conversation is an alternative to the scientism—
adumbrated as early as Plato, put in place by Descartes and Locke,
adopted as the cognitive program of the Enlightenment, and finally,
passed on to modern Western culture.* This scientism has abways
sought to establish knowledge on the basis of a correspondence to an

external reality; it involves a search for a knowledge that stands out-
side the contingencies of language, history and culture. Among other
things, it is responsible for the bifurcation of the cognitive world into
scientific and non-scientific kinds of knowledge. Rorty’s pragmatism
rejects “the common presupposition that there is an invidious distinc-

ﬁmwﬁdﬂwnb:rw:mkmdsofuuﬁlforthc : truesen-
mmmnmmbgcmm:ﬂlc}rcnmpondmrcahq"; Mu_w-'lsE,ﬂm
funcoon of the

undeniable effectiveness of modem science is not a

correspondence of its statements to reality.” Rorty does not deny that
there is such a reality: “To say that the world is out there, that it is not
our creation, is to say, with common Sense, that most things In spacc
and time are the effects of causes which do not include human mental

states.” But he insists that truth should not be consi

dcrcdanﬁnﬂrof
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that reality since what we call truth must be articulated in sentences,
“sentences are elements of human languages,” and “human languages
are human creations.™ In short, humans and their cognitions are en-
tirely embedded in language. This “ubiquity of language™ means that
We never encounter reality “except under a chosen description.™
There are no starting points or ending points outside language. Thus,
knowledge is not a matter of confrontation between knower and re-
ality bur rather a marter of conversation, arising in the conversational
relations of inquirers.” As Rorty notes, “there are no constraints on
inquiry save conversational ones—no wholesale constraints derived
from the nature of the objects, or of the mind, or of language, but only
those retail constraints provided by the remarks of our fellow-
Ingquirers,”?

To thinkofknc:wlndgc as grounded in conversation rather than in
correspondence is, for Rorty, a new way of describing our knowl-
edge, a new way to cast the metaphors through which we articulate
our purchase on the world.* To thar extent, Rorty’s redescription
Imvlcs scientific knowledge as it js: evolutionary biology, plate tec-

Whatever new role is found for ohi —or

“mﬁutasthcw
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hasbeen in the fore in calling for the rejection of the scientistic model.
The anthropologist is to abandon the pretensions to detachment and
objectivity in the participant observation model and assume the shape
ofafully equipped and located human being; morcover, the object of
inquiry must be regarded as a fully equipped and located being, The
relations between these two are necessarily dialogic. According to
Clifford, “it is more than ever crucial for different peoples to form
complex concrete images of one another, as well as of the relation-
ships of knowledge and power that connect them; but no sovereign
scientific method or ethical stance can guarantee the truth of such im-
ages. They are constituted . . . in specific historical relations of domi-
nance and dialogue.™ The nature of the knowledge produced is quite
different, then, under conversational conditions: “It becomes neces=
sary to conceive of ethnography not as the experience and interpreta-
tion of a circumscribed ‘other’ reality, but rather asa constructive ne-
gotiation involving at least two, and usually more, conscious, polit-
cally significant subjects.™

For Rorty, the scientistic posture leads to false claims about the na-
ture of our knowledge; for Clifford, it leads to false knowledge claims
tout court with morally and politically odious implications. Both asser-
tions of the importance of conversation and dialoguc are rooted in a
powerful sense of the ubiquity of language: our knowledge is always
embedded in language, language is inherently discursive, and our dis-
course is always particular, located and contingent.

In what follows I do not take issue with the attractivencss of con-
versation and dialogue as models of intellectual and political commu-
nity. The point, rather, is that in the mgh:ﬂc;:ttttlm mmmgulc:g j

i ize not

people used conversation to Organize i itPfk . :

tally rhetorical, that is, linguisti
tant sensitivity to historical and cultural context, Was

of the Enlightenment.”

of the Enlightenment,” recent

the central culrural structure e ability were © Fiie.

the period suggests that conversation
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eminent significance. According to Dena Goodman, “the central dis-
cursive practices of the Enlightenment Republic of Letters were po-
lite conversation and letter writing, and its defining social institution
was the Parisian salon.™ Goodman’s contention betokens the direc-
tion that Enlightenment studies have taken in recent years. The En-
lightenment is defined now not by a set of doctrines but by a st of
communicative practices, along with such concepts as conversation,
politeness and sociability, which contemporarics used to comprehend
their distinctive practices.®

Of course, the cighteenth century did not invenr ideas about con-
versation, but rather builr on traditions of early modern and medieval
Provenance (which, in rurn, were informed by ancient writings). In-
deed, the conversational tumn in Enlightenment studies has involved a
rethinking of Enlightenment origins. The Enlightenment has often
been interpreted as continuing and popularizing the scientific
achievements of the seventeenth century. The Philasopbes have been
coen as ranslating the work of “the trio of English ‘pioneers,” Bacon,
_Nmtmn and Locke,” to a wider and more practical field or of adopt-
INg, 1n a similar way, “the way qf;;;f,ﬁ@ introduced by el
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ries of conversation, eighteenth-century thinkers imagined other, not
necessarily verbal, activities as forms of civility.™

Though both Dena Goodman and Daniel Gordon are students of
France, a consequence of their rethinking of Enlightenment origins
and character is to reposition England in the narrative of Enlighten-
ment. Although seventeenth-century English luminaries from Bacon
to Newton have long been recognized as inspirational for the En-
lightenment, England was also usually considered to have been im-
mune to the Enlightenment.* However, in relation to the conversa-
tional Enlightenment, England is a most central locale, not only be-
cause in the early cighteenth century English writers gave an influen-
tial rearticulation to the ideal, but because from the carly eighteenth
century England pioneered an elaborated world of conversational op-
portunity.

The impulse in England to assert the importance of conversation
grew out of local political and ideological needs. In the wake of the
1688 Revolution, English Whigs constructed a cultural ideology or-
ganized around notions of conversation and politeness in order to le-
gitimate the new political and cultural order which emerged then and
survived into the nineteenth century.” In the decades after the Glori-
ous Revolution, this ideology lost its partisan color and came to shape

social, intellectual and cultural patterns throughout Britain in ways _

that were more and more generalized. Polite conversability became a

great self-image of the age, a blueprint for many aspects of middling
and upper-class culture. At the same time, it became influential
throughout Europe, being appropriated and adapted £0 vas
circumstances.

The Enlightenment was inspired by Bacon, Newton and Locke,
butit also relied on the conversational idioms rc'mvengdby l:hc;ﬂhfhafstg
cultural ideologists.® Anthony Ashley Cooper, the third earl of h-
esbury, is a particularly interesting figure to cxamine. Not only was ]Z
arutelary spinit of the conversational Elﬂightf::lmcnt, but his chJmar_npt‘
defics, in highly significant ways, gencralizations about the . _ght-
enment in the ‘postmodcm critique. 1 offer him here as an nﬁm
enment opponent of scientism, 3 figure who refused t?; Eﬁ@
science should set philosophy’s agenda. As Hans-Georg e
indicated, Shaftesbury should be located among long

icties of
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torical, historicist and culturalist strands of discourse that were highly
active in the eighteenth century.”

==
Nothing could be farther from the scientistic character ascribed by the
postmodern critique to the Enlightenment than Shaftesbury’s apo-
thegmatic statement: “To philosophize, in a just signification, is but
to carry good breeding a step higher.”® He enunciated here his pat-
ently moral, aesthetic and political goals for philosophy, namely, to
enhance the virtue, taste, and citizenship of gentlemen. Shaping the
subjectivity of gentlemen was precisely the task, in Shaftesbury’s
view, that modemn philosophy, embodied in the likes of Descartes,

Hobbes and Locke, had begun to abandon.
However, the apothegm also indicated the close connection be-
tween philosophy and conversation since the heart of good breeding
was the art of conversation. Shaftesbury’s project of enlightenment

was nothing less than the recovery of conversation. “If the best of our
modern conversations,” he wrote,

;H'_:'rt “‘i': Eﬁu extend the geos “fcfﬂ":i%hmml;'n;ﬂ was an
P }r tto ity = Ll -mtlu-r
dﬂmnndm:hc Sk remedy ﬂ'lcdlsmtcgramlg effect of irs having aban-

3 tesbury showed :
i OW polite conversarion 2
s0¢C] : polite con
al, L‘l.l]l.'l.].ml and ultip ately political i.mp(m; could elicit values of
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rameters of this discursive practice by reflecting on a recent “free”
conversanon:

It was, | must own, a very diverting [conversation], and perhaps not the
less so for ending as abruptly as it did, and in such a sort of confusion as
almost brought to nothing whatever had been advanced in the discourse
before . . . . A great many fine schemes, it is true, were destroyed; many
F#"emnmp,mmuncd; but, this being done without offence to the
parties concerned and with improvement to the good humour of the
company, it st the appetite the keener to such conversations. And [ am
persuaded that, had Reason herself been to judge of her own interest, she
would have thought she received more advantage in the main from that
my_md-&mi]iar way than from the usual stiff adherence to a particular

opinion.

1}'&5 conversation was scrious without being solemn. In fact, it was
diverting in the senses both that it was agreeable and that it was full of
diversity. Its lack of order did not impede its intellectual value.” In-
deed, this conversation—critical, open-ended, amiable—served the
interests of reason by undermining unfounded opinion, by covering
many topics and by encouraging further discussion. What Shaftesbury
meant by “reason” here and elsewhere is unclear. Certainly, he stood
on the trajectory from scholastic notions of right reason toward no-
tions of empirical and discursive reason.” But reason may not have
signified much more here than reasonableness, a pragmatic
that arose by agreement among those present in the conversation. In
any case, it is impossible to see Shaftesbury’s use of “rcas?n” as con-
forming to a model of Enlightenment reason as disembodied and de-
contextualized. Reason, for Shaftesbury, was a collabo
conveyed by conversation.
Conversation was also an

rative project

ti-authoritarian. It implied aclfivit}r
among the participants. If, 25 Shaftesbury said, reason was a hzl:u:h ac-
tuated in the practice of conversation, CONVErSers were agents: they
resisted the passivity of mere listening.” Attached to their activity
was also a kind of equality. If not equally endowed with reason or Wit,
participants in conversation were equal in their capacity o
what they had of them.
Conversation also managed to

cipline. An important reason that such a conversation was
was that it was free: it involved “a freedom of raillery, a liberty 11 de
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cent language to question everything, and an allowance of unravelling
or refuting any argument without offence to the arguer.™ The free-
dom that conduced to pleasure here was freedom to question and
even to ridicule. Such discursive or intellectual freedom was not a le-
gal entitlement or a politically sanctioned domain of latitude bur,
rather, the precondition of rational interchange, a convention for the
operation of conversation. This was an endorsement of freedom that
had nothing to do with rights— it is important to remember, in light
of post-modern complaints about the language of rights, that there
are many ways to persuade us that freedom is a value, and the language
of rights is only one. At the same time, politeness depended on self-
restraint, a willingness to make concessions to others, whether they
deserve it or not. In the paradigm of politeness, liberty and discipline
were hardly antagonistic but rather were folded in upon one another
as values. Postmodernism in the Foucauldian vein has given discipline
such a bad name that one must be explicit about its obvious necessity
for collaborative human action,

For Shaftesbury, then, polite conversation was, in Habermas’s ex-

ssion, an ideal speech situation: the very nature of a polite conver-

; uality, activiry, pleas-
ure, and restraine, Unl?ackh@ Shaﬁﬂbury’s oz?:vﬂgtlmal L tlus-



Enligltenment as Conversation

enment was meant to bridge. While one of these menaces was, fairly
predictably, the Church, the other was none other than modern phi-
losophy as it had taken shape in the seventeenth century under the
impress of natural investigations and as it was embodied in Descartes,
Hobbes and Locke.® As Shaftesbury’s figurative language indicated,
philosophy had abandoned the world. The empiric in his cell was not
just the scientist but also the modern philosopher; epistemology, the
modern philosophical project, was on the same level as alchemy.
Shaftesbury sneered at the analysis of ideas in Locke’s Essay on Human
Understanding and made slighting references to “clear ideas” and the
Cartesian cogito. Bored by the new leaming of the seventeenth cen-
tury, Shaftesbury rejected one of its important outcomes, the reoricn-
tation of philosophical reflection around questions of knowledge.
Thus, Shaftesbury attacked the privileges claimed by science and by
epistemology, offering an Enlightenment protest against scientism.

Moreover, Shaftesbury was sensitive to precisely the abstractive
universalism for which postmodernists have criticized the Enlight-
enment. He took seriously neither the artempt by Descartes 10
fathom the world by withdrawing from it nor the attempts by Hob-
bes and Locke, in keeping with the natural law tradition, to imagine
humans outside of culture and history as the basis for theorizing the
character of society and politics. Shaftesbury’s enlightenment project
stood against that sort of abstractive universalism and advanced in-
stead an attempt to historicize human moral experience and ground it
in conversation.* :

Thus, in the name of polite philosophy, Shaftesbury’s enlighten-
ment project rejected the writers who were later canonized as the
guiding spirits of “the Enlightenment.” By pointing out the continu-
ity between philosophy and politeness, Shaftesbury was prescribing
ethical, aesthetic, and civic contents for philosophy. He Wﬂh"ri;‘;‘*
posing the ideal of the gcn';:man mp]ﬁbsop?cr. 'I;l]n;:lf required a
new site for philosophy, e conversation of gen o
form to [ﬂﬂ{l:mpl'lic ac{iﬁr}r that was fundamentally dialogic- Thu;:
Shaftesburian politeness produced a new map ?f'_uzlnlra] SE'“':E{DH
which cultural sites with their protocols of admission and operatt
were redefined and reevaluated.

Shaftesbury was certainly influential, through Hutcheson to the
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Enlightenment in Scotland and through Diderot to the Enlighten-
ment in France. However, he was also representative: his re-appraisal
ofdiscursivtanduﬂmra]spamwaspmtafwidupnmufaﬂnﬂ
transformation in contemporary Britain and Europe. It was hardly ac-
cidental that Shaftesbury’s contemporary, Joseph Addison, defined
the Spectator’s aims as relocating philosophy and, so, remapping the
cultural world, bringing “Philosophy out of Closets and Librarics,
Schools and Colleges, to dwell in Clubs and Assemblies, at Tea-
Tables, and Coffee-Houses.™ As in Shaftesbury, philosophy here was
being transferred from what were represented as solitary or cloistered
cnvironments to worldly and sociable ones. First English-speakers
and then Europeans of many nations imitated the Whig peniodicals of
Addison and Steele: they produced their own moral wecklies on the
model of the Spectator; but, more tellingly, they sought to reproduce

onthe el to s0 much Enlightenment Writers dwelled
of natural b iahil;
ment of sociability was munun S oiaeity. However, the endorse-
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come in recent interpretations an indicator, when not a defining at-
tribute, of Enlightenment.

The forms and sites of such association were myriad. The coffee-
house provided one convenient locale because it provided an accessi-
ble, inexpensive, and fairly democratic place not just for drinking bev-
erages but also for consuming printed material and discussing all it
suggested. Coffechouses also provided a place for lectures, scientific
demonstrations, concerts, exhibits and auctions. Not all coffechouses
were polite, nor were all activities at any coffechouse polite, but cof-
fechouses could be characterized as places for decorous conversation
which refined the taste and polite capacitics of those present.®

At the other end of the institutional spectrum was the salon, an oc-
casion for conversation that met regularly at the home of a high-born
woman who, as salomniére, exercised an ordering and disciplining
function. From the seventeenth century, salons were sites for a re-
definition of the French nobility according to the value of politeness.
In the eighteenth century, the French tradition of politesse merged
with Addisonian and Shaftesburian ideas, making salons occasions for
arich, bracing, and edifying conversation that defined the Enlight-
enment in France.®

Between the coffechouse and the salon were the many kinds of as-
sociations and societies that scholars have been identifying all over
Europe: linguage socictics, leamed academics, Masonic lodges,
reading circles, literary and all manner of other clubs. There was great
variety here, but many of these shared basic features: th:}_’mughtm
combine sociability and cdification in orderly conversation among,
people from different orders of: society.”

Thus, the Enlightenment was a A :
ory but in cultural practice. This is what Lorraine Daston, ﬂﬂﬁdsufg:
lier, means by the “sociable light” of the cighteenth nenmrfg:-ﬂd o
bility did not mean amicability, but cven antagonism Was mh]‘thin -
rules: “views were developed, and cnucnchi Wi o
active contexts—in CONVErsations, correspondences, disputes, arX
above all, reviews.” The intellecrual lifc of the Enlightenier e
great echo chamber™ of reverberating opinion, wtmseth}'ﬂ‘l:’:rkad
lowed “the movements of conversation,” €Ven when £ucy

*across time and space.™
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=
In such a culture, conversation came to be a model for many intellec-
tual practices, including narural science. While Shaftesbury and Addi-
son both regarded natural science as peripheral to polite culture, re-
cent research suggests that scientific activity in the eighteenth cen-
tury prospered as a facet of this conversable culture. In the words of
the editors of the recent The Sciences in Enlightened Europe, “the polite
culture of taste and conversation is the relevant context for much
Enlightenment science, not the world of professionalization or insti-
tutional formation.™ The polite character of cighteenth-century
natural science is worth emphasizing here because science and de-
contextualized scientific modes of reasoning are central targets in the
postmodern critique of the Enlightenment legacy. Bur historians of
science have shown that even cighteenth-century science was em-

bedded in the culture of conversation and as such was hardly fit to
leave scientism as is legacy.
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By emphasizing the conversational theme, I nsk being cast as a de-
fender of the En_lighbcnmcnt; nevertheless, this essay does not seck to
defend tflrl: Enhghtl:mnmt by balancing the negatives in the post-
ﬂn&m_amqu: with a cozier characterization or by constructing an
ah:u‘nmrc and more hopeful genealogy for modernity.” If anything,
this essay is a defense of historical thinking against the unhistorical
propensity to offer treatments of the Enlightenment in the tone of ei-
ther au‘.uﬁnun or defense. The forensic tone arises, of course, be-
@Eﬂ.mmhﬁmmth:mmm:dcamgﬂryafmc Modern, the En-
lightenment is assigned a privileged status as founder, ancestor, and
legacy-leaver.

However, historians should have a rather large investment in for-
swearing this kit of metaphors. That is because the engagement of
professional history with the past is defined by a commitment o the
notion of context—understanding things, developments, people,
writings, whatever, with respect to other things, developments,
people, writings, that are contemporary. The violation of this com-
mitment provides us with our Scarlet Letter, that grave sin called
Anachronism. The metaphorical array including genealogy and legacy
isan invitation to anachronism because it interprets aspects of the past
by reference to what they are alleged to have led to.

Some arguments against this approach arc found in that war-horse
of the modern professional historical consciousness, The Whig Inter-
presation of History by Herbert Butterfield. Burterficld’s rargetin this
dassic book was 2 kind of historical genealogist: the Whig BIStOZS2
who wants to know “to whom do we owe our libc;'r}'?“ In T&Wiﬂ
Interpretasion of History, Butterficld’s best examples 228 2
Wrigrph o he Reformation,whie, i i e
for long aft “vas depicted 4 a rurning point on the £0aC 10
modernity, with Martin Luther as a hero of mdl\'id”m_hbc“}r’
and even tolerance, while the Church at Rome was characterized as 2

retrogressive villain. : _
i butrals to this approach © history-
Butterfield made two salient re s e e o & e

One was an insistence on the local nature ©

- - = an is-
between Protestants and Catholicsin the sixteenth century was a
sue of their world and not of our world, and we are being definitely
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unhistorical, we are forgetting that Protestantism and Catholicism
have both had a long history since 1517, if we argue from a rash analogy
that the one was fighting for something like our modern world while
the other was trying to prevent its coming.™ It follows, according to
Butrerfield, that one should regard Protestant and Catholics as “dis-
tant and strange people.” This is exactly the opposite assumption of
the genealogist who is looking for familiars in the past.

The second and more important point on which Butterfield in-
sisted is the reductionism of a genealogical approach that tends to ab-
stract individuals, or ideas, or themes from a larger historical process.
He writes, “It is not by a line but by a labyrinthine piece of network
that one would have to make the diagram of the course by which re-
ligious liberty has come down to us, for this liberty comes by devious
tracks and is born of Strange conjunctures, it represents purposes
marred perhaps more than purposes achieved, and it owes more than
We can tell to many agencies that had little to do with either religion
or liberty. We cannot tell to whom we must be grateful for this relig-
1ous liberty and there is no logic in being grateful to anybody or any-
thing except to the whole past which produced the whole present.
- " History, he concluded, is not the study of origins; rather it is the

anﬂhm'snf'“ullmcmndjatinnsbywiﬁth the past was turned into our
present, ™

projects, bu ernity was an cighteenth- la-
bu:sﬂfthcsemelcwcrclnml in asctt%:g m“ilrl|I!l‘:::«cllnt:;u.:w:‘r .t Tl'; It
;nrgj wants “lﬁml;”om has to recognize that the “legacies™ of their
CCts are multiple, if not infin; '
m_;htr::tl}r Eahlc‘m{ mtc,ami,:tmc:smm,ﬂim“kgimﬂ’
fact is thar ights associa ith postmodern theory
support the WMMM;&::Mm Burterfield’s
mFbonk These insights have redeployed and sharpened valuable
. o anal}ms_ﬁar Undﬂﬁ't:md.ing the complexity of human life, past
Present. With the encouragement of postmodern concerns and
enPhases, historical study is recqsg  its accounts.* The develop-
finds in most areas of historical iInvestigation include:
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i’_“_ﬂl'mﬂd-lﬂg fnuiﬁpﬁdt)r and contestation instead of unity and una-
mimity; attending to developments at the margins as well as those at
#!mﬂh;r, and, beyond that, rethinking the figure of “center/mar-
gin"and its application; evaluating the claims of historical actors with
greater skepticism, especially the suspiciously high-minded claims of
""“_a Sc_;m:c, Philosophy, and Truth; shedding “the economic,” “the
mll-.l and other claimants to be the ultimate ground of historical ex-
Ph’_nﬂfﬂ'l; and finally, insisting that the terrain for historical investi-
gation is practice (a.k.a. culture), the point at which such categories
:}iﬁ:m’ “event,” “experience,” “performance,” and “meaning™

Finally, and most relevant to the Enlightenment, postmodernism
has encouraged greater diffidence about the long-term patterns. In-
deed, the skepticism about grand narratives, associated with Jean-
Frangois Lyotard, has helped to sanction a rethinking of stories that
had assumed a commonplace character. By insisting that people come
to terms with the concept of the “postmodern,” postmodernism has
problematized “the modern™ and the polarities, such as archaic/mod-
emn, which have given shape to much historical storytelling. Reso-
nances between past and present which were usually drowned out by
the din of “the modern” and “modernization” have become audible
again. It has become possible to discuss the history of the last three
centuries without assigning tried and true roles to the Industrial
Revolution, the French Revolution, the rising middle class, the de-
dining aristocracy, and so forth. “Watershed,” “murning point,” and
“point of origin” are being cast out of the metaphorical kit in favor of
new metaphors.

The irony is that, while the concept of the postmodern can be used
to free the imagination to rethink the narratives of recent centuries, it
ma];uhcumdmpmd:agmndnmﬁvc with a vengeance, a Story
that violates many of the insights that are properly associated with the
postmodern. Instead of being a story about diversity, It 1s @ SO0
about unanimity. Instead of being a story about contestation, It 18 a
story about a strict hegemony. Instead of suggesting that practice has
to be examined as the site of cultural power, it assumes that what ca-
nonical writers write suffices for characterizing an entire calgpre. o

16§
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stead of allowing for discordance in kinds of change over time, indeed
for a multiplicity of narratives, it assumes a synchronicity of change
across the aspects of society.

In the interests of a complex vision of the cighteenth century, |
have discussed the conversational ideal and its impact. However, this
essay is not intended as a contribution to an alternative genealogy to
that of the postmodern critique of scientism. This is not a sketch to-
wards a history of the rise of modern conversation or modern polite-
ness or modern publicity or modern science. [s antiquarianism the al-
ternative to genealogy? I think not. The features discussed are suffi-
ciently different from those in our society that they are genuinely for-
cign. At the same time, they scem to be recognizable: they have a
resonance with some of the predicaments in which we find ourselves.
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