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Introductory Note


AFTER THE DEATH OF GOD AND THE COLLAPSE of utopias, on what intellectual and moral base do we want to build our communal life? If we are to conduct ourselves as responsible human beings, then we need a conceptual framework that underpins not only our statements – that is easy – but also our acts. Seeking just such a framework is what led me to a current of thought and sensibility that I will describe as the humanist dimension of the Enlightenment. The great upheaval that took place in the three-quarters of a century prior to 1789 is responsible more than anything else for our present-day identity. For the first time in history, human beings decided to take their destiny into their own hands and to set the welfare of humanity as the ultimate goal of their acts. This movement emanated from the whole of Europe, not just from one country alone, and it found expression in philosophy and in politics, in the sciences and in the arts, in novels and in autobiographies.


Clearly, a simple return to the past is neither possible nor desirable. The writers of the eighteenth century cannot resolve the problems that have arisen since and that are tearing apart our world every day. But a better understanding of this radical upheaval may help us live better today. And so I set out here to outline the key points of Enlightenment thought, without losing sight of our times, in a continual back-and-forth movement between past and present.









one


[image: image]


The Project




IT IS NOT EASY TO DEFINE EXACTLY WHAT THE Enlightenment project consisted in for two reasons. First, the Enlightenment was a period of culmination, recapitulation and synthesis, not one of radical innovation. The great ideas of the Enlightenment did not originate in the eighteenth century. Those that did not derive from Antiquity bear the traces of the High Middle Ages, the Renaissance and the classic era. The Enlightenment absorbed and articulated opinions that were in conflict until then, whence the need, as many historians have noted, to do away with certain commonplace images of it. The Enlightenment was at once rationalist and empiricist, heir to Descartes and to Locke, receptive to the Ancients and to the Moderns, to the universalists and to the particularists, enamoured with history and eternity, details and abstractions, nature and art, freedom and equality. The ingredients were ancient but their combination was new. During the Age of Enlightenment, not only were these ingredients brought together to form a whole but, more essentially still, they were taken out of books and applied to the real world.


The second difficulty resides in the fact that Enlightenment thinking was formulated by a great many individuals who, far from agreeing with one another, were constantly engaged in bitter discussions, from one country to another and within each country. The time that has elapsed since has allowed us to put things in perspective but only to a certain point: some of those disagreements gave rise to schools of thought that are still in conflict today. The Enlightenment was an era of debate rather than consensus. Yet although the multiplicity of thought was considerable, we can recognize without too much difficulty what can be called an Enlightenment project.


Three ideas are found at the basis of this project, which produce countless consequences of their own: autonomy; the human end purpose of our acts; and universality. What is to be understood by these ideas?


The first constitutive characteristic of Enlightenment thinking consists in giving priority to what individuals decide for themselves over what is imposed upon them by an external authority. This preference comprises two facets, one critical, the other constructive: it is necessary, on the one hand, to be free from external authorities and, on the other, to be guided by laws, norms and rules decided by the very people to whom they are addressed. Emancipation and autonomy are the words that designate these two equally indispensable phases of a single process. To engage in it, one must have total freedom to examine, question, criticize and challenge dogmas and institutions: none can be regarded as sacred. An indirect but decisive consequence of this preference is the restriction as to the character of authority: it must be on the same dimension as human beings, meaning it must be natural not super-natural. This is the sense in which the Enlightenment produced a ‘disenchanted’ world, obeying the same physical laws overall and, insofar as human societies were concerned, revealing the same mechanisms of behaviour.




Before the Enlightenment human beings lived, most of the time, under an authority that was religious in nature. Its origin was therefore both anterior to society (we speak, in this case, of ‘heteronomy’) and supernatural. Indeed, religion was the greatest target of Enlightenment criticism, the aim of which was to allow human beings to control their own destiny. However, this criticism was selectively directed. What was rejected was the submission of society and individuals to precepts whose sole legitimacy came from the fact that a tradition attributed them to gods or to ancestors; the lives of human beings were to be guided henceforth by a project for the future, not by an authority from the past. Nothing was said, on the other hand, about the religious experience per se, or about the idea of transcendence, or about any of the various moral doctrines propounded by particular religions. The criticism was aimed at the structure of society, not the content of beliefs. Religion was withdrawn from the realm of the state but not from the lives of individuals. The majority of Enlightenment thinkers identified not so much with atheism as with natural religion or deism, or one of the many variations thereof. When they undertook to observe and describe the beliefs of people around the world, they did so with the intent not of challenging religion but of fostering an attitude of tolerance and defending freedom of conscience.


Having cast off the shackles of the past, people set out to formulate new laws and norms using purely human means, without recourse this time to magic or revelation. The certainty of a unique source of light [la lumière] descended from above gave way to the idea of a plurality of light sources [les lumières] spreading from one person to another.1 The first autonomy that needed to be acquired was that of knowledge. Hence the principle that no authority, no matter how well established and prestigious, is immune to criticism. Knowledge has two sources, reason and experience, and both are accessible to everyone. Reason was to be given priority as an instrument of knowledge, not as a motive for human conduct; it was opposed to faith, not to passions. Indeed, the latter were, in their turn, to be released from external constraints.


The emancipation of knowledge paved the way for the development of science. When people sought support from a prominent figure, they looked to scientists not philosophers, and so it was that Newton came to play a role in the Age of Enlightenment comparable to Darwin’s in subsequent centuries. Physics made spectacular progress, followed by the other sciences: chemistry, biology, and even sociology and psychology. Champions of this new thinking sought to bring the Enlightenment to all because they were persuaded that it served the welfare of all, the postulate being that knowledge liberates. Hence, they promoted all forms of education, from primary schools to scientific academies, and the dissemination of knowledge, both in specialized publications and in encyclopaedias written for the general public.


The principle of autonomy caused an upheaval in the life of the individual and that of societies. The fight for the freedom of conscience that allows each person to choose his or her religion was not new, but it had to be perpetually renewed, and it was extended by the demand for freedom of opinion, expression and publication. Accepting human beings as the source of their own laws means accepting them totally, as they are and not as they ought to be. And the fact is that human beings are both body and mind, passions and reason, sensuality and meditation. It suffices to observe real people instead of holding on to an abstract, idealized image of them to see how infinitely diverse they are; this you can do by going from one country to another, but also simply by looking from one individual to another. This idea was evidenced most tellingly not by scholarly texts but by the new genres that put the individual at the centre of attention: the novel, on the one hand, and the autobiography, on the other. These genres no longer aspired to reveal eternal laws of human conduct or the exemplary character of each gesture; they strove instead to show singular men and women in particular situations. This idea was also expressed in paintings that turned away from the great mythological and religious subjects to show the ordinary gestures of unexceptional human beings depicted in everyday activities.


The autonomy of individuals was extended to cover the environment in which they lived and the works they produced. In this way the natural environment was discovered to be made of forests and torrents, glades and hills unsubjected to geometrical or practical requirements. At the same time, artists and their practices were granted a new role. Painters, musicians, actors and writers were no longer seen merely as entertainers or decorators, as simple servants to God, the king or a master. They became the exemplary embodiment of an appreciated activity: artists decided what they would create by themselves and they made their works for the purposes of sheer human enjoyment. The importance given to the natural environment and to works of art testified at the same time to the new dignity attributed to the sensible world.


The demand for autonomy transformed the political society even more deeply by broadening and consummating the separation between the temporal and the spiritual. In the Age of Enlightenment, this led first to a certain form of action, with authors communicating the results of independently conducted research of their own devising to benevolent rulers in the hope that the latter would alter their policies in consequence. This is what was expected of Frederick II in Berlin, Catherine II in St Petersburg and Joseph II in Vienna. But beyond the trend towards enlightened absolutism, which cultivated autonomy of reason in rulers but maintained the subjection of the people to their rule, the demand for autonomy led to two principles. The first was that of popular sovereignty, an old principle now given new content: the origin of political power was to be found in the people, and nothing was superior to the general will. The second was the principle of individual freedom vis-à-vis state power, legitimate or illegitimate, within the bounds of an individual sphere of action. To be defended, this freedom requires pluralism and a balance of powers. Everywhere, the separation between the theological and the political had to be imposed, with the latter organized from that point on on the basis of its own criteria.


There was a tendency for all sectors of society to become secular, even though people as individuals held on to their faith. This development was not only confined to political power. It concerned the legal system. From then on, only offences – that is, misdeeds against society – were punishable, and they were to be distinguished from sins – moral wrongdoing with respect to a tradition. It concerned education, destined to be taken out of the hands of ecclesiastical authorities as schools became places where enlightened ideas were taught, places open to all, and accordingly free, and at the same time compulsory for everyone. It concerned the press, where public debate had its place. And it concerned the economy, where arbitrary constraints had to be removed and the free circulation of goods permitted, and whose basis had to be the value of work and individual effort rather than the privileges and hierarchies of the past. The most suitable arena for all these changes to take place was the big city, where individual freedom was fostered and people had the chance to meet and discuss issues.


But once the will of the individual and the will of the community had been released from the oversight of earlier authorities, were they meant to be entirely free and without limits? No, the spirit of the Enlightenment cannot be reduced to this demand for autonomy alone, for it brought with it its own means of regulation. The first concerns the end purpose of freed human deeds, which was, in its turn, brought down to earth and focused on human beings rather than on God. In this sense the Enlightenment was a form of humanism, or, if one prefers, of anthropocentrism. It was no longer considered necessary, as theologians had maintained, to always be willing to sacrifice the love of creatures for the love of the Creator: it was henceforth enough to love other human beings. Whatever was waiting for us in the hereafter, human beings had to impart meaning to their earthly lives. The quest for salvation was replaced by the search for happiness. The state itself was there not to serve a divine plan but to assume responsibility for the welfare of its citizens. And the latter were not making a blame-worthy show of selfishness when they pursued happiness in the sphere of individual will, for they had every reason to treasure their private lives, to search for intensity of feelings and pleasures, and to cultivate affections and friendships.


The second restriction to the freedom of action of individuals and communities consisted in asserting that all human beings by their very nature have inalienable rights. In this respect, the Enlightenment absorbed the heritage of the philosophy of natural right, as it was formulated in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. In addition to the rights that citizens enjoy within their society, they have others that are common to all human beings on earth, and although these rights may not be written down, they are no less imperious. Every human being has the right to life and hence the death penalty is illegitimate, even when it is applied to a criminal who has killed someone: if private murder is a crime, how can public murder not be? Every human being has the right to physical integrity and hence torture is illegitimate, even when it is practised for reasons of state. Belonging to the human race, to universal humanity, is more decisive than belonging to a specific society. The exercise of freedom was therefore contained by the principle of universality; and sacrality, which had broken free from dogmas and relics, finds embodiment in these newly recognized ‘rights of man’.


If all human beings had a set of identical rights, it followed that they were equal before the law. The demand for equality followed from the principle of universality. And it opened the way to struggles for rights that continue to this day: women must be men’s equals before the law; slavery must be abolished, since depriving a human being of freedom can never be legitimate; poor people, people with no position, and people on the margins of society must be recognized as having dignity too; and children are to be treated as individuals.


This affirmation of human universality aroused curiosity about foreign societies. Travellers and scholars did not from one day to the next stop judging people in distant cultures on the basis of criteria derived from their own cultures, but their interest had been awoken; they became aware of the manifold forms that civilization can assume and began to accumulate information and analyses that were to change their idea of humanity over time. The same reasoning was applied to temporal diversity: the past ceased to be regarded as the embodiment of an ever-lasting ideal or as a mere repertory of examples and came to be seen as a succession of historical periods, each with its own coherence and values. Knowledge of societies different from one’s own enabled observers to direct a less naive gaze at themselves. In this way, Montesquieu could criticize the Persians, but also imagine the Persians judiciously criticizing the French.


These then are the broad outlines of the programme that was formulated in the Age of Enlightenment. How are we to judge it today, 250 years after its appearance? A twofold observation seems to be warranted. On the one hand, in Europe and everywhere in the world where the Enlightenment had an impact, it unquestionably came out victorious against the adversary it was fighting. Our knowledge of the world has progressed freely, without ideological prohibitions causing too much concern. Individuals do not fear the authority of tradition as much any more and try to manage their private space by themselves, enjoying all the while great freedom of expression. Democracy, where popular sovereignty is exercised with respect for individual liberties, has become a model that is cherished or desired everywhere. Universal human rights are considered a common ideal and equality before the law is the rule in any legitimate state. Pursuing personal happiness or common welfare are personal life choices that no longer shock anyone. This does not mean, of course, that these aims have been reached, but the ideal has been accepted and, still today, the existing order is criticized in terms inspired by the spirit of the Enlightenment. On the other hand, the anticipated benefits have not always been achieved and the promises formulated were not always kept. The twentieth century, in particular, which saw the bloodbath of the two world wars, totalitarian regimes established in Europe and elsewhere, and the deadly consequences of technological inventions, seemed to have definitively proven false all the hopes that had been formulated in the past, to the point that many people stopped claiming the Enlightenment as a reference and the ideas conveyed by such terms as humanism, emancipation, progress, reason and free will fell into disrepute.


The unrelieved distance between what could be seen as a promise and today’s realities compels us to draw an initial conclusion: any strictly optimistic reading of history is illusory. And the fact is that faith in the linear, boundless progress of the human race tempted a number of Enlightenment thinkers. One of their most important precursors, the English poet Milton, regretted that humanity, obeying the dictates of tradition, wilfully stays in childhood, like a schoolboy who dares not move forward without instructions from his teacher. Milton expressed the hope that the free exercise of reason would one day enable humanity to enter adulthood. In France, Turgot gave a speech on the ‘Successive Progress of the Human Spirit’ (1750) in which he declared that ‘morals become gentler, the human mind becomes more enlightened, isolated nations draw nearer to each other […] the whole mass of the human race […] advances continually, though slowly, towards greater perfection’.2 (Admittedly, when he wrote these words, Turgot was only twenty-three!) Others, such as Voltaire and d’Alembert, engaged more or less cautiously on the same path. Lessing subscribed to the idea of progress in The Education of the Human Race (1780). Condorcet wrote a spiritual will from his hiding place during the persecutions brought on by the Terror (1793) and called it Sketch for a Historical Picture of the Progress of the Human Mind. All of these men believed that, no matter how slow and discontinuous such progress might be, humankind would eventually reach adulthood through the spread of culture and knowledge. This view of history as the accomplishment of a plan was picked up and reinforced by Hegel and then by Marx through whom it became part and parcel of the Communist doctrine.


It would be mistaken, however, to attribute this belief to the spirit of the Enlightenment itself. In point of fact, Turgot and Lessing’s positions, for instance, were challenged at the time they were articulated. Many other thinkers, such as Hume and Mendelssohn, did not share their faith in a mechanical march to perfection, which is, by the way, nothing more than a transposition of the Christian doctrine on the ways of Providence into profane spaces; these men refused to read history as the accomplishment of a plan. The greatest French-language thinker of the Age of Enlightenment, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, stood in frontal opposition to this conception. He thought that the distinctive characteristic of the human species was not so much its march towards progress as its perfectibility, meaning its capacity to improve itself and the world – but the effects of this capacity were neither guaranteed nor irreversible. This attribute justified all efforts but did not ensure any success.


In addition, Rousseau believed that all progress was inevitably paid for by regression in another area. Discourse on the Origin of Inequality (1755) abounds in declarations to this effect: fortuitous causes ‘have perfected human reason while deteriorating the species, made a being wicked while making him sociable’; ‘all subsequent progress has been so many steps in appearance towards the perfection of the individual, and in effect towards the decrepitude of the species’; to the need ‘to achieve distinction […] we owe what is best and what is worst among men, our virtues and our vices’. Rousseau did not claim that deterioration was the only direction in which humankind was headed, nor did he recommend, as some would have it, a return to the past. He was, on the contrary, calling attention to the solidarity between positive and negative effects. The reason for this dual movement resides in the human condition itself. Human beings are endowed with the freedom that allows them to change themselves and the world, and it is this freedom that drives them to accomplish good and evil. It is perfectibility itself, at the source of man’s greatest successes, that is responsible for his failures; this is the faculty that ‘over the centuries, caus[ed] his enlightenment and his errors, his vices and his virtues to bloom’.3 A distinctive characteristic of the human species is that people derive a sense of their own existence from the gaze of others, without which they cannot survive. This need manifests itself as much in love as in violence: the boys who throw petrol on girls who refuse their advances and then burn them act for this reason.4‘Good and evil flow from the same source,’ Rousseau concludes.5


It follows that all hope of linear progress is vain. So-called ‘social’ problems are not temporary difficulties that a political party or a government could resolve through ingenious reforms once and for all: they are the consequence of our human condition. We can see today that Rousseau was right and that our aspiration to perfection does not imply faith in progress. Not only do technological and scientific advances not necessarily bring about moral and political improvements, but the advances themselves have nothing linear about them and can suddenly prove harmful. In undertaking to transform the world to make it conform to our need and desire, humankind often calls to mind the sorcerer’s apprentice. Agents of these transformations can predict their immediate effects but not the ultimate consequences occurring decades if not centuries later. The example of atomic fission is familiar to us all but it is almost too straight-forward: the scientists who made this discovery could not have imagined the horror of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, but they sensed from the outset that there was reason for concern about the use of their work. Does this mean that the biologists working on the human genome should stop their research because there might be a risk that the results would be misused some time in the future? All around us, our cars with their state-of-the-art engines are producing toxic gases that contribute to upsetting the planet’s climate, and the machines that relieve us from tiresome work consume more and more energy and cause unemployment … All conquests have a price.
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