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Preface


History writing is a political act; it either confirms or questions the present, and it is all the more necessary if it does the latter. The thought that the world might have become something different may clear the path for critique and action. That aside, tracing the currents that lead from the past to the present helps us see which of our problems may be soluble within our culture’s particular terms and which ones derive from the deep structures of thought and experience that tie a culture together and for just that reason are difficult to undo. Without this preparation we may well grant assumptions which in fact dictate the very practices and ideas which we want to criticize, abolish or transform.


That particular trap is one we are all too apt to fall into today, where the regime of liberal democracy and market economics seems to express nothing less than the natural order of things. Virtually everyone, on the left as well as on the right, takes for granted the primacy of the individual, the self which is logically and ethically prior to anything else and who is or should be protected by fundamental human rights and is or should be free to engage with other free and sovereign individuals in properly leveled playing fields of political and economic life.


From those premises, however, there is little that one can construct except a world much like this one, with a few adjustments here and there to restrain misconduct and corporate power and to assuage the misery of the less fortunate. Neither parliamentary democracy nor market economics is questioned in itself. The future, should we have one, is thus only a kinder, gentler version of the present.


Behind the specific focus of this work, which concerns itself with the philosophical movement in late eighteenth-and early nineteenth-century Germany we call German idealism or classical German philosophy, is a different set of premises. It is that the individuality from which we elaborate our thinking and practice does not exist as a fact of nature but is an element within our cultural history and social milieu. The experience of being an individual is a cultural construct and our introspective self-identification with an apparently inner and pre-social essence is not self-validating. We may be very different from the way we appear to ourselves.


In an earlier book, The Fiction of a Thinkable World, I argued that the separation of self and world in experience is all that is necessary for the emergence of capitalist modernity. The contemporary confidence—or dread—that there is no alternative, that we have reached a point where social process has assumed its final form, arises from the self-evidence of liberal capitalism’s necessary and sufficient conditions. But self-evidence is no proof. Every child believes her parents to be normal, even when they beat her savagely. The members of any community are apt to assume that their way of life reflects the real nature of humanity. We in the modern world are no different, and we are no more justified in thinking this than is any other group.


In one important sense we are deeper in delusion than the Azande, the Greeks of Homer’s day and the sages of the Upanishads. While we humans of whatever group do indeed experience ourselves as separate from others, it is only in the modern world that this notion has been made into the foundation of the social order. In virtually every other human community the independence of the individual has been contested and generally dismissed as illusion. The reality from which human life emerges is thought to be a larger complex of activity which is imagined as the life of the spirit and figured in myth and enacted in ritual, and there are good reasons for thinking that these practices do point to something real. As I have argued in another book, A New Biology of Religion, the omnipresence of religious life is far from being a sign of humanity’s incorrigible fear of reality. It is, instead, testimony to the widespread discovery that everyday experience does not correspond to the deep structures of human life. This is a discovery and not a fantasy; the shape of the world disclosed in religious practices is strikingly close to the shape of the world implied by much recent biology.


This inherently critical perspective is what is most dangerously absent from the contemporary world. To assert the primacy of the individual, even the substantive existence of the individual, seems to us to be nothing more than an obvious empirical truth, but it is simply another metaphysical assertion, and it is most pernicious because it leads us to assert than our world alone is free from metaphysics. Thanks to that metaphysical stance a process which is nothing but the mutual activity of profoundly interconnected beings appears as the movement of a blind force that stands over and against all of its subjects, and that force is made self-destructive thanks to the institutions through which it operates and its placement beyond the conscious life of the community as a whole.


This book concerns itself almost exclusively with a handful of dead white men who wrote some of the most metaphysical texts around; but these were among the few recent figures within the Western tradition to question the construction of experience in terms of self and other. In the philosophy of Johann Gottlieb Fichte, who stands at the center of this book, self and world dissolved into a single process of reciprocal, embodied activity which he conceived of as a collective movement towards absolute equality, absolute freedom and absolute selflessness. Few positions more radical have ever been staked out in the history of Western philosophy, and few have had such potential for upending the common sense of things. Few have had political implications that run so deep.


These are difficult concepts and the idealists wrote difficult texts, but they had important things to say which perhaps could not have been expressed any other way. Their ideas ran so much against the grain that any simpler expression would have been even more open to misunderstanding than was the case. But their very ability to think against the world they were born into, and even more against the world that was to emerge in the early years of the nineteenth century, was a sign that genuine possibilities for radical and liberatory change existed. They had grasped the deepest movement of the Enlightenment, which had aimed at the rational critique of all human institutions, and they did not shy away from the reasoned conclusion that the world they knew and the selves of their experience were both destined to pass away.


It is hard to think that the same is true today. Yet it is possible for me to think these thoughts and write these words, and that too can be taken as a similar sign. We are, in fact, all of us constantly engaged in making and changing the world, though never as consciously or directly as we might wish. The possibility of another world never vanishes. Indeed, we can hardly expect our great-grandchildren to live in anything else. The question is whether we will make that world with some grasp of real human activity or whether we will allow ourselves to be driven by the distorted and ruinous forms through which we channel that activity in the modern world.


Publishers like to ask authors to identify their intended audience. The issues raised in this book should be of everyone’s concern, but I cannot hope that a book on German idealist philosophy will be of wide interest. I have not tried to shy away from the difficulties of the texts. I have, however, tried to explain them in a way that demands no prior study of philosophy and rings comfortably in the ear. There was a time when the “educated reader” felt competent to read works of philosophy, and I would hope that such brave souls still exist and will find this work worth the challenge.


I would also be pleased if this book were of interest or (better yet) of use to both historians and philosophers, too, but I am not unaware of the possibility that it may annoy both groups equally. Historians may think I am overly concerned with ideas and inattentive to the real business of history. Philosophers may expect this to be an historical treatment of Kant and the idealist movement that succeeded him, and by that standard its treatment of the philosophical systems of these thinkers is likely to seem cursory and oddly unfinished.


These may be counted defects, but both are necessary ones. I have tried to read these texts closely, but I am not interested in presenting them in exhaustive detail or evaluating them. I am primarily interested in the problems which these thinkers thought they were solving or were required to solve, and the successes and failure of their solutions are important mostly when that success or failure shaped the tasks to which their contemporaries or successors addressed themselves.


In other words, this is a work of history. The philosophers of a past era may or may not have helpful answers to today’s questions. If that is all that we ask of them, though, we ensure that the problematic out of which our own questions emerged remains unexamined. This does a disservice to some very intelligent and thoughtful writers, of course, but worse yet it enlists the entire history of philosophy in a practice devoted to obscuring the roots of our own thinking and the elements which shape our own understanding. In what only seems to be a paradox, the present-day relevance of past philosophers is only increased by reading them in historical context. It is then that they are most unsettling, and it seems to me that what we should ask of scholarship above all is that it unsettle.


This means taking Kant and the idealists at their word, and it also means facing their clear and deep engagement with religious issues. This is frequently a problem for philosophers, who prefer to think of theirs as a wholly rational enterprise that has only extrinsic forces to blame when it enters into a mésalliance with theology. Yet here, too, a concern with the apparently dispensable is the only way to return us to the object of our study in all its wholeness.


The problematic of philosophy in the European world is no more separate from that of religion than is Confucian thought or Indian philosophy. In the modern era it went from being the handmaid of theology to being its rival, but its movements cannot be understood without taking seriously the fact that its concerns are fundamentally those of Christianity: the proper means of orientation of a responsible and rational individual confronted with an alien universe. This becomes a problem, however, only on the assumption cited above, that human beings are in fact isolated individuals cut off from the universe in which they live and act, and this assertion ultimately descends from Christianity. The history of philosophy from Descartes onwards is most often the history of attempts at developing non-theological answers to questions which have their roots in religion.


The idealists’ turn to the theological is a source of discomfort to many, but it cannot be put off to one side. Addressing explicit questions of theology was the only way in which Kant and his successors could rethink the foundations of the European tradition and of the structuring of experience that emerges within that tradition. In doing this, I would argue, they developed positions more genuinely radical than that of Jonathan Israel’s “radical Enlightenment,” which reaffirmed the primacy of the individual and thus remained tied to the metaphysical foundations of Christianity.


It is perhaps here that the idealists have the greatest contemporary importance. The uniqueness of classical German philosophy was that from Kant onward it problematized those processes through which experience is generated and shaped. By doing so it raised questions of the most profound social and political importance. That, too, is why these philosophers deserve most of all to be treated historically. Theirs was the most thoroughgoing examination of the ways in which experience is generated and shaped that has yet developed within the Western tradition, perhaps the most thoroughgoing to date, and its fate gives crucial clues to the roots of the modern world.


For all their commitment to one form or another of Christian faith, the idealists moved further than any other group of philosophers past or present from the Christian problematic. They did not do this in a cultural vacuum. In the last quarter of the eighteenth century and the beginning of the nineteenth century important elements in European thought moved clearly if briefly towards a drastic critique of its very foundations. This movement took place not just in philosophy but in politics, poetry, the research of scholars into Indian thought, the experience and memoirs of travelers and residents abroad and in many other ways. It was cut off after 1815. This was a failure for European culture as a whole, and we still live (and die) with its consequences.


A few final words: I make no excuse for the emphasis that I have placed on Fichte. His neglect is both scandalous and perfectly understandable, because of all the philosophers in the European tradition he points most clearly beyond the assumptions and aporias of that problematic towards a vision of reason as fundamentally embodied and collective instead of discursive and private.


This is not the conventional understanding of Fichte’s work, and readers perhaps need to be warned that what follows comes out of a distinctly heterodox perspective. Yet this is hardly avoidable. My aim in writing this book is to argue for a different understanding of the nature of the Enlightenment, of our relationship with its projects, and of the status of the modern world of individualism, liberalism and capitalism. The only justification I have for adding yet another book to this literature is the possibility that we have not yet understood these subjects, that the Enlightenment, seemingly so well understood, was quite different from what most of us suppose it to have been, and that modernity, so self-evidently the expression of universal and universally-held values, is in fact a horrid and all-destroying sham, an illusion of rationality projected over the collapsing ruins of a moribund civilization whose only remaining power is to frame questions which can no longer find answers.


All this aside, I am aware of how inadequate my own efforts are in comparison to the accomplishments of Kant, Fichte, and Hegel especially. To read these writers’ works is a humbling experience, as it is to read the best of contemporary scholarship on them and the other idealists. I am sure that there are others working today who are better qualified than I am to write this book. None of them is likely to do so, however, and so I have had no choice but to do it myself.
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1


Something happened


Cultures crave legitimacy no less than children. But the wise child who knows her father asserts as a fact what is merely a claim, and cultural parentage is no different. This, too, is not a discovery but an assertion, a line of descent most often proclaimed through stories that are passed off as history or, better yet, as self-evident truths. The prestige of Rome was so great that any number of later empires have claimed it as their predecessor. Moscow was the third Rome (Constantinople being the second), and up until 1917 its rulers were styled czars, or Caesars. Further west, the majority of German states were loosely connected in the much-and unfairly-maligned Holy Roman Empire, which lasted from the days of Charlemagne until Napoleon dissolved it in 1806. Wags insisted that it was neither holy, Roman, nor an empire, which was substantially true; but the obvious differences did not really stand in the way of the identification and did not disprove it, either. With humans the acorn does sometimes fall very far from the tree indeed, and that is true of historical communities as well. All the same, there are claims that illuminate and claims that conceal, and we are dealing here with the latter.


The modern world makes several claims to legitimacy. A globalized state system where parliamentary democracy, market economics, and individualism, secularism, and legal and cultural respect for human rights are normative, it points not only to the kinds of self-evident truths that Thomas Jefferson set out in the American Declaration of Independence but to a genealogy. It traces its lineage to the culture of the Enlightenment, that international movement of which Jefferson was perhaps the preeminent American representative. More than just a descendant of the Enlightenment, one among many possible progeny, it presents itself as its realization.


This claim is accepted by most of its critics. Horkheimer and Adorno, in their classic Dialectic of Enlightenment, save their critique for the Enlightenment itself. That the project of the philosophes was alive and at work in the modern world went without saying; what launched their work was the conviction that “the fully enlightened earth radiates disaster triumphant.”1 More recently a different critique has developed, in the wake of decolonization, the rise of subaltern studies, Edward Said’s Orientalism, and other challenges to Western cultural hegemony. In these works the Enlightenment is attacked for its hubris and its concealed imperialism. Its project of formulating universal principles and its purported belief that it had arrived at a culturally neutral standpoint are here seen as ideology or delusion, the mask over the European project of delegitimizing and annihilating all other cultural forms. In these works, too, however the identity of Enlightenment thought and contemporary practice is accepted as a given. More than that, it is what makes the critique so comprehensive. The tactic of calling the present to the bar by an attack on the past would fail if the two were not ultimately the same.


But the defenders and advocates of liberal modernism, as we may call it, are just as clear and determined in their claim to be the heirs of the eighteenth century. We may take as an example the European Union’s choice for its supranational anthem. It is the universally-recognized tune from the last movement of Beethoven’s ninth symphony, his setting of Friedrich Schiller’s “Ode to Joy,” in instrumental arrangements by conductor Herbert von Karajan. The EU adopted this anthem because, as its official web site puts it, “Without words, in the universal language of music, this anthem expresses the ideals of freedom, peace and solidarity for which Europe stands.”2


One could hardly imagine a more fitting choice through which to make this claim. Schiller, whose words are clearly meant to be thought as the tune is played, in translation if necessary, was a philosopher of substantial gifts whose most important book looked to the diffusion of enlightened thought and democratic ideals through art. His plays transcended their Sturm und Drang origins and provided inspiration to Verdi, among many others, his poetry earned him the title “poet of liberty,” and he was a friend and collaborator of Goethe’s in the project for a German national theater. Beethoven himself was a strong partisan of the egalitarian ideals of the French Revolution. His groundbreaking third symphony of 1804, the Eroica or “Heroic” symphony, which vastly expands and intensifies the dramatic range of European instrumental music, closes with a partially-concealed program of human liberation. (It is based on the final number of an earlier ballet, The Creatures of Prometheus, in which Prometheus leads the human race to freedom.) As is well known, Beethoven had dedicated this symphony to Napoleon, then First Consul of the French Republic—itself another claim to the classical past—and the composer angrily scratched out the dedication when he heard that Napoleon had crowned himself emperor. The Ode to Joy thus appears to link, in an uncomplicated and immediately palpable way, the ideals and achievements of the Enlightenment with the community of liberal, democratic and capitalist nations that make up the European Union.


But it only appears to make that connection. The conventional story cannot survive a close look at Beethoven’s final symphonic masterwork. In its musical and dramatic context the last movement of his ninth symphony does not come across as the triumph of Enlightenment ideals. Written in 1824, long after the end of the Enlightenment itself, it reveals instead a huge calamity, an historical breakdown. Something happened on the way to Beethoven’s great tune, something that is not purely musical, and that something is evoked and addressed in the extraordinary opening of that finale.


To appreciate the disturbing uniqueness of Beethoven’s last symphony we need to look, if only briefly, at the symphonic tradition itself. It was not a lengthy one in Beethoven’s day; Haydn’s first symphonies were less than seventy years in the past, and Haydn did not arrive at his mature symphonic style until the 1780s. There could easily have been members of Beethoven’s audience who had witnessed the whole course of its development.


And develop it did, with remarkable speed and consistency. As Charles Rosen demonstrated in The Classical Style, the music of Haydn, Mozart and Beethoven moved towards ever-more-encompassing dramatic forms at every level. The European music of the baroque always modulated away from the tonic, the home tonality, and returned to it, but in the classical era these events were dramatized. Baroque dance movements and even the non-dance-related pieces like Bach’s fugues generally developed a single theme which seamlessly traveled through different keys, all the while weaving a continuous musical texture. In the classical era these continuities were broken, replaced by sudden changes in volume and texture and moments of dramatic silence or startling explosions. The long-breathed melodies of the baroque became short, relatively self-contained and memorable themes that served as signposts in ever-longer and more complex structures. No longer wandering from key to key to arrive at the tonic in the last few bars, the new sonata structures of the classical style first established the home key and then disrupted it, creating a long-term dissonance that cried out for resolution. The return of the home key was delayed, prepared for, hinted at and finally accomplished with a restatement of the main theme and an extended closing of reassuring stability. Moments in the unfolding of a musical structure became events of near-theatrical power.


This shift was the expression of a more general change. The novel structure of the sonata reflected different notions of art and of the articulation of individual lives and experiences within larger wholes. The aesthetic aim of the baroque had been to evoke affects—specific emotional states—with the greatest possible precision and power. The larger structure in which these affects had their source and influence was always in a sense extramusical. In Bach’s Passions, for example, the Gospel narratives bore the burden of the drama and were expressed in the unstructured stylized speech of recitative, while the arias and choruses, formalized and static, presented reflective or illustrative moments within that narrative. Rosen plausibly relates this aesthetic to the providential view of history and the late medieval version of the theory of humors. Each individual was compounded by the hand of the divine, each one was unique, rich in peculiarity and character, and each one was assigned a role to play within the omnipotent’s design. Humanity could attain to knowledge of that design only through revelation, but this was tolerable so long as one shared the confidence that events were in good, indeed, all-good hands. Such faith in the working-out of affairs allowed music to be simply and directly expressive. Drama, on the other hand came with more difficulty. It demanded insight into the overall order of things that ultimately only the cosmic playwright could possess.


The musical structures of the classical era, however, were meant to embrace the whole, and they gained this power by elevating form over specificity of content. Instead of affect there was drama in which conflict or at least difference appeared and was then resolved. This is most obvious in the stereotyped “sonata form” that later generations derived from the practice of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. In this formalization the “correct” sonata begins with an exposition which sets out two themes, one in the tonic and the other in the dominant, which is the key a fifth above the tonic. After a development section in which these themes are fragmented and harmonic tension builds there comes a recapitulation in which both themes return. This time, however, the second theme is in the tonic, and the tension created by the initial key change is resolved and grounded in a reinforcement of the home key.


This explicit structure hardly does justice to the formal variety of the works of the great classical composers. Haydn, for example, did not always employ two distinct themes and his recapitulations often resemble second developments instead of reprises. The pattern of initial stability, the introduction of difference, the ensuing tension and an ultimate resolution was central to their practice, however. It shaped both individual melodies and the movements within which they appear. Unlike the music of the baroque, where the organi- zation of individual movements and characters fell most often to the librettist, that of the classical style was all about achieving coherence out of apparent discord or diversity.3 Each piece was an almost philosophical demonstration of the ultimate harmony of the part and the whole. If the unity of the baroque world lay in God’s hands, the unity of the classical world lay in the inner coherence between individual and social realms.


In the hands of Haydn the dance movements of the preclassical serenade became parts of the powerful and flexible four-movement symphony. A grand and dramatic first movement in sonata style was followed by two movements in comparatively relaxed form and frequently even content, most often a song-like slow movement and a minuet, which with late Haydn is often a peasant dance. The finale was routinely in sonata style too, but was simpler in structure and lighter in content; its development and the return of the tonic were often occasions for wit and even outright comedy instead of dramatic tension.4


Beethoven changed this pattern, but his changes were not a break from the past. Instead, he took the classical tendency to dramatize musical forms one step farther. Haydn and Mozart had turned dance movements and arias into dramatic and even theatrical events. Beethoven now dramatized the entire work, turning the four-movement symphony into a coherent whole and making the finale the real resolution of tensions that could not be worked out in the first movement alone.


This is most clearly shown in the best-known of the symphonies, the fifth symphony in C minor of 1808. The explosive first movement with its famous four-note motif leaves too much tension for the rest of the piece to ignore. The second movement offers something of a respite, but the ghost of the first movement haunts the spectral scherzo, especially in the trio section with its obsessive repetitions of the four-note motif’s rhythmic pattern. The scherzo itself has no close, no rounding off. Instead, it leads to a dark transition passage in which the motif turns into a steady drumbeat while the strings reach towards the light of C major. When it does arrive the triumphant main theme of the finale is brazen with the sound of trombones, symphonic newcomers which had been silent until the transition passage,5 and it starts with the notes of the C major chord: C, E and G. The movement saturates the ear with the major key resolution of the first movement’s C minor. Yet this is not all. Near the end of the movement the four-note motif as it was trans- formed in the scherzo recurs once more, only to be swept away in the jubilation that follows.


Events like the fifth symphony’s linking of movements through shared thematic material and through actual transition passages and the irruption of the third movement as an event in the fourth can be found in various works of Haydn’s, especially in the endlessly inventive piano trios. In Haydn, however, these are generally no more than local effects, deliberate toying with the listeners’ expecta- tions. In Beethoven, by contrast, they carry a musical and dramatic weight. They raise the implicit drama of difference and resolution of the classical style by an order of magnitude. They dramatize the form of the symphony itself, which is something Haydn never aspired to do.


The same is true of the physical impact of the orchestral sound itself. Composers tend to love noise and Haydn was counted a noisy composer in his day, but Beethoven is louder yet. The fifth symphony expands his reach in every dimension, not least by adding both a trio of trombones and a piccolo to the orchestra. Its very scale and volume suggested that the drama it implied was something more than an individual matter. The fifth has always sounded like a public work, concerning itself not merely with the experience of an individual but with something indefinably larger. Along with the Eroica it initiated the European tradition of music as a prophetic or oracular art.


The burden of the oracular pose has been crushing. (Brahms, whose first symphony echoes Beethoven’s fifth in its dramatic structure and the ninth in its last movement’s main theme, asked an inquirer once if he understood how it felt to hear Beethoven’s giant steps pacing behind him.) Not all of Beethoven’s later symphonies made similar claims. The sixth or Pastoral symphony that closely followed the fifth was much looser in form, though it too featured linked movements and a finale that addressed itself to the symphony as a whole. In the seventh, completed in 1812, the dance elements, which are never far from the surface of eighteenth-century music, achieve almost daemonic force, all but demanding a visceral response from the listener. The eighth symphony, a work of Haydnesque wit, followed soon after. (It and the seventh were both premiered in 1814). The pace of Beethoven’s production then dropped off precipitously, and after a period of near-silence starting around 1815 he forged a new style and thereafter wrote little but major works: the Missa Solemnis, the intense Hammerklavier and the last three otherworldly and valedictory piano sonatas, the 33 Diabelli variations, the final string quartets so often cited as the epitome of “late style” and the ninth symphony. Most of these strike us today as essentially private works, their greatness bound up with their Innigkeit or inwardness—a very Beethovenian term.


In a number of respects, though, the ninth picks up where the earlier public works left off. It marks an even larger expansion of time scale than the Eroica does; it is the earliest symphony in the repertoire that lasts more than an hour. It expands the sonic range, too, adding a full chorus and four soloists to a large orchestra with trombones, piccolo, and the bass drum, cymbals and triangle which the European musicians of the time used for what they called “Turkish” music. Couched in a minor key, like the fifth—D minor to the fifth symphony’s C minor—it would appear to raise the bar once again, to carry out the fifth symphony’s pattern of challenge and triumph, of dissonance and resolution, on an even vaster scale.


In a sense it does. Certainly there has been nothing since that surpasses the terrifying first movement or the symphony’s choral finale, an extraordinary fusion of the highest formal and technical genius with popular and emotional appeal.6 Yet the triumph is not won the way the fifth symphony’s is. Something happens before the work can reach its goal, and Beethoven takes exceptional care to make sure that we notice this. In a way, the finale of the ninth symphony is as much about the impossibility of repeating the fifth symphony’s triumph as it is about anything else.


Its very first chord is a huge, noisily-scored dissonance. Two centuries of ever-louder and more dissonant music have softened its impact to a degree, but not by much; the opening blare and the violent thrashing that passes through the orchestra are still disori- enting and challenging. But these are just a prelude, because what comes next is completely unexpected. The orchestra turns to us and speaks.


It does so only figuratively, of course. The cellos and double- basses respond to the noise of the opening with a recitative, the half- sung, half-spoken kind of melody that from the early baroque through the late nineteenth century was commonly used to set dialogue and narration. At one point in the ninth symphony’s gestation Beethoven had written this passage for solo baritone, with words of his own, but even in its orchestral form the sound of recitative creates a sharp break with what has come before. It makes for a gap in the logic of the whole.


This gap only widens with what comes next. The preceding movements are recalled, and each time the low strings announce their displeasure. (In the case of the slow movement reminiscence the rejection is tinged with regret.) Beethoven had drafted a text for these recitatives, too,7 but even without the words their meaning is plain enough. Nothing in the first three movements will allow the ninth to reach its close. It is only when the orchestra offers the first phrase of the famous tune that the interlocutors indicate satisfaction, and they are the first to announce the entire theme.


The last movement of Beethoven’s ninth, then, begins with a breakdown in musical and even dramatic logic and a dialogue about how the work is to proceed. Such self-reflective and self-referential twists were hardly uncommon in the “advanced” art of the day,8 but in Beethoven’s hands the sudden irruption of a conversation into the very form which he had turned into a dramatic unity has especial force.


Beethoven’s point—one of them, at least, for it would be foolish to reduce a work of art to something which could just as easily be stated directly—is that the way forward is no longer apparent. The fifth symphony had wrung triumph from tragedy and terror, and the shepherd’s song of thanksgiving at the end of the Pastoral embraced humanity and nature alike. In the ninth, however, there is nothing in the inner logic of the first three movements that allowed even Beethoven to achieve a comparable reconciliation. Composers have always wrestled with finale problems, but the ninth is one of the few works in which the finale problem itself becomes a subject of the work.


But how then is Beethoven’s symphony to find its ending? The answer is found in the text Beethoven sets and the portions he chooses to highlight. It is a cliché by now that the “Ode to Joy” is about human brotherhood, and the “message” of the finale is often bluntly presented as “All men are brothers.” (The too-usual omission of women may be noted.) But this hardly survives an objective hearing of the piece. This is an ode to joy, not an ode to humanity, and Beethoven makes sure that we appreciate Schiller’s claim that joy is a gift from above.


Schiller, and Beethoven after him, do not even say that all men are brothers. In German that would be “Alle Menschen sind Brüder.” Instead, the text reads, “Alle Menschen werden Brüder,” “all men become brothers,” which suggests that men are brothers only under certain conditions or in certain lights. The focus is on joy, the “spark of the gods” (Götterfunken) which makes brotherhood possible. The conclusion of the ninth is no different. It, too, comes as a gift from somewhere or something else.9


More than that, its focus is on the heavenly realm from which joy descends and with which humanity is united in its most ecstatic moments. Beethoven omits most of Schiller’s more homely, even slightly vulgar, instances of earthly joy, and his musical setting highlights the theological aspect of the poem. One of the grandest and most impressive moments in the finale comes after the lines “and the Cherub stands/Before God;” Beethoven repeats the words “Vor Gott” and makes them the occasion for a sudden change of key and a moment of silence. Another is the adagio section just before the final peroration, and this, too, is explicitly religious in content; a loving father must live beyond the clouds, the chorus sings, to appropriately and inimitably otherworldly sounds. The same phrase recurs as the symphony moves towards its ecstatic close.


The religious emphasis is clearest at that close, in fact, because Beethoven takes leave of his audience with the words, “Freude, schöne Götterfunken” (joy, beautiful spark of the gods)—the very first words of the poem, in fact. If he had wished to close with an affirmation of human brotherhood he could just as easily have set the phrase, “Alle Menschen werden Brüder;” it fits the music perfectly. He did not, and in his setting the highest note and the rhythmic accent is on the first three syllables of” Götterfunken.” The last word in the last movement of the last Beethoven symphony, then, reminds us not of humanity but of the divine, and that thought bookends the finale as a whole


Put as briefly as possible, the beginning of the ninth symphony’s finale is a problem, not a resolution. We expect a single dramatic progression, the logical unfolding of an idea both musical and dramatic, through which the problems laid out in the first movements could find their answer. No such resolution seems possible. As the instrumental recitative of the finale’s opening discussion tell us, we can’t get there from here. The problem is resolved, in the end, but it is resolved only through an intervention from outside, a tune that drops from the sky—a gift from the gods.


If there were no text this might not be so clear, but the selection that Beethoven made from Schiller’s text and the phrases he chose to bring to the fore all but force this conclusion upon us. If we read back our knowledge of the text into the opening of the symphony, in fact, we will hear that the tentative phrases which the cellos and double basses embrace as the answer to their problem will soon set the same text with which the symphony closes, “Freude, schöne Götterfunken.” There is a resolution available and the symphony will not end in tragedy or collapse, as happens decades later with Tchaikovsky’s and Mahler’s otherwise very different sixth symphonies. But the resolution can no longer be drawn out from the logic of what has gone before.


The ninth is thus hardly an uncomplicated embodiment of “the ideals of freedom, peace and solidarity for which Europe stands.” Nor is it a straightforward representative of the culture of the Enlightenment in which Beethoven came to maturity. It comes across, instead, as testimony to a breach, a collapse in expectations, a failure that is not musical but cultural. The chasm that opens up between the third and forth movements of the symphony is far more than a clever bit of showmanship or a brilliant form of audience manipulation. It is Beethoven’s response to a social and political rupture. It presents us with a dramatized expression of a real aporia. As Beethoven knew, the expectations of the Enlightenment had not been fulfilled and they could not be fulfilled. That way forward had been blocked or had turned out to be a dead end.


This is a large claim and the rest of this book is an attempt at justifying it. The dominant narrative of modernity, though, is so pervasive and so self-evident that the point is half-made simply by asking the question. If nothing else, the example of the ninth symphony’s finale suggests that our relationship with the Enlightenment tradition is far more complex than we take it to be.


I would go farther. What I will argue in the following pages is that we inherit the suppression or the forgetting of the Enlightenment, not the Enlightenment itself. And I include in the Enlightenment tradition the philosophers and poets of the German idealist tradition, figures that are too often cast as enemies of the Enlightenment, even enemies of progress, or as Romantic irrationalists who set themselves against the proponents of reason who were the “real” natural philosophers, philosophes and Aufklärer. I see them instead as the real climax of the Enlightenment project, the thinkers who took that project most seriously and began to weigh its premises and its pretensions by its own internal standards. In doing so they came to threaten the moral and political order that the Enlightenment was supposed to reform but preserve. Yet this was the logical outgrowth of the Enlightenment project itself, which among other ambitions sought to subject all knowledge to the test of reason.


As Kant would argue, reason could not interrogate other claims to knowledge until it had interrogated itself. What he and his successors showed, though, was just how dangerous real philosophical inquiry could be. Reason, it turns out, is a corrosive force, and it is liberatory only insofar as its corrosive force is free to bite at what it wills. This was the final turn of the Enlightenment critique. In the end it came close to taking down the very foundations of the new European order: the sovereign individual, the secondary importance of the social, the dream of a rational order in which individual needs and goals could find reconciliation if not harmony. There was a possibility of harmony, the idealists claimed, but it could not be founded on the articulation of isolated individuals within a value-free rational order. It demanded a transformation of lived experience itself through which the illusory separation of self and world would vanish in an open-ended process that sounded all too much like permanent revolution.


They might have gotten away with their arguments if their thinking had no immediate connection with larger political and social events. But they did not teach in a vacuum. Their different and more radical ideas of progress took shape amid the vast European upheaval of the French Revolution, a period with hopes that were far more millennial and radical than we often assume. What happens between Kant’s first critique in 1781 and the final defeat of Napoleon in 1815 was a complex cultural movement that reached towards a different order of things, seeking a genuine renaissance through which European society would set down new roots and grow in different directions, a movement which was ultimately frustrated both by its own internal weaknesses and by the fear it engendered in others.


The scope of that movement is far too large for it to be treated adequately here. What is more, such a transformation as the revolution in France seemed to promise was always unlikely. But this hardly makes the idealists irrelevant. History discloses problems more readily than she gives up solutions, and the autocritique of reason developed by Kant, Fichte, Hoderlin, Novalis, Schelling, Hegel and others carries its own persuasive force and frames its own indictment. That indictment is still before the bar of history.


For most of the eighteenth century the best minds in Europe had taken up the task of providing a foundation for human life and human society in which individual freedom could be secured within a rational public order. This book is the story of what happened when it became clear that this task was based on an illusion, the separation of self and world, and was thus doomed to failure: Just about everyone collaborated in repressing that insight. After 1815 all parties, reactionary and liberal, chose to proceed as if we had achieved what we knew, somewhere, we could not carry off. To secure that false confidence the heterodox voices of the late Enlightenment had to be silenced and its doubts swept under the carpet. The separation which the idealists showed to be an illusion became the basis of the modern world, which justifies itself through its claim to foster the greatest possible freedom for its individual constituents. This book thus concerns a founding act of bad faith and of willed blindness, the enforced suppression of dissidence, the self-forgetting of the rootlessness and the falsity of the basic presuppositions of modernity that have haunted our world from its birth.
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A task for philosophers


A question before we continue, though. Have we any right to speak of “the Enlightenment project?” Historians are cautioned today to resist the temptation of considering individual thinkers and actors as a group. Doing so lends itself to persuasive or at least tidy narratives, but it misrepresents and even conceals the innumerable conflicts and by-ways of real intellectual life. No individual thinker is consistent, possessed of a single aim, free from conflict and self-contradiction; how could we then speak of dozens or hundreds of individuals as if they were all engaged in a coherent project?


Not all generalizations are false, however. People who know each other do think together, statistically at least; personally-grounded hesitations and individual peculiarities tend to cancel each other out. In the case of the Enlightenment, moreover, we have an additional warrant, for it can hardly be denied that Scottish moralists, French philosophes and German Aufklärer were conscious of both belonging to a transnational community of like-minded men and women and engaging in a common intellectual enterprise.


If evidence is needed for this claim we might look at what happened in 1783 when a minor writer asked, in a footnote to an article in the Berliner Monatschrift, “What is Enlightenment? This question, which is almost as important as what is truth, should indeed be answered before one begins enlightening! And still I have never found it answered!”1


Answers came back, not only in the Monatschrift but in other journals too, until they made up a small genre in their own right. The question eventually became something of a cliché; everyone felt it necessary to weigh in on it. No definitive answers were reached, of course, but the intensity and volume of the exchange shows at least one thing: the respondents, whatever their individual opinions, saw the mainstream of intellectual activity as advancing enlightenment however that term was defined. It is testimony to the fact that by the 1780s, at least, the Enlightenment was a self-conscious movement. Philosophers and fellow-travelers thought of themselves as workers towards a common goal. More than that, the work that fell to hand was one which had been delivered to them by historical circum- stances. They had inherited a task.


What was that task? The most notable of the responses to the Berliner Monatschrift question came from Kant. (It is the only one that is commonly read today.) What Enlightenment meant, said Kant, was the courage to know. Humanity was to overcome its willingness to submit to authority and each person must learn to judge by her own standards and guide her thinking by her own lights:




Enlightenment is mankind’s exit from its self-incurred immaturity …. Sapere aude! Have the courage to use your own understanding! is thus the motto of enlightenment.2





It is a fight against “Those guardians, who have graciously taken up the oversight of mankind,” who




take care that the far greater part of mankind (including the entire fairer sex) regard the step to maturity as not only difficult but also very dangerous. After they have first made their domestic animals stupid and carefully prevented these placid creatures from daring to take even one step away out of the leading strings of the cart to which they are tethered, they show them the danger that threatens them if they attempt to proceed on their own3





“Now this danger is not so great,’ Kant insisted, “for by falling a few times they would indeed finally learn to walk.” Yet in spite of this confidence, and in a way most disappointing to the modern reader, Kant’s argument leads to a final encomium not to democracy but to Frederick the Great and enlightened despotism. Most people are not yet ready for self-governance, Kant concedes, and only the hard shell of absolute rule can nurture the growth in spiritual freedom that will prepare them for civic freedom. His was not an enlightened age, therefore, but it was an age of enlightenment, of progress towards the enlightened state. Between immaturity and full adulthood would intervene a period of independent study, a transition of unknown duration in which the proper maxim of government is “Argue as much as you want and about whatever you want, only obey!”4


Kant’s distinction between civic and spiritual freedom has its roots deep in German Protestantism, deriving ultimately from texts like Luther’s Of Christian Liberty. In this context, though, it operates within the conventional eighteenth-century understanding of the relationship between social institutions and individual character, a presupposition epitomized by Montesquieu’s comment in his Considerations on the Causes of the Greatness of the Romans and their Decline: “At the birth of societies, the leaders of republics create the institutions; thereafter, it is the institutions that form the leaders of republics.”5 Kant is not committed to Frederician despotism as such. Rather, he believes that the institutions of European culture had not created the kinds of people who could assume the responsibilities of real civic freedom.6 Worse yet, they had bred a population with no strength for spiritual freedom either, and inner freedom was a sine qua non for civic liberty. Humanity thus had to pass through a period of spiritual growth before it could emerge from its chrysalis:




When nature has, under this hard shell, developed the seed for which she cares most tenderly—namely, the inclination and the vocation for free thinking—this works back upon the character of the people (who thereby become more and more capable of acting freely) and finally even on the principles of government, which finds it to its advantage to treat man, who is now more than a machine, in accord with his dignity.7





As we shall see, the idealists, Fichte especially, refused to divide human activity between thinking and acting, and partially as a result drew very different political conclusions.


There is another and larger metaphor in Kant’s essay that encompasses and modifies the notion of social structure as a kind of curriculum for the formation of character. It is one of inevitable if often frustrated growth, the passage from sheltered infancy to self-sufficient adulthood at the beginning of the text and of the burgeoning of a seed into a plant or of a caterpillar into a butterfly in the metaphor of the “hard shell” at its close. In this imagery the enlightened state is the realization of humanity’s true nature, not as a machine (the reference is to La Mettrie’s infamous tract Man a Machine of 1748) but as a free being. The implication is that human history is personal and even biological history writ large. History is not necessarily the story of liberty, but it is at least the record of the slow maturation of the human species until liberty becomes a possibility.


This metaphor is a comforting one and lends itself well to the kind of self-satisfaction found in the EU’s list of “European” ideals. As an historical explanation, however, it leaves much to be desired. In fact, it explains little or nothing, especially because it offers no source for the retarding hand of authority beyond laziness, fear, or the inept hand of earlier legislators. As in so many eighteenth-century attempts at theorizing historical change, it eliminates everything specific. Real historical events play no part in the narrative, whether that narrative is one of organic growth or of inevitable decline.


But there is another problem with Kant’s implicit historical explanation that is easier to overlook. It assumes that human life can be ordered on rational principles and, even more, that human beings will do so in the absence of other constraints. Human rationality is a given, at least as a characteristic of human maturity, and it ultimately has no history. It is there as potential, waiting for the day when authority no longer holds it back.


This may seem like a truism. Any other standpoint smacks of irrationalism, opening the door to fundamentalist religion, fanaticism of various stripes, fascism and worse. It is obvious to many people that the only public life that can legitimately be called public involves rational process, the giving of reasons for one’s actions and the debate over the validity of those reasons. The only framework for public life that can be legitimately honored by rational individuals would therefore be one that emerges through a rational process, and the only proper life for human beings would be one in which every individual undertakes to regulate her or his life by reference to reasons which can be stated publicly and defended.


There is no doubt that a life in accord with reason has been an ideal shared by most European thinkers as well as the philosophers of the Classical era. It is less clear that this ideal has meant the same thing throughout its 2500-year history. We consistently overestimate the influence and representative character of the Platonic and Aristotelian philosophers of antiquity and we just as consistently fail to appreciate the extent to which Classical philosophy in general was a form of spiritual practice or therapy rather than a process of dispassionate inquiry.8


Beyond that, we take the ideal of a rational life so much for granted that we are unable to see it as a specific cultural artifact. It is by no means self-evident that reason is the only public vehicle for debating motives for action and assigning responsibility, for example. One can do this perfectly well through the retelling of myths and folk tales, by placing human interactions into various contexts, each one suggesting a different interpretation and evalu- ation. Historically (or anthropologically, if you wish), there have been many ways of ordering the social world. Outside of those that were influenced by the theories of the European tradition there are few if any that appeal to rational standards. Yet those communities, too often considered primitive or traditional, are no less open to discussion or contestation of the foundations of social order. It is simply that those conversations are carried out through story and metaphor instead of through chains of statements linked together by appeals to logic.


Not everyone thinks that rationality is the best way of accom- plishing such tasks, and it is very likely that they have reason itself on their sides. Ours purports to be a society where common decisions are arrived at through the public use of reason, but it is hard to believe that the processes of liberal democracy routinely serve up rational solutions to social problems. There are plenty of excuses for these failures, of course. There is the corrupting force of wealth and the imbalance of power between the privileged few and the many, for instance, and the ease with which people can be drawn away from rational considerations and led to act out of fear. It is indeed possible that the failings on the system, which now approach the apocalyptic in the case of looming disasters like global warming, are the result of secondary influences that are susceptible to reform and correction. Yet it is more likely that the failings are inherent in the rationalist project itself. We cannot order human life through explicit, discursive reason because human beings are not rational animals.


A significant number of philosophers and scientists have resigned themselves to admitting that reason by itself is incapable of setting goals; these are inevitably given to us by our inclinations and through complex and generally unconscious social interactions. The preponderance of scientific evidence, moreover, is that we act on the basis of emotional promptings and that our conscious and rational processes are supplementary activities at best and at worst are epiphenomenal or after-the-fact.9 If this research is credited, the project of a rational world is mere fantasy. No rational order could serve to integrate or coordinate lives that can never be governed by rational principles.


Such a perspective need not exclude human freedom or individual responsibility. It does change their terms, however, and it demands of us that we find a different way of ordering our lives and subject some fundamental questions about that order to debate—and that we find different ways to debate, too. As we shall see, this is very much what Fichte and early Hegel, at least, were struggling to present, and though they like their philosophical predecessors made frequent appeals to reason, their concepts of reason were sui generis and are to be distinguished from the conventional and still prevalent notions of that term.10


It is possible, certainly, to respect the insight that humans are not rational creatures but insist that public life continue to adhere to standards of discursive rationality. When there is no other means of discussion imaginable this even appears to be the one tolerable way of coordinating separate lives. This is more or less the system in effect in the modern world, where anything pertaining to the putatively irrational, like aesthetics, sexual preference or religious or spiritual activity, is consigned to the private sphere. But doing so drives a wedge between public and private life.


This is one of Rousseau’s central concerns, as we shall see in a later chapter, but it does not seem to be a problem to everyone who has noticed it. Indeed, thinkers like Arendt have viewed the utter incompatibility of public and private as a given and honored modernity as a world built on respecting that separation.


All the same, there is something obviously paradoxical on building a social or public world that is deliberately bereft of the very activities which motivate human action. The options it offers are few and unappetizing. One can internalize the ideals of reason and commit oneself to a regime of incessant internal self-policing, a kind of autocrucifixion undertaken for the salvation of humanity. One can accept the separation as a virtue, which leads in a positive form to a combination of inner Stoicism and an outward civic repub- licanism. In the industrialized West, however, this most often devolves into a fundamental hedonism excused by moments of “giving back,” and in its least admirable form it deteriorates into self-indulgence.


These compromises all accept the fundamental structures of the modern world as givens. Any attempt at radical change, any wish to reshape the public world so that it better reflects the life one finds within, any positive liberty in Isaiah Berlin’s terms, violates that separation and looks frighteningly like the irruption of either tyranny or uncontrollable irrationality into the public sphere. But this illustrates better than anything else the paradox of the rationalized public world. People’s experiences and emotional orientations have been addressed, critiqued, evaluated, discussed and shaped by various communities in all kinds of public ways—through story telling, ritual, dance, sexual activity and more. Within the split world of modernity, however, none of this can take place in the world at large. It falls into the sphere of the voluntary, the realm of activities like religious life which are precluded from spilling over into the “genuinely” public sphere of rational discourse. There is thus no opportunity for shared or private emotional life to be transformed through a truly public process. Once emotional life is eliminated from the public sphere, genuinely grounded human experience can only present itself as a threat, as the return of the repressed.


This is another of those topics too large for the present work. What the discussion should bring home, however, is that there is nothing axiomatic about the ideal of self-regulation through explicit reason, either individually or socially. It is not the inevitable destiny of humanity to rise to a rational community from the muck and mire of primitive irrationalism. It may well turn out that the passage has gone in another direction, or in two directions at once, that whatever has been accomplished in the way of ameliorating human misery over the past fifteen thousand years has also been accompanied by a plunge from a humane and flexible world order into one where the triumph of rationality does indeed radiate disaster triumphant. It should be clear at the very least that the ideal of a rational world order and of the individual life guided by reason has a past. It is one which needs to be accounted for in any understanding of the course of European history.


The briefest of sketches will have to suffice here. The source of that ideal is usually traced to Periclean Athens, if not to the Ionian philosophers who preceded Socrates, but the most significant agent in this development was the church rather than the schools of the philosophers. The Classical age saw no end of encomia to reason, but the reason of which humanity was capable was limited and few believed that it could reach certainty. The vocation of the individual—meaning, of course, the free male with sufficient property to avoid work—was to participate in the public life of the city and to raise children to perpetuate that city’s divinely-ordained existence. To live according to reason was to accept the processes of civic life and the turnings of fortune as the necessary working out of a cosmic order. One was consciously a citizen of Athens or Alexandria, and one could realize one’s more profound citizenship in the common city of gods and men. It was far more difficult to stand outside the immanent rationality of the cosmos and construct a rival order; indeed, the enclosed cosmos of the Classical imagi- nation meant that there was no external or transcendent standpoint where one could begin.


Christianity, of course, posited a transcendent deity who not only stood outside the cosmos but who created and sustained it as well. This in itself would not have constituted a decisive break from the innumerable cults of the time; something similar was asserted of Mithra, for example.11 If Christianity had offered nothing more it is possible that Jesus might have been slowly assimilated into the pantheon and the other gods reimagined as aspects or avatars of Yahweh. Something like this has happened throughout Indian history, as local deities are “Sanskritized” and recast as manifesta- tions of Great Tradition deities like Shiva, the Goddess, or Vishnu.


Christianity put forth another claim, however, and this one was directed not only at the other gods, soon to be mocked as “pagan” or “backwards,”12 but at the ordering force of civic life itself. Reason had been unable to ground human experience because it had found no sure foothold in the cosmos, but the life of the city carried enough authority to make it unnecessary to look for such a point of beginning. Christianity had to create that need. Anyone who listens to a traditional hellfire-and-brimstone sermon knows that the minister has to create a sense of sinfulness in order to sell his brand of salvation. What is less obvious is that Christianity had to create the isolated intellect, adrift in a confusing and disorienting world, in order to sell its brand of rational theology. To do that it had to destroy the Classical city.


As Peter Brown has argued, Christianity deliberately set itself against the Classical civic culture. Celibacy became so central to early Christian practice because the celibate repudiated the primary civic duty of perpetuating the city through fathering children.13 There was no need to force people out of the cities like Pol Pot did, of course. It was enough for city and social life itself to be desacralized. In the ensuing disorientation Christianity could then step in to provide a new way of orienting oneself to the real.


This alteration went far deeper than the introduction of a new cult. It brought into being a different system of the sacred and a different kind of worshiper, both a new god and a new humanity. One was no longer a citizen and the gods were no longer one’s fellows. The sapping of the civic order and its sacred foundations and rituals left its inhabitants adrift, cut off from one another and from the cosmos—strangers and afraid in a world they never made. But the same corrosive force that dissolved the bonds between man and man and between men and gods offered a lifeline through revelation and reason. Christians preached an historical experience of absolute truth and authority, the full revelation of the divine in the life and death of Jesus. The rational elaboration of these truths in the new science of theology mapped out the proper course for each newly-isolated soul on her or his pilgrimage through life and set the framework through which their earthly interactions should be understood.


To simplify drastically, the Christianization of the Classical world was a move from a process-based order to a discursive one. A world of immanent rationality and mutual obligations and negotiations, where ritual took precedence over doctrine, was replaced by a world of discrete individuals, each one oriented primarily to a transcendent reality through language and conscious belief. In the Christian world, that of Latin Christianity most of all, the individual had no guide but the teachings of the church and no hope but in the salvific word.14 And “word” must be taken literally. It is not the logos of John’s gospel; it is the concrete text of the Greek testament and the detailed narration of the Creed, with their claimed grounding in historical fact.


This was not a unilinear process. The exuberant multiplication of both theology and story in Medieval Catholicism recovered some of the intimacy and corporeality with which the Classical world lived with the divine. But behind it still lay the demand that the world be made into a knowable whole and the confidence that reason and the secure foundations of revealed truth were adequate to that task. The endlessness of the process was no indication that this approach was flawed; instead, it reflected the inexhaustible richness of the divine that had become available to humanity through Jesus’ sacrifice and that was henceforth visible to the eye of faith.15


This confidence was unshaken by the Renaissance. Indeed, the cultural and intellectual experimentation of that period rest on it. The encyclopedic discourse which for Medieval thinkers was in some sense pre-existing, and which they aspired to encompass in earthly form, was an equally strong presence in the Renaissance. It supports the transformation of a minor rhetorical technique, the memory theater, into a spiritual discipline in which the adept strove to memorize and pace through an internal representation of the entire cosmos.16 It helps explain the Renaissance fascination with magic, and it is the background of Pico della Mirandola’s celebrated oration on the dignity of man.


With the Reformation, however, this broke down. The end of Christian unity in the West was a blow to the self-assurance of Medieval and Renaissance thought, and in the light of the revived and intensified Augustinianism of Luther and Calvin it could no longer be easily maintained that the natural, social and spiritual worlds were all merged into a single universe of discourse. The Word was no longer plainly present in the world. It had to be recovered, made explicit once more.


Most crucially of all, though, the content of that salvific word itself was suddenly in doubt. It has been hard for many contem- porary historians to credit the reasons given by the actors of the Reformation themselves. We are generally unwilling to believe that people were so concerned with the doctrine of the Real Presence that they were willing to kill and die for their particular interpretation of what happened at the Mass. Instead, the religious wars that culmi- nated in the continental slaughter of the Thirty Years’ War have been merged into a general crisis of the seventeenth century or given other secular interpretations and the overtly religious claims made by the warring parties are dismissed as ideologies. The past few decades of communal violence and the rise of political Islam, Christianity and Hinduism may have made the religious aspect of the wars of religion appear less peculiar, but the notion that ideas count, religious ideas in particular, continues to seem like a throwback to a style of historical explanation that we have left behind.


In this case, at least, we turn away too soon from the actors’ own reasons. Doctrine was such a life-and-death issue in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries because the human needs created or shaped by Christianity were still present and demanded to be satisfied. Within the cultural world of those times, a culture formed by Latin Christianity, human experience was still articulated as the confrontation of isolated actor/intellects with an objective world. It was still essential that one stand in a correct relationship to the reality of things, and it still appeared self-evident that this happened only through discourse.17


Both individual salvation and political legitimacy, then, rested on a theoretical grasp of the authentic order of things. It was important to be correct. It is not that there was unanimity on the essential questions in the Middle Ages; quite the opposite is true. But what effects unity is rarely if ever outright agreement. It is the shared sense that the disputants are unfolding different perspectives on a single truth. The debates of the medieval theologians presumed the ultimate unity and veracity of the tradition embodied in the church. So did the more outré tendencies of the Renaissance. The shock of the Reformation was the proof that this point of ultimate unity could not be counted on or that, at the very least, Christianity could no longer be counted on to provide it.


This was the immediate historical origins of the Enlightenment project.18 It does indeed go back to Luther and his contemporaries, though not because Protestantism shook off the hand of priestly or textual authority and inaugurated a culture of individual freedom. This claim appears in Heine’s colorful and iconoclastic On the History of Religion and Philosophy in Germany, published in book form in 1835, if it does not appear earlier, and it became a commonplace in much nineteenth-and early twentieth-century scholarship—not surpris- ingly, most of all in scholarship from the Protestant north of Germany. We may safely set this explanation aside. The real connection between the Reformation and the Enlightenment is that the collapse of a unified Latin Christendom created the political, social and intellectual problems which the philosophes and their contemporaries were trying to solve. European states and individuals were left without any generally-accepted system of ideas and it seemed self-evident that new ones needed to be uncovered.
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