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GENERAL EDITORS’ PREFACE

When Arthur Lovejoy introduced the field of the history of ideas to his listeners in the 1933 William James lectures, later published as The Great Chain of Being, he compared ideas to molecules. As he explained it, molecules combine and recombine to make compounds that vary over time. Yet the underlying stuff abides. The comparison gave him a way to capture the dynamic properties of ideas themselves and to forestall this or that thinker’s eagerness to claim novelty. Further, since the periodic table has only so many elements, Lovejoy’s conceit suggested that a person could, retroactively, make sensible statements about the whole.

In this book series devoted to the history of ideas, we hope to be able to make sensible judgements about the whole, but we are also convinced that the analogy needs rethinking. When Lovejoy accorded agency to the elements, with their pent-up interactive energies, he left out of focus the solution or medium in which those chemicals do their interacting. The non-noetic factors for which Lovejoy allowed come only from thinkers’ internal dispositions, personal habits and preferences that might vary from person to person or from time to time. These volumes aim to widen considerably the intellectual historian’s conception of how ideas emerge and move through the world.

A Cultural History of Ideas sweeps over 2,800 years of evidence. It proceeds on the premise that certain broad areas of inquiry have held humans’ collective attention across a segment of the globe over all of this time. These nine topics are not presented as ideas in any simple sense. G. E. R. Lloyd’s treatment of “Nature” in antiquity in volume 1 will already belie any confidence in a singular, perduring core even in this one-ninth of the terrain these volumes lay out. We propose this taxonomy instead as a set of general areas of investigation focused on comparable subjects across the ages. As historians of ideas, we aim to trace in this book series prominent lines of thought in each of these various realms—chapter by chapter, in the same order across volumes, from antiquity to the present—with close attention to constancy, change, and variation alike.

The first of these areas is “Knowledge” itself: what are we to make of the immaterial notions stored in our minds? Which ones count as true? How are such truths found, divided into new categories, conveyed, and used? After all, it is only in the twentieth century that anyone could speak meaningfully of the humanistic, social, biological, and physical sciences as distinct branches of knowledge. Many other systems came before. From “Knowledge,” we turn to one of its central foci and the other starting point of this series: “The Human Self” in all its dimensions, physical, intellectual, emotional, and more. For it is the self that is the knower.

Then, moving outward from the singular self, we shift to “Ethics and Social Relations,” or humans in concert with one another, and “Politics and Economies,” or systems for organizing that collective existence legally and materially. “Nature” follows, including the human body, but also encompassing the earth that humans share with other animals, plants, and minerals, as well as the atmosphere and celestial bodies. Continuing to widen our lens, “Religion and the Divine” then takes the focus to the world beyond nature and to thinking about our origins, our afterlives, and our beliefs, which also means at times the limits of human knowledge.

The final categories take up, in close conversation with all of these previous domains, the realm of representation. “Language, Poetry, Rhetoric” concerns thinking about words in their many forms and uses. “The Arts” expands those questions into other symbolic systems employed in music, dance, theatre, fashion, architecture, design, and especially the visual arts, with a focus too on conceptions of beauty. Finally, “History” draws our attention to the representation of time itself, including notions of past, present, and future that simultaneously bring us full circle back to the understandings of knowledge and the self where we began.

Some specific ideas or concepts—freedom, dreams, power, difference, the environment, anger, to pick a random assortment—cross these many areas of inquiry and will appear more than once. But we take these nine broad categories to be proxies for some of the most fundamental areas to which humans in the domains of our focus—from so-called great thinkers like Plato or Locke or Einstein, to political leaders from Augustus to Charlemagne to Catherine the Great or Gandhi, to now-nameless scribes or teachers or midwives or bricklayers—have, over the centuries, applied their minds, alone and together.

But what is a cultural history of ideas? There are two distinguishing features of this approach, and both begin from the premise that the history of ideas is not, as some earlier historians including Lovejoy would have it, best understood as the record of a perennial conversation that largely transcends the specifics of space and time. Rather, we posit that just as the answers to big questions change depending on where and when we look, so do the questions themselves along with their stakes. “What is freedom?” means something very different to an enslaved Celt living in ancient Rome, a twelfth-century French monk, an aspiring merchant involved in transatlantic trade in seventeenth-century London, and a political theorist working in a US university in the era of late capitalism.

A cultural history of ideas is thus imagined, first, as a way to demonstrate the proposition that even the most innovative ideas to emerge from such queries, as well as the uses and impact of those ideas, have varied enormously depending on a host of contingent and contextual features extrinsic to the intellects that gave birth to them. These external features go well beyond other, competing ideas, or even competing texts in which other ideas are housed, despite the arguments of Quentin Skinner and much of what is thought of today as contextualized intellectual history. Cultural historians of ideas, to understand the thought of the past, necessarily look considerably more widely at a range of different domains of human life—or culture in the broadest sense.

Those cultural factors include changes in technology, media, and the economics of production and distribution; the authors in these volumes consider the evolution of ideas in relation to the emergence of alphabetic script and scribal culture, the printing press, photography, the computer, and other methods of communication that shaped their respective eras, as well as the commerce established around them. Our list also includes differing social structures and kinds of hierarchies and status markers, from race and gender, to estate, wealth, patronage, and credentialing, that have brought new kinds of thinkers to the fore and turned others into enemies or nonentities. In these pages we will meet, and also identify the support systems behind, philosophers, physicians, librarians, clerics, writers, artists, state officials, and only from the nineteenth century onward, “scientists,” “experts,” and, indeed, “intellectuals,” as well as those denied these appellations. Other factors shaping ideas—including those of the most influential thinkers of every era—have been changes to laws; to religious practice and identity; to the distribution of resources; to patterns of migration, settlement, and urbanization; to notions of taste and manners; and to literacy rates, education, and intellectual life itself. So, too, do we need to study encounters between different peoples, whether through war, conquest, travel and exploration, exploitation, or peaceful cultural and commercial exchange. Then there is space in another sense. Historically specific settings, whether they be market places, monasteries, universities, salons, courts, coffee houses, medical clinics, port city docks, or think tanks, have inflected how ideas have been forged, disseminated, and debated and, ultimately, the form they have taken. So have modes of sociability. How can we understand the power of the ideas of Demosthenes or Horace or Lord Byron or Sarah Bernhardt without accounting for the social practices in which they were embedded, be that public oration, letter writing, listening to sermons or novels read out loud, or attending public performances, but also the material infrastructure behind those endeavors, from road construction to the microphone? And scaffolding everything else in the realm of ideas have, of course, always been geopolitics and the apparatuses of power: empires, nations, regions, city states, kingdoms, dioceses, and villages, but also competition about and between ideologies, factions and parties, and policies, whether established by vote, by decree, or by physical coercion.

In approaching ideas in this deeply contextual way, the cultural history of ideas could be said to be borrowing from the subfield known as the sociology of knowledge. Both share an interest in uncovering the structures, including practices and institutions, that allow for the varied means by which knowledge has been invented, organized, kept secret, exchanged, transformed, and weaponized to accomplish various goals, from acts of radical imagination and liberation to keeping people in their place. Equally, though, the approach employed in these volumes could be said to draw on histories of reading, of looking, and of hearing, that is, of interpretation and reinterpretation, or hermeneutics and textual exegesis, across genres, languages, and eras—all modes long associated with histories of the arts and literature and philosophy. Moreover, a cultural history of ideas should equally be a history of dissent and of forms of censorship and repression instituted in response. Historians also need to establish the evolving boundaries between the sayable and the unsayable, the representable and the unrepresentable, and why and how they have been enforced or not. That means paying attention to conflicts and forms of violence over just these questions as well as networks and modes of intellectual collaboration. Part of the interest in looking at the history of thought embedded in ever-shifting contexts over such a long period of time is discovering how some ideas—say, ideas about gender difference or modes of seeing others—persist across moments of social and political fracture, such as major wars. Another part is discovering how ideas are transformed by—or help transform—larger movements in the worlds that produced them; consider, for example, how much the ideas of Jean-Jacques Rousseau shaped political and religious practice in the context of the French Revolution, from republicanism to the institution of a civil religion, but also how his conceptual innovations were blamed for the revolution’s excesses and thus delegitimized afterward. Some ideas, of course, fail to create any kind of traction until long after their moment of invention. Or they never do. All this is of interest to the historian of ideas too.

Yet there is a second sense in which these volumes function as a cultural history of ideas. Grasping this aspect requires looking more to anthropology than to sociology or literary theory. It also demands taking seriously the ideas and representations that animate everyday life, which is another meaning of culture. This approach turns our attention at least partly away from the ideas associated with philosophers, famous thinkers, or even major social movements or modern “isms” like nationalism or communism in their larger contexts. It does so in favor of a focus on collective habits, rituals, patterns of speech and behavior, and customary forms of representation operative in social, political, and economic experience, seeing them as imbued with, and productive of, a vital, culturally specific landscape of ideas. Some scholars call these ideas, taken together, folk knowledge or folk logic. From the Annaliste tradition of history writing in France, others have adopted the term mentalité. Included under its purview are, potentially, studies of the history of collective memory, of values, of popular and mass culture, and of the senses and emotions and decision-making in all their historical particularity.

Importantly for our purposes, sometimes the realm or realms of mentalité have operated to uphold the dominant ideology of the moment or to boost an ascendant one; Jack Censer and Gary Kates’s introduction to the volume on the Enlightenment, for example, highlights the way eighteenth-century advertising circulars, the so-called Affiches, subtly bolstered the intellectual currents associated with Enlightenment philosophy without ever drawing directly on the work of any of its key thinkers. But other times folk knowledge has worked to undergird marginalized people’s efforts to resist, circumvent, or revise dominant thinking, whether that has been in order to preserve traditions under pressure or to try to break free of various forms of repression. Consider craftworkers or Black revolutionaries of various eras deploying vernacular notions and forms of protest to challenge those with political and material power, including those who own the means of production. Often these commonplace and quotidian ideas, even as they structure collective life, are so routine and taken-for-granted within the culture where they exist that they go largely unremarked upon in any of the standard modes of conveying thought that are the focus of most histories of ideas. It is only when such everyday ideas collapse or get deployed in new ways that we tend to see that they belong to history too—and bear some relationship to the better-known history of explicit ideas.

What this means is that a cultural history of ideas in the second sense must extend its source base well beyond great books or texts of any kind; relevant ideas are just as likely to be embedded in visual, material, or somatic forms as they are in writing. Coin collections, garden designs, bits of code, temple complex plans, dance patterns, even habits of greeting: all become potential sites for uncovering foundational ideas in past moments and varied places. It also means thinking beyond traditional notions of thinker or audience to encompass the voices, eyes, and ears of those traditionally excluded from the tribe of “intellectuals,” including women, people of color, and the nonliterate, as they can be unearthed from these varied sources. The volumes and individual chapters of this series will have succeeded if readers come away with an ability to take recognizable ideas or ideologies (i.e., those of Karl Marx and, subsequently, Marxism) or recognizable moments in intellectual history (i.e., “the Middle Ages”) and see them as doubly imbricated in culture as ideational context and culture as the realm of everyday meaning-making and representation.

One risk, of course, is that this collection, with its cultural approach to ideas, ends up reinforcing an obsolete ideological construction paid lavish attention, particularly in the last century: that of “Western Civilization.” The primary focus of these volumes is indeed the part of the globe, the temporal range, and much of the subject matter that scholars have inconsistently labeled and identified with “the West.” But not content just to reject this terminology, we aim in these volumes to avoid the trap of its logic too, and we do so in several ways. The authors of these chapters do not take their geography to be bounded in any a priori way; their terrain stretches variously beyond Europe to the Near East, to China and other parts of Asia, to Russia, to Africa, and, unevenly over the last half millennium to North, Central, and South America. It is also important that every volume pushes back on the idea that the subject at hand can be described as constituting some unified cultural ethos. Radical intellectual pluralism exists in every era, and links of commonality also reach across whatever temporal and geographical boundaries we might construct. At the same time, we advocate a kind of geographical awareness that keeps us from losing sight of the fact that the histories under primary scrutiny here have been both carefully constructed and profoundly shaped by fantasies about, as well as dehumanizations of, varieties of others, whether labeled barbarians, foreigners, exotics, or heathens, whether near or far. This kind of thinking, in turn, is inseparable from an often violent history of the extraction of resources and commercial practices around the globe, of missionary activity and evangelization within and well beyond Christendom, of the enslavement of, particularly, African peoples, and of the conquest and colonization of various Indigenous peoples from the Americas to the South Seas. Advocacy for social justice is a distinct project from this one, but exposing the blinding legacies of injustice stemming from every era is very much a part of it. These volumes embrace the idea that a cultural history of ideas is necessarily a “connected history,” with a focus on circulation and hybridity, along with serious attention to disparities of power.

But even more, perhaps, a cultural history of ideas potentially offers a conceptual way out of the trap of Western Civilization precisely because it historicizes, indeed “provincializes” (to borrow Dipesh Chakrabarty’s term), the very categories long used to bolster it. Of particular pertinence here is “progress.” Rather than treat techno-scientific or moral-political progress across time as a given, this series sees conceptions of progress, as well as those of newness and modernity, as polemical claims invented to serve different purposes at different moments (see especially the introductions to the volumes on the Enlightenment and the Age of Empire, but also the Middle Ages). The same could be said for periodization, including the very terms into which these volumes are carved up; Jill Kraye, in her volume on “the Renaissance,” starts off not by guiding a tour of this arena but by showing us how this category was invented in the first place and then exposing its retrospective ideological functions. Indeed, the authors in this collection uniformly work hard to take up the intellectual pillars of standard accounts of what has been called Western Civilization and embed them, as ideas, in history. In addition to the notion of progress, these include the idea of the individual genius thinker, the advent of intellectual tolerance, the mastery of nature, secularization or the ultimate triumph of scientific reason over the enchantment of the world, and a firm distinction between past and present.

Moreover, despite the fact that this set of volumes ties ways of thinking to particular circumstances in the past, it is also designed to make the case that no one era or people or place owns those ideas going forward. Even the pointed anxieties of today, which Stefanos Geroulanos lists in the introduction to the final volume as including “dehumanization, species extinction, climate catastrophe, economic indifference to individual suffering, and artificial [forms of] intelligence,” are in some sense variants of old concerns. We can thus treat previous responses to them as a storehouse from which people anywhere can continue to build new answers even as those ideas’ initial relationship to particular conditions and situations remains important to understanding their full complexity. If this collection of the work of sixty-two scholars from multiple humanistic disciplines has a central goal, it is to remind us that inherited ways of thinking and our ever-changing lived experiences are constantly pushing against one another in productive ways, generating refreshed responses or, indeed, ideas as a result. We all aim to continue this endeavor.

Sophia Rosenfeld and Peter T. Struck, General Editors


Introduction

JAMES H. JOHNSON

A Cultural History of Ideas in the Age of Empire shares the same nine topics with the other volumes in this series, which together reach from antiquity to the twentieth century. Over the course of the nineteenth century, the complexion of these fields—Knowledge, the Human Self, Politics and Economies, Nature, Ethics and Social Relations, Language, Poetry, Rhetoric, the Arts, and History—underwent such fundamental change that the thinkers who shaped them regularly proclaimed their work to be epoch-making. Successive generations of social visionaries announced plans for a new order founded for the first time on the true nature of humanity. Philosophers elaborated encompassing systems of thought that stretched beyond the field’s accustomed subjects to include wider realms of history, art, and religion. Self-described revolutionaries included not only political writers but also scientists, poets, and composers. The watchword of the age was progress, a restless, confident, forward-looking impatience with the current state of affairs.

The span of this volume is the long nineteenth century, loosely construed as the period that began with the taking of the Bastille and ended with the First World War. The ideas most fully treated in the pages that follow are European, although important voices from other cultures also appear. The ideas of Black abolitionists and Haitian revolutionaries, for instance, are considered in their European reception. Historical works by Native Americans and women are set alongside those of the century’s more familiar figures. Well-known political and philosophical programs appear in unexpected settings, including Brazil, Argentina, Japan, and on the Indian subcontinent. In this period, European ideas exerted a far greater impact on the rest of the world than at any time before or since. This global impact, for good and for ill, is reflected in these chapters.

What does it mean to write a cultural history of ideas in “the age of empire”? Empires frame the nineteenth century, and their features carried the defining ideals and faults of their founding myths. Napoleon’s “civilizing mission” exported rights, the rule of law, and high ideals of freedom throughout his continental empire. Its liberation was delivered by means of conquest, confiscation, and terror. At the end of the century, public figures promoting overseas colonies extolled the particular benefits their nations’ benevolence brought to subject territories and peoples. The stark difference in the breakup of empires at the start and close of the period is worth noting as well. The demise of Napoleonic Europe inaugurated an extended period of international stability among nations that permitted their unprecedented intellectual and cultural flourishing. The catastrophe of the First World War, fueled in part by the militarized competition for colonies, spread international turmoil that continued for much of the twentieth century.

It is a striking fact that few major European intellectuals wrote systematically about imperialism. The word itself appeared in English only at mid-century, with a strongly negative inflection.1 Yet the elements of empire—ideological, economic, technological, military—were not absent from the work of thinkers and creators. On the contrary, the imperial project’s assumptions drew from the works of social and political theorists, philosophers, religious leaders, artists, and educators. The ideals of the French Revolution would spread “downward” from Europe to Asia and Africa. Political figures who called themselves liberal wrote favorably about imposing despotism to elevate “barbarians” from a state of infancy. Historians adapted the narrative of civilizational progress to describe their own countries’ inheritance from ancient empires: it was a duty now to disseminate this glory worldwide. Portrayals of “exotic” non-Europeans in paintings, novels, and works for the stage more typically revealed the predilections of their creators than an earnest effort to depict other cultures.

The aim of Bloomsbury’s Cultural History of Ideas is to consider anew its nine defining topics. These broad themes were once the study of a discipline largely indifferent to context, as though their carriers were participants in a timeless, ongoing conversation. With the advent of cultural history, the exchange has been reframed to acknowledge a clamor of voices speaking all at once and in different languages. Tracing these contexts of ideas once thought timeless—the study of their production and dissemination, for instance, of how contemporaries understood their terms and of the uses to which they were put—are now essential concerns. Understanding the reasons for which authors were deemed significant or excluded has opened the field to figures formerly neglected. Grasping the place of institutions in promoting or silencing ideas has provoked an awareness of curricula, scientific networks, and spaces of elite or popular sociability. The ways in which cultural history has deepened our understanding of large ideas in particular settings are on ample display in this volume.

Particular examples from this volume illustrate the exciting variety of approaches. Reception history, for instance, which was once devoted to describing the social makeup of readers, listeners, or spectators, has increasingly drawn attention to the influence of works of literature, music, and art in shaping the inner life. Where scholars might once have plucked illustrative details from a novel to give a feel for the period, or cited an evocative musical passage to illustrate a presumed Zeitgeist, some have begun to study the effects of particular forms works on experience. In the nineteenth century, when individuality became more intentional and the conviction of one’s own uniqueness grew widespread, these influences were central. Writing about the Arts, Julian Johnson identifies the self-portraits of Eugène Delacroix and Vincent Van Gogh and performances by Frédéric Chopin as formative in the spread of a self-conscious subjectivity. Such artists’ self-presentation, he notes, “speaks on behalf” of its witnesses, giving expression to, and in so doing opening a space for, one’s inner experiences and those of others.2

With the spread of literacy and new technologies of publication, the means of receiving knowledge changed dramatically in the nineteenth century. Educational initiatives, publishers’ freedoms or limits, and particular practices of reading—in a private salon or public library, aloud in
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