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		PREFACE
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		There are many ideological divisions within the modern world. One of the most persistent, most troubling, and increasingly most divisive, however, is the struggle over the legacy of the Enlightenment. The “Enlightenment”—that period of European history between, roughly, the last decade of the seventeenth century and the first of the nineteenth—has had a far greater and more lasting impact on the formation of the modern world than any of the intellectual convulsions that preceded it. The Renaissance and the Reformation, although they too transformed the cultures of Europe, and subsequently the whole of Christianity, in irreversible ways, are for most people today simply periods in history. Not so the Enlightenment. If we regard ourselves as modern, if we are forward-thinking, if we are tolerant and generally open-minded, if stem-cell research does not frighten us but fundamentalist religious beliefs do, then we tend to think of ourselves as “enlightened.” And in thinking this, we are in effect declaring ourselves to be the heirs, however distant, of a particular intellectual and cultural movement.

		There has been much heated debate over just what the “Enlightenment” was, when and where it occurred, and whether it was one or many. Attempts have been made to divide it up into radical and conservative groups or to distinguish between different national varieties in which the level-headed and reasonable English or the solemn and philosophically serious Germans are generally set against the extreme, over-hasty, and unduly literary French. Some of these distinctions have their origins in the eighteenth century itself. Some are simple speculative fantasy. But for all the clear differences that did exist within it, the Enlightenment has been identified with an exalted view of human rationality and of human benevolence, and with a belief, measured and at times skeptical, in progress and in the general human capacity for self-improvement. It has been broadly understood to stand for the claim that all individuals have the right to shape their own ends for themselves rather than let others do it for them and—what comes to much the same thing—to live their lives as best they can without help or hindrance from divine decrees. It has been seen as the source of most modern liberal, tolerant, undogmatic, and secular understandings of politics and as the intellectual origins of all modern forms of universalism, from a recognition of the essential unity of the human race and the evils of slavery and racism right through to the humanistic sentiments behind Médecins sans frontières. It is widely regarded as having been the intellectual origin of our still slowly emerging conviction that all human beings share the same basic rights and that women think and feel no differently from men or Africans from Asians. As an intellectual movement it also saw the beginning of those disciplines—economics, sociology, anthropology, political science, and certain kinds of moral philosophy—that dictate much of how we view, and attempt to control, our lives today. Modernity was the creature of a great many intellectual and scientific configurations, from the invention of the steam engine to the Internet, very little of which can be attributed to the Enlightenment (even if it was the eighteenth-century German philosopher Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz who first devised the binary system on which the modern digital computer is based). What can be attributed to it, however, is the broadly secular, experimental, individualistic, and progressive intellectual world that ultimately made those innovations possible—a world in which the old and apparently unassailable forms of association, of belief and tradition, that had for centuries divided human beings into mutually suspicious and often brutally homicidal groups were slowly and painfully, but irreversibly, abandoned. This is not to say that without the Enlightenment modernity—however understood—would never have taken place, that without it we would all still be burning unbelievers or listening to hellfire sermons for our weekly entertainment. But it most certainly would not have taken place how and where it did.

		It is to the Enlightenment that we also owe the modern conception of the global society. The world is, of course, still firmly divided into nation-states, many still struggling furiously with one another; to any mildly skeptical observer, the prospect of what the United Nations once optimistically referred to as “Our Global Community” must still seem a long way off. But the fact that most liberal-minded and educated persons now accept that peoples should be willing and able to cooperate across frontiers must be cause for hope.

		Such “globalism” or “cosmopolitanism” is also an Enlightenment conception, and it is one of my main objectives in this book to describe how it became possible for an admittedly small number of European intellectuals to refer to themselves as ultimately not English, French, Dutch, Saxon, Spanish, or Neapolitan but “citizens of the world.” Cosmopolitanism is an ancient creed, but before the eighteenth century it had been largely the refuge of a few dissenting and rootless outsiders, like Diogenes the Cynic, who first coined the term in the fifth century BCE; or it had been closely associated with empire (one of the greatest of the ancient cosmopolitans, Marcus Aurelius, was also one of the greatest of the Roman emperors); or else it had been a cloak for religious uniformity (in both Christianity and Islam there are no nations, only one people under God).

		During the Enlightenment, however, the claim to be a “citizen of the world” acquired quite different meanings. It came to stand for a form of ecumenism open to all those who were prepared to live by certain minimal legal and moral codes. It became a way of combating the narrow tribalism that seemed to many to be the ultimate cause of so many of the ills of the world. It became a way of understanding human and international relations that might finally lead what the English utilitarian Jeremy Bentham called “the cabinet of mankind” to conclude that “universal and perpetual peace” that had eluded the species Homo sapiens sapiens since its creation. Today we may not have gone very far toward realizing these ambitions, but if there does exist some conception of universal justice, if even the most powerful states on occasion feel compelled to abide by the demands of international law, that we owe to the Enlightenment.

		Not everyone sees it this way, however. Today many have grown suspicious of precisely those values and aspirations that are now closely identified with the “West”—itself an eighteenth-century coinage—of which the Enlightenment is seen as the most heinous representative. The past century and a half of Euro-American history has come to be regarded—and not without reason—as little more than a litany of war and oppression, colonization and exploitation. In the light of such a history, the airy, optimistic, ecumenical claims of the Enlightenment—or what is widely taken to be the Enlightenment—have come to look threadbare, if not hypocritical and presumptuous. It is the Enlightenment that is now accused of being responsible for a “Eurocentrism” that led inexorably to an implacable intolerance of everyone, and everything, that rose to challenge its rationalistic, reductive objectives, thus making it the midwife to modern imperialism and modern racism.

		In one respect at least, these accusations are not entirely groundless. Although a great many of the claims made on its behalf can be found in many other cultures across the world, the Enlightenment was certainly a process confined to Europe and its overseas settler populations. It is also undeniable that the confidence that the Enlightenment helped to instill in the “West,” a confidence that derived from a sense of independent intellectual achievement rather than from some supposedly superior understanding of God, did have a subsequent impact on nineteenth- and twentieth-century conceptions of the “civilizing mission.” If, the argument went, we can free our own peoples from what the Marquis de Condorcet called “those sacred despots and foolish conquerors,” then we must surely have an obligation to help all those others across the globe who are still suffering in darkness to do the same. In doing so, Condorcet added, “we would become for them … generous liberators.” And if they were to show no sign of wishing to be liberated, then that could only be because their “priests and kings” had blinded them to everything they had to gain by following our example. In which case we might be justified, in Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s infamous phrase, to “force them to be free.” But none of the enlightened intellectuals of the eighteenth century—the philosophes, as the French usefully called them, a word that describes someone who is at once more and less than a “philosopher”—ever espoused such views. They were terrified by visions of a future dominated by a number of what they called “universal monarchies,” which could only ever be, as Immanuel Kant said of them, the “graveyard of freedom” and a “soulless despotism.” The line that supposedly leads from eighteenth-century rationalism and the apotheosis of modern science, via such atrocities as the massacres in the Belgian Congo and the Opium Wars in China, to the virtual domination of the world by the so-called Great Powers of Europe and the United States is an illusory one. The real source of so much of the undeniable injustice that the “West” has inflicted upon the “Rest”—not to mention upon itself—in the more recent past lies elsewhere: in the distorted forms of nationalism and “scientific” racism of the late nineteenth century, in the sense of omnipotence conferred by the new technologies of the Industrial Revolution, and in the resurgence of a (Protestant) Christian piety and evangelical fervor, which all of the philosophes would have abhorred.

		There are also those who accuse the Enlightenment of having undermined ancient and tested systems of religious belief, of having set up reason over all other human faculties, of having reduced sentiment, sympathy, affection, and feeling to mere delusion and, in the process, of having destroyed all possibility of a consoling belief in an omniscient and benevolent deity. The world, they say, is not made up of individuals, as the philosophes and their followers naively supposed. Humans are not so much the creators of the social and political worlds they inhabit; they are their creatures. They live in complex cultures that have evolved over very long periods of time, all of which makes the Enlightenment belief in a scientifically intelligible “human nature” simply unsustainable. Certainly, they would argue, all humans should recognize each other as human and respect each other’s chosen ways of doing things. But it is merely absurd to believe that such essentially diverse creatures could ever be brought, by reason alone, to agree upon so difficult an issue as how best to live their lives. Without the guidelines of tradition, without those systems of religious belief that all human societies possess and have always possessed, humans are lost. All those attempts—most of which have taken place in Europe or under the influence of the European Enlightenment—to employ coercion to bring about an entirely ethereal vision of a wholly new, ideal, rational world have only ever resulted in unimaginable horrors. Look at the French Revolution, the Russian Revolution, the Chinese Revolution, they say. Look, too, at the final outcome of National Socialism and of Fascism.

		It is undeniably true that the Enlightenment was profoundly anti-religious. There were unmistakably “enlightened figures,” particularly in southern Europe, who were obviously sincere believers. The Italian Giambattista Vico (whom we shall meet again), in many respects one of the more radical figures of the century, was clearly one such—despite attempts to present him as a closet Spinozist and thus a deist, if not quite an atheist. So, too, was Benito Jerónimo Feijoo, perhaps the most obviously “enlightened” Spaniard of the period and also a Benedictine friar. A number of the other figures of the Enlightenment were in minor orders (although this was generally only a means of securing a reliable income), and as David Hume observed, in his day true atheists were very rare—even in Paris. But by and large, the major figures of the eighteenth century, if they were not exactly atheists, certainly had no time for the deities of any of the world’s monotheistic religions. (They were generally more accommodating of polytheism.) To be “enlightened” meant, as Immanuel Kant famously put it, freeing the human mind from “the ball and chain of an everlasting permanent minority” that had been imposed upon it by the “dogmas and formulas” of, among other things, organized religion. Most of the philosophes would have agreed that it is a matter of choice—and inclination—if you think it desirable or not to believe in an afterlife to make up for the shortcomings of this one or in the existence of a kind-hearted deity to help you out in a tight spot. But what they also insisted upon was the need for a clear understanding of what it meant to hold such beliefs, above all the right of every individual to reject them with impunity, if he or she saw fit.

		The familiar and often unquestioned claim that the Enlightenment was a movement concerned exclusively with enthroning reason over the passions and all other forms of human feeling or attachment is, however, simply false. The exercise of reason clearly did have a decisive role to play in the process of enlightenment. But to reduce a highly complex, nuanced, and often allusive intellectual project—and I shall argue that it was indeed a project—to what later came to be called the “empire of reason” is, as I hope to show, absurdly reductionist. It was, after all, David Hume—who must rank, with Kant, as the greatest of the eighteenth-century philosophers—who famously declared that “reason is and ought to be a slave of the passions and can never pretend to any other office but to serve and obey them.” The Enlightenment was as much about rejecting the claims of reason and of rational choice as it was about upholding them.

		The Enlightenment has also been accused of being the exclusive concern of a small coterie of intellectuals scattered across Europe. In part this, too, is true. But if the coterie was relatively small, the diffusion of its works was immense, from Stockholm to Naples, from Boston to Bombay. Its members wrote in a large number of different idioms—philosophical, economic, and anthropological treatises; plays, poems, novels, histories—and in some cases, such as Vico’s New Science or Montesquieu’s Spirit of the Laws, created works that defied all simple classification. They captured, in effect, all the literate public that then existed. They were also all concerned with reaching out far beyond the narrow professional circles to which their predecessors had been confined. As Hume complained, in the past all learning had been “shut up in Colleges and Cells, and secluded from the World and Good Company.” It was his task, as he saw it, to free learning from its imprisonment and make it intelligible to what he called the “Conversible” part of mankind. Even Kant, who forged a philosophical language of quite remarkable complexity, hoped that at least the many articles that he wrote for the monthly German press would reach a readership beyond the university—and they clearly did. Many of the arguments of the philosophes, suitably simplified, reached even wider audiences through the relatively new medium of the press, and some of their works became, in their own way, best sellers. Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s sentimental novel Julie, or the New Héloïse, was so popular that copies had to be rented out by the hour. But for all that, the Enlightenment was no popularist movement. Even Rousseau’s devoted readership was made up of members of the new middle class, well off, educated, and literate. Indeed, most of the enlightened of eighteenth-century Europe were no less suspicious of the undisciplined enthusiasm and what Denis Diderot called the “wickedness, stupidity, inhumanity, unreason, and prejudice” of the masses than were their unenlightened contemporaries. Enlightenment was, as Kant argued, initially at least, suited only to the “man of learning addressing the entire reading public,” and in the eighteenth century the size of the “entire reading public,” although on the rise, was still small indeed. Only in time, he believed, and with the kind of good government that the men of learning would finally persuade their leaders to adopt, would the rest of the public become capable of “enlightening itself.” The Enlightenment was not, despite what some of its enemies claimed, a revolutionary movement. It was concerned with reform—and reform is inevitably a top-down process.

		Today, most of what we have gained since the end of the Second World War we owe to its legacy. In a world still populated largely by corrupt, murderous, and far from enlightened regimes, this may not be very much. But for all their otherwise unenlightened behavior, in particular in the international arena, most of the world’s more powerful states now pay lip service, if sometimes little more, to the claim that human rights and universal justice are truly universal, not merely—as the Ayatollah Khomeini once claimed—the cultural expression of western imperialism. We have an International Court of Justice and, since 1998, a Permanent International Criminal Court—even if some of the otherwise enlightened nations of the world refuse to accept its judgments. We have widely, if not universally, accepted agreements on climate change and global warming and what might be done about them. It is becoming increasingly difficult for those guilty of “crimes against humanity”—itself an Enlightenment conception—to escape censure, if not always punishment, as the fate of so many of the former warlords involved in the atrocities committed during the conflict in the Balkans during the 1990s has made clear. The World Bank and the IMF, for all the claims that they are little more than the agents of a new brand of “informal empire,” seek to raise all nations, without meddling too much in their internal affairs, to the economic and thus social standards of those in the “developed” world. Phrases such as “international community” and “global governance” may not have much specific content, but the fact that they can be used at all, and command some degree of respect, would seem to be cause for hope. Most nations would broadly accept that different religions and different traditions should be tolerated, if for no other reason than that security and social well-being require a measure of regard for the things that are important to all peoples, however incomprehensible. But very few states would argue that where religious beliefs conflict with the secular laws of the state or with the values of the “international community,” they might have some claim to be treated as worthy of special dispensation. International law—like the laws of most states—does not accept that forced marriages or honor killings are merely local customs, comparable to morris dancing and ten-pin bowling. Female circumcision—the subject of impassioned debate during the eighteenth century itself—is not looked upon as a matter of opinion but as the violation of a basic human right.

		Without the Enlightenment, none of this would be true. This is why it is not only of professional interest to historians. It is why it still matters. And it is why it is important to understand just what it was.

		This book is not intended to be a political tract, nor a moral homily. It is a work of history, an attempt, to borrow the words of the dying Hamlet to Horatio, the loyal humanist historian, to “report … my cause aright.” But all history, if it is to be anything more than mere archaeology, must be a reflection of what the present owes to the past.
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WHAT IS ENLIGHTENMENT?

		I

		IN 1794 MARIE-JEAN-ANTOINE-Nicolas de Caritat, marquis de Condorcet, sat in hiding in a tiny room in the house of Madame Vernet in the rue Servandoni in Paris. By the light of a candle, shaded so as not to reveal his whereabouts while the forces of the French Revolution closed in on him, he wrote a brief fragment of what was intended to be a much longer work, the Sketch for a Historical Picture of the Progress of the Human Mind. Condorcet was one of the great mathematicians of his or any other age, one of the creators of differential calculus, and the first person to attempt to predict the possible outcome of human decision-making by using mathematics, which makes him the forefather of modern political science. He was also a champion of equal rights for women and for all peoples of all races and an abolitionist who devised the world’s first state education system. Like all men of his class in the eighteenth century, he was deeply involved in politics.1 He had been an active supporter of the Revolution in its early stages, becoming the Paris representative of the National Assembly in 1791 and then its secretary. Although a member of the Girodins, the more moderate of the two revolutionary parties, he continued until his death to see the Revolution as a force that had accelerated the normal course of history, and he looked upon the French constitution, as did its authors, as not merely a constitution for a new republican France but a constitution for humankind.2 When, in December 1792, the National Assembly put the king, Louis XVI, on trial as a traitor, Condorcet supported the move, believing, like the Anglo-American radical Tom Paine—now a naturalized French citizen—that it would show the world that kings, too, could be held accountable for their crimes. But because, like all good liberals—like Paine, indeed—he rejected the idea that the state had the right to take human life, he passionately opposed the idea of his execution. This did not win him friends among the revolutionary hardliners, and when in 1793 he voted against the new constitution proposed by the Jacobins, he was branded as a traitor and an enemy of the Revolution. A warrant for his arrest was issued on July 8, after which he went into hiding in the rue Servandoni. On March 25, 1794, sensing that the forces of the Terror were closing in on him and fearful that his continuing presence might prove dangerous to the good Madame Vernet, he fled Paris, taking with him only a volume of the poems of Horace. He seems to have spent the night of the 26th in the countryside around Clamart, some nine kilometers outside Paris, and on the 27th, exhausted, famished, and apparently wounded in one leg, he stopped at an inn and ordered an omelette. The innkeeper asked him how many eggs he wanted. “Twelve,” replied Condorcet. He was immediately arrested and taken to Bourg-la Reine to await prosecution by the dreaded Revolutionary Tribunal. (Only aristocrats ever ate so many eggs at one sitting.)3 Two days later, on March 29, 1794, he died in prison, under somewhat mysterious circumstances, the victim of what the conservative Anglo-Irish orator, philosopher, and political theorist Edmund Burke nicely called “the delusive plausibilities of moral politicians.”4

		Condorcet was one of the most prominent, distinguished, and widely loved victims of the revolutionary fury, yet for the enemies of the Enlightenment, on both the extreme left and the far right, he became one of the worst exponents of the confidence in human rationality that had supposedly made the Revolution possible. “That philosophe so dear to the Revolution,” the arch-conservative Joseph de Maistre said of him, “who used his life to prepare the unhappiness of the present generation, graciously willing perfection to posterity.”5 Maximilien de Robespierre, the sanguineous theoretician of the Terror, thought no better of him. “A great geometrician,” he called him after his death, “or so say the men of letters; a great man of letters in the opinion of the geometricians, and later a timid conspirator despised by all parties.”6

		Much of this hostility, and De Maistre’s in particular, was not directed at Condorcet’s mathematical writings, although his vision of a life regulated by the certainty of predication struck some—as it did the Romantic literary critic Charles-Augustin Sainte-Beuve—as a recipe for “universal mediocrity,” in which there would be no place “for great virtues, for acts of heroism,” a bright new world whose unfortunate citizens would all die of boredom. It was directed instead at the Sketch, which was his most accessible and would become his best-known work.7

		As its somewhat provisional title makes clear, the Sketch is a universal history of mankind, divided into ten “epochs.” It starts in prehistory with small wandering bands whose condition can only be inferred by “examining the intellectual and moral faculties and the physical constitution of man.” It then takes the reader through the successive stages of human social evolution until it arrives at the current condition of the “enlightened nations of Europe.” The final epoch lies in the future. It is here that all the promises of that period, which, like his contemporaries, Condorcet referred to as the “century of light” or the “century of philosophy” and we today call the Enlightenment, “would finally be realized.” The natural sciences, he argued, which had achieved such astounding successes in the seventeenth century, are based upon one single and unwavering belief: that all the laws of the universe are “necessary and constant” throughout time. As humans are part of this universe, the study of their history, although it is unlikely to uncover laws as certain as those of physics, will at least allow the historian to “predict with great probability the events of the future.” What, then, will the future bring? Given the conditions in which he was writing, Condorcet was perhaps being unduly optimistic. But he remained convinced that

		
			Our hopes for the future state of the human species may be summed up in three important points: the elimination of the inequality between nations; progress in equality within the same peoples; and finally the real perfection of mankind. All peoples should one day approach the state of civilization attained by the most enlightened, the most free, and the most free from prejudices, such as are the French and the Anglo-Americans.

		

		Today we have grown wary of the word civilization, after the uses to which, in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, it was put. But Condorcet understood it not as some undifferentiated cultural and political state that all peoples should be compelled to adopt but what he called an “equal diffusion of enlightenment,” a condition in which all mankind would acquire

		
			the necessary enlightenment to conduct themselves in accordance with their own reason in the common affairs of life, and to maintain them, free of prejudices, so that they might know their rights and be at liberty to exercise them according to their own opinion and their conscience, where all might, through the development of their faculties, obtain the certain means to provide for their needs.

		

		In 1794 these conditions clearly did not yet exist. But Condorcet assured his readers that the “progress which science and civilization” had made was such that there were “the strongest reasons to believe that nature has set no limit to our hopes.” Even now, or so he thought, the principles behind the French constitution were shared by all enlightened beings across the world. Soon they would be shared by all mankind. Soon, what he called the “great religions of the Orient”—by which he meant not only Islam but also, and most especially, Christianity—which for so long had kept their cringing adherents trapped in a state of “slavery without hope and a perpetual infancy,” would finally be revealed for the lies, tricks, and deceits that they were. When that day arrived, “The sun will rise only upon a world of free men who will recognize no master other than their own reason, where tyrants and slaves, priests and their stupid or hypocritical instruments, will exist only in history or in the theatre.” When that day arrived, as he had told the doubtless skeptical members of the Académie française twelve years earlier, “We will have seen reason emerge victorious from that struggle, so long and so painful, [so] that at last we will be able to write: truth has triumphed; the human race is saved!”8

		Some aspects of Condorcet’s imaginary future can today sound uncomfortably like a precursor to the objectives of the civilizing missions that would flood so much of the world in the nineteenth century. Yet for all his belief in the goods that the inescapable forward march of western civilization would finally bring, he was also acutely aware of the depredations that that civilization, in its insatiable quest for “sugar and spices” in Africa, Asia, and America, and “our betrayals, our bloody contempt for men of a different color or belief, our insolence and our usurpations” had inflicted on “those vast lands.”9 But he firmly believed that now that the perpetrators themselves had thrown off the kings and priests who had been largely responsible for these horrors, these depredations would soon be only a distant memory, and the peoples of Africa and Asia (alas, it was already too late for the poor American Indians) would be waiting patiently for the day when they might become the “friends and disciples” of new, enlightened Europeans.

		Condorcet’s vision of the future, although challenged and derided, has had and continues to have a powerful hold over the imagination of the western world. It is, although he does not use the term, deeply cosmopolitan. Cosmopolitanism, like so much else in the western philosophical tradition, has been with us since antiquity. Diogenes the Cynic of the fourth century BCE, the man famous for living in a barrel and walking the streets of Athens at midday with a lighted lamp in search of an “honest man,” was supposedly the first to declare, when asked from what city (polis) he came: “I am a citizen of the world [kosmopolites].”10 Later the expression was taken up by the Stoics, who, as we shall see, were to play a transformative role in its subsequent history. For all the opprobrium directed against it in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, when “cosmopolitanism” came to be cast as a form of immorality, a betrayal of every man’s true and proper objects of loyalty, which was not to the world but to the nation, it has shown itself to be remarkably resilient. It has been the inspiration behind the League of Nations and the United Nations, behind the International Court of Justice and the beleaguered, but still enduring, belief in the possibility for a truly international law. Today it provides the theoretical foundations for the modern conceptions of “international justice,” “geo-governance,” “global civil society,” and “Constitutional patriotism.”11 It has, as the Anglo-Ghanaian philosopher Kwame Anthony Appiah, himself an exemplary cosmopolitan, rightly says of it, “certainly proved a survivor.”12

		The version of cosmopolitanism that Condorcet was proposing, like Condorcet himself, was also unmistakably a creature of “the Enlightenment.” To say that, however, is to beg a number of questions. For just what exactly the Enlightenment was has been the subject of irate and furious debates ever since the eighteenth century itself. No other intellectual movement, no other period in history, has attracted so much disagreement, so much intransigence, so much simple anger. The key terms of almost every modern conflict over how we are to define and understand “humanity”—modernism, postmodernism, universalism, imperialism, multiculturalism—ultimately refer back to some understanding of the Enlightenment. No topic of historical debate, none of the great controversies over the turning points in history or over the moment in which “modernity” is believed to have begun—not the Renaissance, nor the Reformation, not the Scientific Revolution nor the Industrial Revolution—has exercised anything like the hold that the Enlightenment does over the ideological divisions within the modern world.

		The struggle over the identity of the Enlightenment was also a part of the Enlightenment itself. In December 1783 the Berlinische Monatsschrift, a widely read and generally progressive journal, published an article by a theologian and educational reformer named Johann Friedrich Zöllner. The article was on the desirability of purely civil marriages—a somewhat recondite topic. It might have passed unnoticed, and probably unread, if it had not been for a single footnote. “What is enlightenment?” Zöllner asked. “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!”13 It was perhaps the most significant footnote in the entire history of western thought—it was certainly the most widely discussed. Six years later, shortly before the outbreak of the French Revolution, the German poet and philosopher Christoph Martin Wieland—once described as the German Voltaire—while seated on the toilet and reaching for what he coyly calls a “maculature” (in other words, a piece of toilet paper), found, “not without a slight shudder of astonishment,” that the sheet of “good white soft paper” he held in his hand had printed on it six questions, the first of which was: “What is enlightenment?”14

		The debate that Zöllner had inadvertently begun seems to have been a uniquely German event. But the widespread diffusion of the term Enlightenment—Aufklärung in German, Lumières in French, Ilustración in Spanish, Illuminismo in Italian, Oplysning in Danish—and the confusion it aroused was by no means confined to the German-speaking lands (there was, as yet, no such place as Germany). In France, in England, in Spain, in Sweden, in Holland, in Italy, in Portugal people had been asking themselves similar questions since at least the middle of the century. Despite this, however, the answer was very far from being, as Wieland breezily claimed, “known to everyone.” Condorcet himself, who was not beset by the intellectual anxiety that has afflicted modern historians, described it as a “disposition of minds.” The Germans called it a Denkart, a frame of mind, and the French a mentalité, a view on the world. The great Jewish philosopher Moses Mendelssohn took it to be the theoretical part of education (culture being the “objective” part).15 For the sometime Jesuit novice and Freemason Karl Leonhard Reinhold, it was the process of “making … rational men out of men who are capable of rationality.”16 For the Prussian jurist Ernst Ferdinand Klein it meant, rather more prosaically, the freedom of the press (something he seems to imagine, wistfully, that the Prussian king Frederick the Great had endorsed). For the radical and theologian Carl Friedrich Bahrdt it meant the “holiest, most important, most inviolable right of man,” to “think for oneself.”17 It was a “pure insight,” in the words of the nineteenth-century German philosopher Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, that seeped into men’s thoughts like a “perfume” or—since Hegel was at best uncertain about its benefits—an “infection.”18 It may well be true, as the twentieth-century German philosopher (and author of what is still one of the most powerfully persuasive accounts of the Enlightenment) Ernst Cassirer said in 1932, that “the real philosophy of the Enlightenment is not simply the sum total of what its leading thinkers … [t]hought and taught,” but a process, the “pulsation of the inner intellectual life,” that consisted “less in the certain individual doctrines than in the form and manner of intellectual activity in general.”19 Whatever it was, it was certainly ubiquitous. Even a Scottish cleric on one of the remotest islands in Europe could protest to the urbane lowlander James Boswell that up there in ultima Thule he and his companions were “more enlightened” than Boswell might have supposed.20

		Yet for all the questioning, and for all the massive historical industry that has grown up around the Enlightenment, we are still far from certain quite what all this means. What exactly was Wieland’s light? What was its source? Are we talking about a philosophical project or a social movement—or a combination of both, or neither? Then there is a somewhat different question. Even if there were people throughout Europe (even in Scotland) who were proud to call themselves “enlightened,” even if these people were conscious of living through something that might be called “the century of enlightenment” or of philosophy, even if they believed that it was a distinct and probably transformative moment in western history, did these terms—enlightenment, philosophy, and so on—mean the same thing to everyone everywhere? A number of historians have argued that, on close examination, there was so very little in common among, say, British or German philosophers, French philosophes, Italian historians, and Spanish political economists, beyond a dislike of bigotry and a certain conviviality, that it makes no real sense to talk about the Enlightenment. Instead we should, as the historian J.G.A. Pocock has insisted, abandon the definite article altogether and instead talk only about “Enlightenments.”21

		It is certainly true that there were some very significant differences among what the enlightened in France, the German-speaking states, or Britain, not to mention in Spain, Portugal, Naples, Milan, Denmark, and Ireland, thought on almost every topic. The intellectual, moral, and affective hold over even the most independent minds of traditions, institutions, religions, and customs obviously varied immensely across Europe. The Italians, the Spanish, and the Portuguese were more cautious about what they said about established religion and monarchical government than either the French or the British (or most of the Germans). The French were more extreme in their impiety than the British, if only because the Catholic Church sought to exercise a far greater hold over what they could say than the more moderate Anglican Church, or even the Church of Scotland, did in Britain. The philosophers, essayists, historians, novelists, playwrights, poets—most escaped any simple description—who, on any account, made up what was called loosely “the republic of letters” were a very heterogeneous group. Some were clearly more radical than others, some were successful, others (often for good reasons) obscure. Some came from comfortable backgrounds, some—including two of the best known, Denis Diderot and Jean-Jacques Rousseau—were the children of artisans (although prosperous, educated ones); not a few were titled aristocrats, and some were in minor orders. No group so heterogeneous could ever be expected to agree upon everything, to speak with the same voice, or even to share a common intellectual stance.

		Neither can the Enlightenment easily be described as a single, coherent movement any more than any other transformative moment in history. Like the Renaissance, the Reformation and the (much-contested) Scientific Revolution that preceded it, and the Industrial Revolution and the democratic and socialist revolutions that followed, it defies simple description. It was more than a revolution in customs or a project for moderate legal and political reform, as the great Italian historian Franco Venturi argued, although it was clearly also both of these things too.22 It was more than a salon culture or even what the contemporary German philosopher Jürgen Habermas has made famous as a “public space.”23 It was not only a new kind of book trade or an underground of racy, anti-establishment pamphleteers. All these things were, in their ways, highly significant developments in the culture of eighteenth-century Europe.24 But to argue that any one of them, or even all of them together, constituted the Enlightenment is to empty the concept of much of its real philosophical content, and without that it is hard to see that the debate over its identity can be for us, its conscious or unwilling heirs, anything more than a merely antiquarian dispute. For the Enlightenment, as its proponents insisted time and again, was above all else a “century of philosophy.” It is significant that Zöllner did not ask, “What is the Enlightenment?” He did not even ask, “What is an ‘enlightener,’ ” an Aufklärer, or a philosopher, which might have been another way of phrasing the same question. Instead, he asked, “What is enlightenment?” He was not, that is, asking about a mental state, nor about a period in social or intellectual history, nor about the objectives of an intellectual fraternity. He was asking about the content of an intellectual process.

		The modern use of this phrase, “the Enlightenment,” also suggests a discrete moment in time—the “long” eighteenth century, as it is sometimes called—marked off by the quite distinct intellectual concerns we associate with the nineteenth century and above all with Romanticism. Needless to say, the Aufklärer themselves did not see it this way. They identified themselves and their objectives with the historical present; their concerns were with the historical future. They were conscious that they were living though a century of “light” or “philosophy.” But they were also acutely aware that, as Kant famously said, although they lived in “an age of Enlightenment,” it was “not yet an Enlightened age.”25 Kant himself did not, in fact, have a very high opinion of the present condition of humanity even within the cultivated and polite societies of Europe.

		
			We are still [he wrote as late as 1789] a civil minority. We are judged according to laws which we cannot know in their entirety and by books we do not understand.… This has placed us in such a condition of minority that if all constraint were to cease we would be unable to govern ourselves.… We have no power of judgment of our own. In the place of a natural conscience we have an artificial one, which is guided by the judgment of the learned, instead of custom and virtue we have mere observance.26

		

		Yet if “we” were still a long way from true self-knowledge and intellectual independence, we were clearly making progress. And enlightenment, like philosophy (but, significantly, unlike theology), was always an open-ended process. No one, however enlightened he or she might be, could foresee exactly what the future might bring. But all assumed the existence of a steady advancement toward something like Condorcet’s “Tenth Epoch”—for as Kant himself once remarked, “Whatever might be the highest degree of perfection at which humanity must stop, and however great a gulf must remain between the idea and its execution, no one can or should try to determine this, just because it is freedom that can go beyond every proposed boundary.”27 Whatever else we may also be discussing, “enlightenment” was a concern with the understanding of the historical evolution of the human mind. As the modern French philosopher Michel Foucault neatly summed it up: the question “What is enlightenment?” marked “the discrete entry into the history of thought of a question that modern philosophy has not been capable of answering, but that it has never managed to get rid of either.”28 And it was, he added, inescapably a question that “sought a difference: what difference does today introduce with respect to yesterday?”

		Because enlightenment, as Foucault had seen, was so clearly about a continuing process, perhaps no previous or subsequent intellectual or cultural movement has been so keenly aware of its own place in history. In this the Enlightenment is unlike those two great periods of change that preceded it, the Renaissance and the Reformation—and of which, as we shall see, it was perceived as being in many significant respects a continuation. Many of those who lived during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries spoke of themselves as experiencing “a Renaissance,” that is, a rebirth of the values and styles that, in their perception, had lain buried since the collapse of the ancient world. But few, if any, had any real sense of “the Renaissance” as a historical period. They knew that things had changed, but they did not attribute to that any overwhelming historical significance. The same is broadly true of “the Reformation,” which had been an attempt to reestablish what was imagined to be the primitive apostolic church that centuries of Roman corruption had perverted and debased. Undoubtedly some of the reformers and their historically conscious critics, such as the sixteenth-century Venetian Paolo Sarpi, were well aware that Christendom had been divided, perhaps even irrevocably, but they had very little sense that the actions and ideas of Luther and Calvin would eventually change European culture forever. Certainly that had never been any part of their intent. If the Renaissance and the Reformation now exist for us as clear and distinct periods in our pasts, ages of great cultural, intellectual, and moral change, this is largely because the “Enlightenment,” so aware of its own historical identity, made them so and made them so precisely as antecedents to its own.

		The Enlightenment was, as its exponents all insisted, like every philosophical movement also a critical one. In this sense it was the true beginning of modernity, as an open-ended, continuing progression, subject to constant scrutiny and reevaluation. It had, as we shall see, a very clear sense of the direction in which mankind was heading and why, but it never placed any limits on its future development. The objective was to arrive at Condorcet’s “state of civilization,” but when that had been attained there was to be no cease, no end to history.

		Unlike either the Renaissance or the Reformation, the Enlightenment had begun not as an attempt to rescue some hallowed past but as an assault on the past in the name of the future. If a century could be described as “philosophical” merely because it rejected the wisdom of past centuries, wrote the mathematician and philosopher Jean-Baptiste d’Alembert, who had been Condorcet’s teacher and whom we shall meet many times again, then the eighteenth would have to be called the “century of Philosophy par excellence.”29 It was a period that sought to overturn every intellectual assumption, every dogma, every “prejudice” (a favorite term) that had previously exercised any hold over the minds of men. “Our Age,” declared Immanuel Kant in a famous passage in the first of his three great Critiques, the Critique of Pure Reason (itself, of course, a work of criticism),

		
			is the genuine age of criticism, and to which everything must submit. Religion through its holiness and legislation through its majesty, commonly seek to exempt themselves from it. But in this way they excite a just suspicion against themselves, and cannot lay claim to the unfeigned respect that reason grants only to that which has been able to withstand its free and public examination.30

		

		It was the task of every enlightened being—as the Baron d’Holbach, one of the most radical and contentious figures of the eighteenth century, put it—to “attack at their source the prejudices of which the human race has been so long the victim.”31 For the members of what Kant called the “thinking section of the community” not to act, not to question, was to remain in a state of prolonged infantilism, and since humans are unable to remain literal children for all their individual lives, so the choice to remain intellectual children constitutes a self-imposed denial of their being. The writers of the Enlightenment were those who, in Condorcet’s enthusiastic account, had attempted to “prove that they possess a truth which was independent of the dogmas of religion, of fundamentals, and of sects; that it was in the moral constitution of man that one had to seek for the foundations of his obligations, the origin of his ideas about justice and virtue.”32 These were the true “philosophers.” They spoke in many different voices, wrote in many different languages, and used many different forms of expression, from poetry to biology. But for all that, and although not one of them ever used the word, they all contributed to a single “project.”

		II

		The now much-quoted, and much-abused, phrase “the Enlightenment project” was probably coined some thirty years ago by the Scottish philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre (about whom I shall have more to say later). It was not meant to be complimentary. For MacIntyre, all that the Enlightenment project had aimed at was the application of the rational intellect to the murky reaches of the human mind, wherein lurked the menacing, disruptive forces of prejudice, religion, superstition, uncontrolled and unimagined emotions, everything that conspired to deprive the autonomous individual of self-knowledge and self-control. Enlightenment, as Wieland put it, meant having “enough light … that those who ought to see by it are neither blind nor jaundiced, nor through any other case, prevented from being able to see nor from wanting to see.” It meant separating the true from the false, disentangling the entangled, dissolving the complex into its simple original components and then pursuing them back to their origins. Above all, it meant that “no representation or claim passed off by men as true is granted reprieve from unrestricted scrutiny.” Only by this means would it finally be possible to diminish “the mass of mistakes and pernicious deceptions that darken human understanding.”33 The trouble with this, in MacIntyre’s opinion, was that all the insistence on the primacy of reason and of “rational debate” had ever achieved was to have erased from men’s minds what, since Aristotle, had been the main support for their entire moral, intellectual, and political lives: the concept of virtue. And it had given them nothing in return. Their intellectual “light” was, in fact, nothing other than moral darkness.34

		MacIntyre, however, was not responsible for conjuring up this image of Enlightenment as the simple application of reason to the vast complexities of the human condition. This had been the work of the early Romantics, some of whom had grown up in the shadow of the Enlightenment. Eager to replace what they saw as the cold rationalism, soulless secularism, and bleak, rootless cosmopolitanism of the Enlightenment with a vivid attachment to home, hearth, and heart, they cast the entire philosophical culture of their predecessors as a relentless bid to impose upon all mankind the deadweight of what they significantly called the “Empire of Reason.” What had once been looked upon as a means to liberty was now described as a form of enslavement; what had once sought to expose intellectual confusion and the deceptions perpetrated by religion and the uncritical adherence to custom was now seen as itself a form of deception. Human reason, it was now claimed, was at best a very imperfect instrument for understanding the human condition. And the kind of uncritical belief that the Enlightenment had supposedly placed in it had led to far worse forms of slavery than any that the past epochs of human history had dreamed up. As early as 1774 the German philosopher and historian Johann Gottfried Herder, once one of Kant’s most devoted pupils and subsequently among his most determined and perceptive critics, had condemned what he called the much-vaunted “civilization” and “enlightenment” we get from “our Voltaire and Hume, Robertson and Iselin”—“classical ghosts of the twilight.” Those who “rave on about our century’s light, that is, about its superficiality and unrestraint, about its warmth in ideas and its coldness in actions, about its seeming strength and freedom, and about its real weakness-unto-death and exhaustion under unbelief, despotism, and luxury” had been under a delusion, and their entire project was a philosophical hoax.35 From there it was an easy step to lay the ultimate blame for all the excesses of late-nineteenth-century positivism, the Industrial Revolution, and the horrors of modernity that had followed from them on the perverse ambitions of the “century of philosophy.”

		The Romantic characterization and condemnation of the Enlightenment inspired an indignant moral onslaught not merely on all forms of rationalism but also on the entire edifice of “western civilization.” The depredations of the European empire-builders in the late nineteenth century and the overwhelming horrors of the first half of the twentieth only helped to deepen the view that all belief in the human capacity for amelioration through reason and understanding, any attempt at criticism, any belief in any species of universalism could only lead down the road that Europe itself had supposedly traveled, from the delusions of Enlightenment to nationalism, imperialism, and pseudo-scientific racism to the mass mobilization of “scientific socialism” and finally, inexorably, to the gas chambers of Auschwitz.

		Possibly the most extreme and the most influential version of this view is Dialectic of Enlightenment, a short, often perverse, but also immensely clever book first published in 1947. For its authors, Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, both refugees from Nazi Germany living in New York, the great enemy was the technology of the modern world and the institutions that had made it possible, something that they believed they had witnessed in its most gruesome manifestation at first hand. All of this, as they understood it, had been made possible only by the Enlightenment. They had no quarrel with the Enlightenment’s stated aim of “liberating men from fear and establishing their sovereignty.” The tragedy, as they saw it, was that the Enlightenment had failed to achieve either of these goals. Instead, it had sought to detach myth from reason and then to enthrone reason as the only human good, and in the process Enlightenment itself had been transformed into a myth, “the myth that one can ever escape the mythic imagination.”36 The result had been a species of perverse self-deception that had brought all manner of atrocities in its train, and as a consequence the “fully enlightened earth radiates disaster triumphant.” Deluded by the conviction that human beings could rise above their condition through reason, the Enlightenment had visited all kinds of horrors on the world in the attempt to make these beliefs fit with reality. All the intellectual revolutions of the nineteenth century, to which the Romantics themselves had unwittingly contributed, the rise of nationalism, the collapse of the human sciences created by “the inflexible Encyclopedists” into Positivism and racism—that “self-assertion of the bourgeois individual integrated within a barbaric collective”—and finally neo-Darwinism, eugenics, and the like; all of these and many more were, in Horkheimer and Adorno’s view, but the inevitable outcome of the eighteenth-century bid to live by reason alone. Before the eighteenth century “only the poor and savages [had been] exposed to the fury of capitalist elements” (for the market, too, was the inevitable creation of the Enlightenment), but once Enlightenment had seized hold of the European imagination, authoritarianism and imperialism, that “most terrible form of the ratio,” in the gruesome new shape of Fascism and National Socialism, had been visited upon the whole world. “And it was the hand of philosophy that wrote it on the wall.”37

		Nor were Horkheimer and Adorno alone in seeing some kind of Enlightenment as responsible for the Holocaust. Much cruder versions of their thesis were in wide circulation in the aftermath of the Second World War, for surely something grander than simple human malevolence was needed to explain the seemingly inexplicable, the sheer horror of Auschwitz. In July 1946 Kurt Kauffmann, the lawyer charged with defending Ernst Kaltenbrunner, the highest-ranking SS officer to stand trial for crimes against humanity at Nuremberg, read to the court a long, rambling history of modern nihilism. Rationalism had come out of England, he claimed, to become the “state religion of France,” and then “the French Revolution burst into flames and wrote the idea of emancipated human rights with flaming letters into the sky of Europe.… Sarcastic and scornful laughter at everything sacred went through the raving masses.” Thereafter, “these ideas also conquered Germany; for Germany looked with amazement and awe toward France in this century. The manifestation of religion became a religion of pure humanity. The last step was taken by Kant, he drew the last consequence from the principle of free science.” From there it was but one short step—taken by Hegel—to the ideological monstrosity that was Hitler’s Reich. In Kauffmann’s view, Kaltenbrunner had been little more than the victim of a deeply misguided historical process that had begun with the French Enlightenment.38 Kauffmann’s argument was dismissed by the president of the court as “completely unlikely to have any influence at all upon the minds of the Tribunal.” It did not: Kaltenbrunner was found guilty and duly executed.

		Some less picturesque versions of these claims, however, are still very much with us.

		Postcolonialists and the more radical opponents of “globalization” have cast the Enlightenment, as Adorno and Horkheimer cast it, as the apotheosis of a rationalism that scorns difference and, in the name of science, devastates the environment; strips indigenous peoples of their moral dignity, legal rights, and if possible their cultural identities; and condemns more than two-thirds of the population of the world to penury and misery in order to supply the excessive wants of the other third. Empires may be no more, but the universal spirit of the Enlightenment that had made those of the nineteenth century so successful did not vanish with them. It merely changed its language. Enlightenment supposes, in the words of the English philosopher John Gray, a “universal emancipation and a universal civilization.” But in reality this is merely another name for “western cultural imperialism.”39 The modern postcolonial heirs of the Enlightenment no longer rule in the name of “civilization,” emancipation, self-determination, and all those other consoling terms deployed by the empire-builders of the nineteenth century to cloak their intentions; they do so now in the pursuit of “development,” “democracy,” “good governance,” the “rule of law,” and the like. Their agents were once national states; now they are international, global agencies: the IMF, the World Bank, and any number of apparently well-meaning but deluded international aid agencies. The project that had begun in the eighteenth century as a bid to free every individual from his or her dependence upon the rigid social and moral codes by which the powers, secular and religious, of the old regime had kept their subjects in check and to create a fit social world in which all human beings might flourish had, by the twentieth century, evolved into little more than the attempt by a self-convinced European elite to impose its own will and its own image upon the entire world. And it had done so because at its heart there lay the flawed assumption that all humans could and should decide how to live their lives by their rational abilities alone, independent of the communities, the religious beliefs, the customs, and the bonds of affection into which they had been born. Reason was a specifically European form of tyranny.

		III

		The belief that the Enlightenment was concerned with subjecting every aspect of human life to reason is not, of course, entirely groundless. Had this been so, such a belief would hardly have endured for so long. To be “enlightened” meant, as all insisted, to be critical, and criticism necessarily involves the use of reason. It was, as Kant argued in the most famous of the many replies that Zöllner received to his troubling question, reason that would allow the still infantile person to exit from its “self-incurred minority.” Minority, he explained, was the “inability to make use of one’s own understanding without the guidance of another.” The term Kant used, Unmündigkeit, refers to the legal condition of both children and women, who in Roman—and contemporary German—law could not represent themselves before a court of law but required an adult male to do so for them.40 What this minority meant, he explained, using the image of an early version of the walker, was to “step out of the leading reins of the cart to which they are tethered.” The walker is intended to teach the infant how to walk. The walker provided by society, the Church, convention, and prejudice, however, gave only the illusion of learning; in reality it was meant to keep the child tethered for his entire life. And it was so easy, Kant reflected, so cozy to accept this condition. Most men (and all of the “fairer sex”—Kant is not very enlightened about women) live much as domestic animals or children do: “If I have a book that has understanding for me, a pastor who has a conscience for me, a doctor who judges my diet for me, and so forth, surely I do not need to trouble myself. I have no need to think, if only I can pay; others will take over the tedious business for me.” Enlightenment would allow the individual to walk by himself. It would liberate him (and increasingly her) from the constraints that had been placed upon him. But to achieve this end, he had to question what his pastor, his doctor, the books he had read, even his ruler had to say. He had to cast aside all those “dogmas and formulas, those mechanical instruments for rational use (or rather misuse) of [mankind’s] natural endowments,” which were “the ball and chain of his permanent minority.”41 To do that, he had to think for himself. The motto of Kant’s Enlightenment—and it was by no means only Kant’s—was the Latin poet Horace’s famous phrase sapere aude—“dare to know”—and knowing clearly required the use of reason.

		But that, as I hope to show, was by no means the entire story.42 For at the core of the “Enlightenment project” was an attempt to discover a new definition of nothing less than human nature itself. And this required far more than the simple application of unfettered reason. It required, first, an understanding of the “passions,” in particular those passions that in the eighteenth century were referred to as “sentiments.” It required a complete revaluation of the sources of human sociability and of the course of human history—a new understanding of the place of humanity in nature and in a nature conceived as independent of any divine regulator. It demanded a study of difference as well as similitude, in particular the differences displayed by the myriad peoples across the globe. It led, in the end, to the foundation of what in the eighteenth century came to be called the “science of man,” something that would replace all the previous attempts, most notably those of the theologians, to understand what it meant to be human. The Enlightenment’s objective was to describe and define humankind in all its immensely varied aspects in the same way, but with very different methods and different instruments, that the natural sciences, which had made such startling advances in the seventeenth century, sought to describe and define the natural world. As D’Alembert envisaged it, this science would resemble a series of “mappamundi based on different projections,” a thread or a “chain” of truths—D’Alembert liked to mix his metaphors—that would guide mankind out of the labyrinth in which he had been imprisoned for centuries.43 The project was to demonstrate the unassailable truth of two very basic claims, which have been a source of controversy ever since. The first was that although the human species is unique among animals, it shares nothing in common with the divinity (even supposing that a divinity were actually to exist). The “science of man” was to be, as the natural sciences had now become, resolutely secular. The second was that there exists a universal “human nature,” which could be understood wherever it was found. There were very obvious and recognizable differences among Europeans, Asians, Africans, and Amerindians, but these were the outcome of environment, upbringing, and culture. None of these things was believed to be irrelevant or incidental, but neither were they a structural part of the human condition. From this it could be shown that all human beings shared a common disposition for a shared and universal social and political life in what would ultimately be called the “city of the world,” the “cosmopolis.”

		The contemporary French philosopher Jean-François Lyotard, who first coined the term postmodernism, had understood all this. Human beings, he maintained, are essentially storytelling creatures, not so much Homo sapiens as Homo fabulans, and the stories they tell each other make up their conscious lives. All religions, all political systems, are stories, and the trouble with the entire history of western thought was, he complained in 1978, that it had been driven by what he called the “meta-narrative” (grand récit) of the Enlightenment. What this meta-narrative had sought to do was not to impose reason upon the unruly human personality but to create the—for Lyotard—impossible concept of a universal human identity, a universal human destiny, what he called the “cosmopolitical.”44 This was the story of the modern world that, or so he believed, the now-“postmodern” world was set to replace. It had, he claimed, been “anchored in the reader by centuries of humanism and the ‘human sciences.’ ” Insofar as that had indeed been the true objective of the “century of philosophy,” he was right. And this book is an attempt to explain how that came to be.

	
		1

		––

		ALL COHERENCE GONE

		I

		IN 1835 THE LIBERAL aristocrat and sometime parliamentarian Alexis de Tocqueville sat down to record and analyze his impressions of the wholly unprecedented new society that was growing up across the Atlantic. He began by giving his French readers some idea of how the still-fledgling United States of America could have come to be the way it was: so evidently the child of Europe, so obviously the creature of the Enlightenment, yet also so very much, and in so many ways, unlike Europe and in so many ways dangerously unenlightened. The United States was, he believed, the perhaps unwitting beneficiary of a very remarkable European historical process that had begun in the sixteenth century, when the great religious reformers Martin Luther and John Calvin had “subjected to individual reason some of the dogmas of the ancient faith.” For all their apparent modernity, however, both men—and Luther in particular—had remained “narrowly enclosed within the circle of religious ideas.” A century later the English scientist, philosopher, essayist, and politician Francis Bacon and the French philosopher René Descartes had taken what Luther had begun out of the realm of religion and into “philosophy properly speaking, abolishing received formulas, destroying the empire of tradition and overthrowing received authority.” In doing so they ushered in what ever since has been called the “Scientific Revolution.” A century or so after that, the thinkers of what had come to be called “the Enlightenment” had “generalized the same principles, attempting to submit to the individual examination of each man, the object of his beliefs.”1 From this historical process the modern world, and with it that quintessential modern society the United States, had been born.

		Tocqueville was looking back on a century that had produced two great and very different revolutions—the American and the French—that between them had, as he saw it, transformed the world forever. He was also writing when many of the more obvious attributes of the Enlightenment had been buried under the carnage of the Napoleonic Wars. But his brief history of the birth of the modern world, although striking in itself, was not altogether new. In 1759, more than half a century before Tocqueville wrote Democracy in America and in a radically different world, Jean-Baptiste Le Rond D’Alembert—to give him his full name—had come to very much the same conclusions. D’Alembert, the illegitimate son of the novelist and salonnière Claudine Guérin de Tencin and a wealthy artillery officer, Louis-Camus Destouches, was a mathematician, a philosopher, a musicologist, among other things, as well as the permanent secretary of the French Academy, and the editor, with Denis Diderot, of one of the Enlightenment’s most characteristic products, that great multi-volume, multi-author attempt to capture all human knowledge from philosophy to hydrography: the Encyclopédie. He was witty, urbane, and, like most of the great writers of the Enlightenment, fiercely opposed to any kind of dogma. Unusually for a distinguished scientist and man of letters—who generally liked to adopt
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