February 3, 2003


The period in human history noted for its remarkable achievements in the realm of thought and philosophy known as the Enlightenment has become associated with many of the ideologies that were articulated during that time. But perhaps even more significant than any particular set of ideas was the atmosphere that permeated the discourse and placed emphasis on Rationalism and logical debate. During the time period immediately preceding the Enlightenment, the primary way beliefs and opinions were influenced was by dogma and classic authorities. Traditional authoritative works, sacred and secular, were studied with total credulity in lieu of personal investigation. Just as the Bible, as disseminated by the clergy, was considered sacrosanct regarding theology, the writings of Galen and Aristotle were revered as the final word on the physical universe. In this rubric, there was no room for debate or conflicting opinions.

In contrast, the Enlightenment Philosophes and Aufklarer stressed, above all, that reason should dictate the truth. In this new dynamic, each individual was empowered to ascertain the veracity of ideas thorough logical means. This framework for debate valued Rationalism and epistemological modesty. Thus, blind faith was no longer an asset and quoting chapter and verse from an authoritative text would no longer be considered a valid mode of persuasion. The person or idea deemed to have the strongest logical basis would carry the day. This new paradigm created a forum where people exchanged ideas and philosophies as many engaged in the pursuit for truth. Sometimes this debate was hindered by reactionary forces attempting to silence “obscene” (Darnton 88) ideas through censorship, and, at others, existed merely in the form of philosophers “talking past each other” without engaging in any real give-and-take. Even though this fell short of the expressed ideal that all opinions should be carefully weighed without personal biases and that ideas should be judged on their own merits rather than accepted based on the repeated insistence of an author, nevertheless, this was still a significant development and made possible all the advances in science and philosophy that followed.

While some of the conclusions reached by philosophers using this new set of rules have become associated with the Enlightenment, they are secondary to the shift that engendered them. Immanuel Kant articulated this concept very clearly in his answer to the query “What is Enlightenment?” Kant downplays the “content” of the movement as its essence and focuses the reader’s attention on what he describes as “mankind’s exit from self-incurred immaturity” and exhorts them to “have the courage to use [their] own understanding” (Kant 1). By equating Enlightenment to the imperative to “think for yourself,” Kant drives home the point that the movement is not any one collection of ideas that can be easily refuted. However, even this is subject to debate. Moses Mendelssohn’s response to the same question left open the possibility that Enlightenment can include not only “how you think” but “what you think” as well. While this definition is adopted, perhaps inadvertently, by those who would reduce the Enlightenment to a “cliché,” even Mendelssohn believes that “Enlightenment is related to culture as theory to practice, as knowledge to ethics, as criticism to virtuosity” (Mendelssohn 2). Even in this context, Enlightenment is the context for the advancement of humanity rather than its goal.

Where before there was one accepted ideology, there were now many competing opinions. A revolution in thinking of this magnitude could not come about without some opposition. However, it is not immediately apparent what sort of argument could be considered to be “counter-Enlightenment.” Because the Enlightenment was more a way of thinking than any individual notion, expressing direct opposition was difficult. On the contrary, since the Enlightenment embraced the concept of reasoned debate and conversation, it was even more probable that “enlightened” individuals would have conflicting viewpoints. Indeed, the views expressed in the Enlightenment were far from monolithic. Some conflicting and contradictory ideologies were expressed by avowed participants, even regarding topics one would have expected to see widespread consensus on such as the residual value of Christianity after being stripped of its “non-rational” components, like miracles. In the “clichéd” antireligious conception of the Enlightenment, rationalism and epistemological modesty preclude assigning any value at all to religion. In actuality, the spectrum of opinion on this matter ranged from the scorn of the Philosophe Voltaire, “who looked down upon Christianity as little more than a colossal and pernicious hoax” (Freedman 82) to the more reconciliatory position of the German Aufklarer, that tried to retain Christianity as “a school of virtue whose basic precepts could be apprehended as truths of reason” (ibid 84). 

Therefore, someone who disagrees with any particular aspect of Enlightenment philosophy should be considered as another voice in the debate, on the condition that he truly bases his arguments in the “language of reason.” That is, if the critic accepts the “ground-rules” that rational debate is the correct forum for discerning truth, he is, in fact, part of the Enlightenment, rather that against it. Someone who could accurately be classified as opposed to the Enlightenment would have to be someone that claims that the philosophes and afklarer were wrong, a priori. To tender logical arguments for this criticism would, in fact, be acquiescing to their main premise. This would seem to leave only devout “bible-thumpers” who stress faith alone to the exclusion of any rational conclusions within the definition of “Anti-Enlightenment.” Indeed, there existed many contemporaries who voiced their displeasure of the Enlightenment based solely on the grounds that it contradicted the accepted teachings. However, some who defend their sacred texts as sacrosanct will sometimes put form criticism in the form of rational debate, but this is often only a superficial veneer over what is essentially blind faith. Johann Caspar Lavater is an example of such a critic who attempted to enter the forum of public debate by offering rational arguments in favor of his interpretation of theology. This attempt to “speak the language of reason” was not a genuine appeal to logical minds of his audience, as his arguments served only to justify his faith in his particular brand of religion. Lavater’s desire to find the miraculous he was so sure existed, he was known to suspend his good judgment and “set off on a wild goose chase” and “became the dupe of virtually every charlatan, quack, and impostor” (ibid 96). To Lavater, the conclusion was already apparent and he only had to formulate an argument to rationalize what he believed. This runs in direct opposition to epistemological modesty, which dictates that the assumptions Lavater was making regarding the nature of good and evil need to be supported with something more substantial than his fervent faith that they are true. He represents a real “anti-Enlightenment” position attempting to inset itself into the forum of reasoned debate. Therefore, those that recognize Lavater as a critic of the Enlightenment are correct, not because of his articulated arguments, but rather despite them.

In conclusion, the Enlightenment can include even those, who, at first glance, appear to be opposed to it. These are people who, based on logical arguments, believe that the movement has “gone to far” and act as a balancing force from within. The only true “counter-Enlightenment” critique is based, at its core, on a priori arguments and assumptions. The majority of eighteenth century philosophers who have received the label “counter-Enlightenment” do not fit this definition, as they “spoke the language of reason” and held fast to the Enlightenment’s main premise. They are more accurately described as alternate points of view in the same debate and should be considered to be just as earnest in their pursuit of the truth as the more “revolutionary” Philosophes and Aufklarer.
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