
Introduction

�
A Critical Answer to the Question,

What Is Enlightenment?

T
his book presents an argument about Kant that can also be read as
an interpretation of a particular Enlightenment project. Kant’s phi-
losophy belongs to an intellectual context in which the meaning,

orientation, and possible limits of “enlightenment” were the subject of
intense debate. Kant sought to answer the increasingly pressing ques-
tions concerning the theoretical underpinnings and practical conse-
quences of philosophical criticism by construing rational enquiry itself
as a form of self-criticism. He consequently defines enlightenment not
in terms of rational certitudes, but rather in terms of the freedom to
engage in public argument. Through an account of what I term a “cul-
ture of enlightenment,” Kant describes a social ideal that is rooted in,
but at the same time represents an advance on, the earlier
Enlightenment ideal of intellectual independence. By approaching
Kant’s thought from the perspective of its social and cultural commit-
ments, I seek to formulate a cohesive account that does not succumb to
the limitations of a reductively formalist interpretation. At the same
time, by tracing the critical and self-reflective strands that are internal
to it, I hope to provide a plausible alternative to revisionist accounts of
Enlightenment thinking.

I start from the assumption that the question, what is enlighten-
ment? posed over two centuries ago by German Aufklärer, remains a
live question for us today. In asking it, we do not simply seek to satisfy
our curiosity for a period of European intellectual history. We look,
rather, to discover “what is still at stake when we argue about ‘enlight-
enment,’ ’’ or, perhaps, more hesitantly, “what’s left of enlightenment?”1
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But why, we might ask, does “enlightenment” remain in continuing
need of clarification? The simple answer, as Michel Foucault claimed
in the early eighties, is that the “event that is called Aufklärung . . . has
determined, at least in part, what we are, what we think, and what we
do today.”2 The question, what is enlightenment? is Janus-faced,
directed both at the present and at the past. In this book, I seek to sus-
tain this double perspective. Although in providing an answer, I turn
to Kant and to debates conducted in the latter half of the eighteenth
century, I hope to show that the solutions put forward remain live
options for us today. This book is therefore both a contribution to an
ongoing argument about the legacy of the Enlightenment and an inves-
tigation of the relevance of this legacy to our current political and
philosophical concerns.

But is it not already too much to speak of a “legacy” or an
“inheritance”? Lawrence Klein has argued that this “metaphorical
array”—within which he includes Foucault’s own, circumspect use of
the term “genealogy”—is “an invitation to anachronism because it
interprets aspects of the past by reference to what they are alleged to
have led to.”3 The point is well taken: present-centered approaches to
the Enlightenment can be not only historically naïve but also philo-
sophically obtuse. In a different context, David Charles has observed
that if the historian of philosophy takes “what is currently fashionable
as the sole criterion of what is philosophically important or worth-
while...she is working not too much but too little as a philosopher.”4

But to pose the question, what is enlightenment? is precisely to initiate
a process of reflection about our philosophical as well as our historical
assumptions. Indeed, if we are to pay close attention to historical con-
text as Klein urges us to do, then we must also acknowledge the present
historical context in which enlightenment becomes a question for us
today. This context is informed by the self-image of contemporary
Western culture as, for good or ill, the inheritor culture of the
Enlightenment. I say “for good or ill” because the value of this inheri-
tance is a matter of fierce contestation. In these competing assessments
what is presented as philosophically important or worthwhile is set
programmatically against a particular diagnosis of our inherited gains
and ills. While some authors continue to view enlightenment as a
process of emancipation from the external authority of church and
state, and as a discovery of the “inner light” of reason, others focus on
the Enlightenment’s “shadows,” identifying destructive consequences
that are still felt today. The advanced procedures for the “domination”
and “manipulation” of nature that drive contemporary technology are
identified as a disastrous result of the emancipatory promise held out
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by enlightened scientific reasoning.5 The belief that social practices
ought to be anchored securely on rational foundations is seen as having
contributed to the depletion of vital resources for sustaining the fabric
of moral and social life. More specifically, the demand that actions be
judged on the basis of abstract and universalist principles is seen as
having contributed to a devaluation of local, familial, and communal
bonds that can function as the bases of ethical obligations. And con-
versely, the failure of Enlightenment thinkers to recognize the diversity
of human experience in relation to race, culture, and gender has been
causally related to a lack of social and political structures that can
respond to the demands of a genuinely pluralistic society. In short, the
prompt for enquiring into what Alasdair MacIntyre calls the “predeces-
sor culture” is a concern for the present. For MacIntyre, an analysis of
the breakdown of the Enlightenment project of “independent rational
justification of morality” forms “the historical background against
which the predicaments of our own culture become intelligible.”6

Concern for the present, be it in the form of “our own culture”
or, more abstractly, through reference to “modernity” as such, opens a
path to the past, but at the same time blocks our access to it. The
danger is that in the effort to understand ourselves through the interme-
diary of the Enlightenment, we turn Enlightenment into a mere abstrac-
tion.7 Alignments vis-à-vis “the Enlightenment project” are often
premised on an assumption that is simply false, namely, that what was
a highly differentiated historical phenomenon, the boundaries of which
are neither obvious nor agreed, can be reduced to a single unified pan-
European project.8 Taking an overemphatic historical stance, Lawrence
Klein suggests that such global references to the Enlightenment have in
fact no real historical object and are ultimately empty. “Enlighten-
ment,” he argues, “was not one project but an array of projects.
Modernity was central to many of these projects, but this modernity
was an eighteenth-century one. The labours of these people were local
in a setting of immense complexity. If one speaks of ‘legacies’ one has
to recognise that the ‘legacies’ of their projects are multiple, if not infi-
nite, and, at the same time, these ‘legacies’ are strictly untraceable.”9

Yet Klein’s perspective, with its identification of “multiple, if not infi-
nite” projects, which take place in a “setting of immense complexity”
and leave “strictly intractable” legacies, also leaves us ultimately unen-
lightened. This is why, despite valiant efforts to wean us off the habit of
treating it as a “reified bundle of axioms,”10 the term “Enlightenment”
continues to stand as a useful shorthand for an optimistic faith in the
powers of human reason to determine both our relation to nature and
our relation to ourselves as political and social agents.
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Where does this leave us? Are we compelled to choose between
philosophical abstraction and historical akribeia? The present book
emerges out of the conviction that it is possible to engage in productive
reflection on “enlightenment” in a way that speaks to important con-
cerns of the present without being in historical bad faith. What opens
the way for this approach is the recognition that enlightenment as a
question has its own history, a history of reflection on the meaning of
the term “enlightenment,” which is also a history of contestation of its
prospective and actual legacies. A key moment in this history is the for-
mulation of the question that Johann Friedrich Zöllner put to the read-
ers of the Berlinische Monatsschrift in December 1783: “What is
enlightenment?.” “This question,” Zöllner continues, “which is almost
as important as what is truth, should be answered before one begins to
enlighten. And yet I have never found it answered!.”11 Zöllner’s ques-
tion provided a focus for the debate that was already taking place in
Germany about the nature and even the possible limits of Aufklärung.
Although this debate had a primarily practical orientation, focusing on
the moral and political consequences of the spread of enlightenment to
the wider public, it also brought to light different views on the nature
of reason, the relation between reason and freedom, and the distinction
between theoria and praxis. The cluster of issues at stake in this debate
ensure that the search for the meaning of enlightenment was, from the
very start, both historically and philosophically demanding. Then as
now, the attempt to account for where we are now and what we have
achieved goes hand in hand with the attempt to account for what we
might hope or, indeed, ought to achieve. Kant’s treatment of these
issues in his 1784 essay “An Answer to the Question, What Is
Enlightenment?” forms the basis of the argument of this book, a central
task of which is to make explicit the theoretical and practical commit-
ments of Kant’s interpretation of enlightenment as the public use of
one’s reason. Two things are essential here. First, we need to recognize
Kant’s argument as an intervention in a broader debate about reason,
criticism, and public culture. Second, we need to interpret his argument
within the context of his critical philosophy, as an extension of the
reflective examination of the conditions of validity of our use of ratio-
nal argument. My approach, therefore, is neither straightforwardly his-
torical nor straightforwardly analytical. Rather, I develop an argument
about enlightenment that is historically anchored in particular texts,
debates, and practices while at the same time sufficiently timely to war-
rant our critical attention today. 

It follows from the plural and diverse character of the
Enlightenment discussed above that there is not just one account of
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Enlightenment thinking. Accordingly this book does not present an
argument about the Enlightenment, but rather about a particular strand
of Enlightenment thinking that is often neglected in contemporary
assessments of its legacy. In a recent discussion, Richard Rorty invited
his readers to distinguish between two separate Enlightenment projects.
The first is the political project of creating “a world without caste, class
or cruelty.”12 This, he argues, is worth pursuing, for there is hope yet
that “Mankind will finally escape from the thuggery of the schoolyard,
put away childish things, and be morally mature.”13 The second, philo-
sophical project, by contrast, deserves to fail, for here the goal is “to do
to Nature, Reason, and Truth what the eighteenth century did to
God.”14 What motivates Rorty’s hostility to this second, philosophical
project is the conviction that it perpetrates a philosophical misunder-
standing. “For the rationalist,” he maintains, “Reason has authority
because Reality, the way things are in themselves, has authority.”15 The
Enlightenment project that concerns me here is one that does not and
indeed cannot take for granted Rorty’s philosophical trinity of Nature,
Reason, and Truth. Moreover, the argument developed in this book
begins by addressing a form of doubt that cuts across Rorty’s neat divi-
sion between the philosophical and the political. To appreciate this we
need to pay attention to the questions and uncertainties that remain
concealed within what Kant describes as the self-reforming and intellec-
tually emancipating “age of criticism.”16

In my reconstruction of this important first portion of the enlight-
enment argument, I turn initially not to Germany but to France and to
the writings of Denis Diderot and Jean-Jacques Rousseau. I do so in
order to explore what we may call its “skeptical premise.” Diderot pro-
vides us with the fullest and most vivid account of what it is to con-
front the potentially corrosive or “dissolving” character of critical
enquiry.17 Diderot is a skeptic who seeks in vain to answer the skeptic’s
doubt. His conception of the social task of the philosopher as critic
motivates an urgent search for justification for his normative insights,
which however produces only negative results. Diderot thus concludes
with skepticism about the very possibility of a foundationalist project
of the kind described by Rorty. The shadow cast by Diderot’s doubt in
turn darkens Rousseau’s political vision. Rousseau’s so-called abandon-
ment of philosophy is effectively an abandonment of the possibility of
relying on either reason or nature as a secure foundation for political
action within the state. For Rousseau, the way to form and to preserve
a stable conception of the common good is through a civic education
that eradicates privatized or particularistic choices, thereby ensuring
cohesion and a shared view of the good. The political cost for this is the
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effective depoliticization of the public domain, which remains insulated
from dissent and criticism. Both Diderot and Rousseau can be seen to
have grappled with the question, are there reasons that can be adduced
to defend particular practices that are authoritative and hence immune
to criticism? This question is both about criteria and their validity and
about the possibility of creating a political context in which the destabi-
lizing effects of dissent can be tolerated. Only once we recognize the
philosophical and political dead ends to which this question leads can
we begin to appreciate the originality of Kant’s approach. Adopting
Kant’s perspective enables us to see the very question as wrongheaded
—the search for reasons that are immune from criticism follows on the
steps of the (ultimately self-undermining) Cartesian quest for founda-
tions. At the heart of Kant’s interpretation of enlightenment is the idea
that we may have more success in our reason-giving tasks if we allow
criticism to form an integral part of our reasoning. By adopting a “crit-
ical” approach to the philosophical problem of criticism, that is, by
giving criticism a role in the reflective examination of rational claims,
Kant is able to give the practice of criticism a legitimate role within an
enlightened public culture.

If Diderot and Rousseau provide us with a skeptical introduction
to the argument to come, it is the German Aufklärer who provide us
with the key question, what is enlightenment? This ushers in what I
shall term the “reflective phase” of Enlightenment. In Gernot Böhme’s
apt description, this is “the phase in which the Enlightenment is already
becoming self-conscious.”18 Aufklärung—a term that can be used
simply to mean “elucidation”— came to be seen as itself in need of elu-
cidation. This is not only because there were competing interpretations
of its meaning, but also because there were diverse assessments of its
value and influence. These concerns set the stage for the reflective
investigation of the nature, orientation, and possible limits of enlighten-
ment undertaken in Germany both by critics and defenders of enlight-
enment. The two essays by Karl Leonhard Reinhold and by Moses
Mendelssohn that I examine here represent two different attempts to
offer a defense of enlightenment that can allay the fears of the critics.
Both Reinhold and Mendelssohn endeavor to show that the regard for
truth or knowledge that motivates the Aufklärer is compatible with
respect for social order and cultural continuity. This particular histori-
cal configuration of the classical problem of the public use of truth,
which can also be framed as the problem of reconciling social and
political obligations with the demands that attach to its pursuit, takes
the form of a question that defines the reflective phase of
Enlightenment. The question is whether any external limits can legiti-
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mately be placed on enlightenment, an activity that is internally only
“limited” through reaching its self-given goal. The question of limits
represents a sharpening of the question of criticism and an early call for
enlightenment to account for itself. 

In the reading I offer in this book, it is precisely this task that
Kant confronts. To borrow one of his favorite metaphors, he sets up a
tribunal of enlightenment that puts enlightenment itself on trial. On
Kant’s interpretation, enlightenment, which appears initially to be a
primarily private pursuit, is a public process that depends on particular
structures of free debate. Underpinning this interpretation is a concep-
tion of reason as a kind of norm that depends for its validity on the
structured freedom and open scrutiny of communication.19 This results
in a social ideal of a self-regulating culture of enlightenment. Because it
is neither sheltered by law nor secured through habit, such a culture
remains very fragile. I shall argue, however, that this fragility is not the
result of inattention on Kant’s part, or of failing to provide sufficient
safeguards, but rather the sobering outcome of the tribunal of enlight-
enment itself: a rational culture can neither be taken for granted nor,
unless it is to negate itself, assume the rigid forms of what Kant calls
“dictatorial authority.” 

The themes of public reason and communication that I explore in
this book are much in evidence in contemporary philosophy. It is there-
fore worth dwelling on the connections and differences between Kant’s
interpretation of these ideas and their contemporary instantiations. The
most obvious connections are with the work of Jürgen Habermas and
John Rawls, both of whom pursue a reconstructive project similar to
the one outlined here. There are, however, important differences. The
emphasis on communication in Habermas’s work since the early 1970s
reflects an ongoing concern with the reflective and critical functions of
public argument that is already to be found in his study on the
Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere of 1962.20 In this work,
Habermas traces the emergence in the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
tury of a phenomenon “without historical precedent,”21 which he terms
a “public making use of its reason.”22 He then shows how this public
domain gradually became submerged under the weight of commercial
and factional interests, interests that he would later term the impera-
tives of money and power. His subsequent attempt to reorientate the
traditional “philosophy of consciousness” to a “communicative para-
digm” can be seen as an attempt to recuperate the critical and reflective
functions of the public sphere by placing them within a new framework
of mutual understanding that is structured around the idea of a linguis-
tic formation of consensus.23 Importantly, however, despite clear
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Kantian references, Habermas draws mainly on the American
Pragmatist tradition rather than on Kant. Kant’s conception of the
public use of reason presents us with a less cumbersome model of social
interaction that is unburdened by the regulative telos of consensus. Kant
starts with a conception of reason that is already normative, arguing
that if reason is to be authoritative, it must be autonomous, and if it is
to be autonomous, it must be free. As a result, the character of a culture
of enlightenment is essentially agonistic and dynamic. This is because it
is through disagreement and criticism that we make clear to ourselves
our implicit normative commitments and are able to stake our member-
ship in a potentially universal culture of enlightenment. Making public
use of one’s reason is always at the same time a testing of the boundaries
of interpretation of the principles that shape this culture. 

A similar point can be made with respect to Rawls’s conception
of public reason, which, in his later work, is presented as a component
of political liberalism.24 By “public reason,” however, Rawls does not
understand a mode of argument as Kant does. Rather, for Rawls,
public reason embodies the shared fund of beliefs and the shared reason
of the citizens of a democratic polity that is concerned with “the good
of the public and matters of fundamental justice.”25 Although Rawls
claims a Kantian ancestry for his conception of public reason,26 on
closer scrutiny it turns out to be more indebted to Rousseau’s model of
civic identity. This becomes especially clear when he singles out as an
exemplar of public reason the reason of the Supreme Court, which is
the expression of —and possesses the authority of— the “will of We
the people.”27 By contrast, Kant’s model does not rely or presuppose
any such common identity structured around ideas of “basic” and
“shared” political goods. It is not accidental that Kant’s examples of a
public use of reason are examples of criticism, for what is at stake is the
freedom to express publicly a point of view that is different from those
that are generally accepted. 

In order to show what is distinctive and compelling about Kant’s
idea of enlightenment, it is not sufficient merely to identify the prob-
lems it resolves. It is equally important to examine whether it gives rise
to new problems of its own. The argument I present, therefore, cannot
be completed without itself undergoing critical test. This test has a his-
torical dimension insofar as Kant’s interpretation of enlightenment was
subjected to critical scrutiny by his contemporaries, among them
Johann Georg Hamann and Friedrich Schiller. Schiller, whose argu-
ments I examine in detail, is an especially useful interlocutor because he
raises concerns that are both plausible and representative of the imme-
diate reception of Kant’s ideas, pointing toward the Idealist abandon-
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ment of the “secure path” of critical philosophy. In a recent study trac-
ing the immediate aftermath of philosophy “after Kant,” Karl Ameriks
argues that even Kant’s disciples and popularizers, such as Reinhold,
contributed to a distortion of his ideas. Though historically significant,
this development must be seen as a philosophical “regress,” Ameriks
claims, for it represents a renunciation of the “fallibilistic” and modest
framework of critical philosophy.28 Although my reconstruction also
stresses the fallibilistic elements of Kant’s interpretation of enlighten-
ment, I do not share Ameriks’s negative assessment of “philosophy
after Kant.” The interpretation presented here owes a great deal to
Kant’s earliest critics, who raised concerns about what they saw as his
arid rationalism, his ahistoricism, and his neglect of culture. There is
also much to be learned from Kant’s twentieth-century critics, who
raise more general concerns about enlightenment, rational agency, and
the presuppositions of critique. The arguments of those who remain
dissatisfied by what is revealed in Cassirer’s “bright mirror” of
Enlightenment provide an important voice of dissent that constantly
renews the call to critical self-reflection. The question, what is enlight-
enment? cannot continue to remain “live” without the challenges posed
by the critics of enlightenment. 

The book comprises five chapters, each of which forms a different
stage in an unfolding argument. The first chapter fulfils a largely intro-
ductory function and sets out the premises of the enlightenment argu-
ment I develop in the main part of the book. It establishes the wider
historical and philosophical context for the project of an “enlightened”
criticism of the Enlightenment as this is developed in France and in
Germany toward the latter half of the eighteenth century. The first two
sections examine the ramifications of the question of criticism in the
work of Diderot and Rousseau. I am especially interested in the difficul-
ties they encounter in seeking to reconcile radical social and political
criticism with their defense of substantive normative commitments.
Having diagnosed a discrepancy between the reality of the society in
which they lived and the complacent description of this society as
“enlightened,” both authors raise searching questions about the promise
of increasing human fulfillment and of political and social emancipation
held out by Enlightenment ideas. However, I argue that Diderot ulti-
mately fails to account for his own critical standpoint and that he is
unable to provide a coherent defense of his own position. His legacy is
one of profound skepticism about the possibility of justifying our moral,
political, or aesthetic choices. This skepticism informs Rousseau’s pes-
simistic view of the capacities of unaided reason to determine the good.
It is also the source of the highly ambiguous character of his political
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vision. With the question of criticism thus remaining unanswered, I turn,
in the final section of the chapter, to issues raised within the German
debate on Enlightenment, focusing on Reinhold and Mendelssohn.
Responding to worries about its political and social consequences, both
authors offer a defense of Enlightenment while at the same time admit-
ting that certain limits must be imposed on the dissemination of its
ideas. Although their treatment of the question of limits proves inade-
quate, their work is crucial for understanding the characteristic concerns
of the “reflective phase” of the German Enlightenment. With this por-
tion of the argument in place, we are in position to appreciate the
advantages of Kant’s approach. Kant’s claims do not appear as if “shot
from a pistol” but as a resolution to a set of problems.

In chapter 2, I offer a detailed analysis of Kant’s interpretation of
enlightenment by focusing on his essay “An Answer to the Question,
What is Enlightenment?” while also drawing from other works, espe-
cially the Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View and the
Lectures on Logic. Kant gives a deceptively simple answer to the ques-
tion. Enlightenment, he writes, consists in the freedom in all matters to
make “public use of one’s reason.” As I show, however, at the basis of
his idea of a public use of reason lies a conception of rational auton-
omy that is neither straightforward nor easy to achieve. A key step in
my reconstruction of Kant’s argument is the identification of two nor-
mative constraints that are implicit in the public use of reason: univer-
salizability and publicity. Besides these formal conditions, however,
Kant adds a further material condition, communication with others.
Taken together, these features of public reasoning describe a model of
social practice or a “culture of enlightenment.” The term “culture of
enlightenment” serves to make explicit the substantive commitments
that flow from Kant’s conception of public argument: the freedom to
communicate one’s thoughts and the freedom to participate in public
discussion. These freedoms, in turn, vouchsafe a public sphere of argu-
ment and criticism that possesses important political functions. I show
that the source of the normative constraints that underpin these free-
doms is to be found not in Kant’s concept of political right, but in his
conception of reason itself as a self-critical and self-legislating faculty.
A culture of enlightenment can be seen thus to embody a specific con-
ception of reason whose authority is not natural but established
through discursive practice.

Chapter 3 examines whether the ideal of rational autonomy set
out in the previous chapter is realizable. Kant deals with the question of
the realizability of our rational plans in general in the context of what
he terms “philosophical history.” This is especially relevant for our pre-
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sent purposes since the idea of a “culture of enlightenment” describes
not just a constructive, open-ended practice but also an emancipatory
process. This process, moreover, is not the preserve of particular individ-
uals but of the species as a whole. For Kant, this involves viewing his-
tory itself as a gradually unfolding process of emancipation. Central to
the argument of this chapter is the claim that we need to view Kant’s
conception of historical progress as informed by his critical philosophi-
cal commitments. I argue that while a naturalistic reconstruction of
Kant’s claims concerning progress is both plausible and attractive, its
scope is limited. In the process of tracing these limits, two important
characteristics of Kant’s conception of history come into focus. First, we
are able to distinguish between different kinds of progress, including
political, cultural-social, and moral progress. Once progress is no longer
viewed as monolithic, we can adopt a dual perspective on history and on
the goals we pursue; certain rational objectives can be viewed as histori-
cally realizable while others cannot. I argue that political and cultural-
social aims such as the achievement of a culture of enlightenment belong
to the former category, revealing an emphatically “this-worldly”29

aspect of Kant’s philosophy. Secondly, we can see that Kant’s concep-
tion of history is firmly rooted in the perspective of the individual agent
who seeks to further her rational aims. This agent-centered perspective
foregrounds the practical interest that shapes philosophical history. For
Kant, a progressive conception of history is a necessary corollary to our
practical rational commitments since it enables us to view these commit-
ments as realizable by beings like ourselves.

Chapter 4 engages with Schiller’s criticisms of Enlightenment cul-
ture in general and of Kant’s philosophy in particular. The principal
focus here is his letters on the Aesthetic Education of Man, although I
also discuss Grace and Dignity and the Kallias fragment. Schiller was
one of the first to claim that the Enlightenment’s prioritization of
reason led to the oppression or “forgetting” of inner nature, that is, the
domain of feelings, desires, and affects. While there are certain similari-
ties between Schiller’s arguments and those made earlier by Rousseau
—as well as by German critics of Enlightenment rationalism, such as
Johann Gottfried Herder— Schiller articulates a distinctive and original
position that possesses powerful contemporary resonance. Beyond their
obvious historical significance, his criticisms raise important philosoph-
ical questions about the very framing of the emancipatory ideals of the
Enlightenment. What is especially important in the present context is
that Schiller develops his argument through a close engagement with
Kant’s moral philosophy while also drawing upon Kant’s theory of
beauty and of aesthetic experience. Moreover, while he acknowledges
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the centrality of Kant’s ideas to his own thinking, the demand for a
new approach arises out of his fundamental dissatisfaction with the
Kantian model. Schiller charges Kant with representing nature as an
“enemy” and with failing to recognize that we are also sensing, desir-
ing, and feeling beings. Only by attending to these aspects of humanity,
he argues, will it be possible to attain a condition of true freedom that
is also one of human happiness. Schiller’s concept of aesthetic educa-
tion describes an ideal relation between intellect and feeling, presenting
us with a goal toward which we are encouraged to strive. Although he
develops his argument with force and insight, I claim that Schiller ulti-
mately fails to offer a convincing account of this ideal. Ironically,
although he accuses Kant of neglecting the embodied, sensible nature of
human beings, it is Schiller who provides us with a disembodied model
of social and political life. 

Finally, in Chapter 5, I return to some of the larger issues
broached in this introduction. I examine contemporary criticisms of the
legacy of Enlightenment and consider their relation to the interpreta-
tion of enlightenment that I have defended here. I consider three signif-
icant challenges mounted from the perspective of critical theory,
poststructuralism, and feminism. While giving due weight to these criti-
cisms, I defend Kant’s position by elucidating the key idea underlying
his essentially dynamic conception of reason, namely, the idea that
reason justifies itself through critical self-examination. Interpreted in
this way, enlightenment is not restricted to an historical period that has
now come to an end, but is still at work in the very criticism of Kant’s
philosophy and of the Enlightenment heritage that are considered here.
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