
1 Introduction

Like it or not, the West today (and not only the West) is a legacy of what
has come to be known in English as ‘the Enlightenment’. Many of the
values, practices and institutions of our present civilisation are rooted in the
eighteenth century, which helped to liberate a vast human potential that
determined much of the shape and direction of the world we now inhabit.
Michel Foucault’s claim that the Enlightenment ‘has determined, at least in
part, what we are, what we think, and what we do today’ is beyond serious
dispute.1

Assessing this legacy is much more difficult than merely acknowledging
its scale and significance. On the one hand, the Enlightenment was a ‘great
leap forward’ in many ways, leading to an unprecedented expansion of
scientific discovery and application, political reform, social liberation and
individual empowerment. Its legacy of religious toleration has been a pre-
cious gift for reasons made obvious by the long history of religious persecu-
tions and crusades in the pre-Enlightenment West and the fundamentalist
excesses so common in our time. Its faith in the potential of modern science
to enhance human knowledge – and thereby power – has been vindicated to
a degree far exceeding the wildest dreams of the most optimistic philosophes.
On the other hand, the experience of the twentieth century has revealed the
dark side of knowledge to a degree that may have startled many of the
Enlightenment’s eighteenth-century proponents. With increased freedom
and mobility, the spread of literacy, the decline in infant mortality, the pro-
longation of human life and the alleviation of physical suffering through
modern medicine have come a potentially catastrophic degradation of the
natural environment, the depletion of vital and irreplaceable natural
resources, the advent of nuclear, chemical and biological weapons, and the
dystopic possibilities of genetic engineering. The destructive potential at the
disposal of the human appetite for power, cruelty, stupidity and hatred is
now enormous and growing. In addition, the increase in individual freedom
of conscience, religious expression, mobility and self-determination that the
Enlightenment helped to facilitate has undermined many traditional sources
of conflict while fostering others. For many today, the balance between the
costs and the benefits of living in an enlightened civilisation – if we reallyGarrard, Graeme. Counter-Enlightenments : From the Eighteenth Century to the Present, Routledge, 2004.

         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=199958.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-24 05:44:54.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

4.
 R

ou
tle

dg
e.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



can call ours such – cannot sustain the buoyant optimism usually associated
with the Enlightenment. For increasing numbers of others, the balance
clearly favours a deeply pessimistic – even apocalyptic – reading of the tra-
jectory of human history since the eighteenth century. Either way, few now
retain the relatively simple faith in science, progress, reason and the natural
goodness of human beings commonly associated with the age we now call
the Enlightenment. Given this scepticism, it is hardly surprising that the
re-emergence of ‘enlightenment’ as a key organising concept in philosophy,
social and critical theory, and the history of ideas since the Second
World War has been shadowed by a proliferation of new forms of Counter-
Enlightenment thought, resulting in yet another round in the continuing
war between the Enlightenment and its enemies.

Although criticism of the Enlightenment has been a central theme in
twentieth-century thought – particularly in intellectual movements such as
critical theory, hermeneutics, pragmatism, feminism, post-modernism and
communitarianism – and the term ‘Counter-Enlightenment’ is now quite
well established and widely used,2 the concept of Counter-Enlightenment is
underdeveloped, lagging at least a generation behind the scholarly literature
on the Enlightenment, the sophistication of which has increased dramati-
cally in the past quarter of a century. Indeed, the only significant scholarly
study devoted exclusively to this subject in general is Isaiah Berlin’s 1973
essay ‘The Counter-Enlightenment’, which is the necessary starting point of
any discussion on the concept in English.3

As far as I have been able to discover, the term ‘the Counter-Enlighten-
ment’ made its first appearance in English in William Barrett’s 1949 Partisan
Review essay on ‘Art, Aristocracy and Reason’, where it is mentioned only in
passing.4 He also employs it as follows in his popular 1958 book on existen-
tialism, where he writes: ‘Existentialism is the counter-Enlightenment come
at last to philosophic expression; and it demonstrates beyond anything else
that the ideology of the Enlightenment is thin, abstract, and therefore dan-
gerous.’5 Barratt says little about Enlightenment criticism beyond this. The
German expression ‘Gegen-Aufklärung’ is older, probably coined by Nietzsche
at the end of the nineteenth century, although he only uses it in passing.6

The first significant use of the term in English occurs in a chapter on ‘The
Counter-Enlightenment’ in Lewis White Beck’s study of Early German
Philosophy (1969), which is about Counter-Enlightenment in Germany, since
it focuses exclusively on J. G. Hamann, J. G. Herder and F. H. Jacobi.7 He
argues that, at the height of the Aufklärung, ‘there was a reaction which I
shall call the “Counter-Enlightenment” ’.8 After decades of enlightened
despotism under Frederick II (1712–1786), Beck claims, a counter-
movement arose in Germany attacking what it saw as Frederick’s soulless,
secular authoritarian state. This enlightened conception of the state reflected
the mechanical Newtonian view of disenchanted nature that dominated
Enlightenment thought in the eighteenth century. In opposition to this, the
‘faith and feeling’ philosophers of the Counter-Enlightenment, epitomised
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by Hamann, favoured a more organic conception of social and political life, a
more vitalistic view of nature, and an appreciation for beauty and the spir-
itual life of man that, they thought, had been neglected in the eighteenth
century.

It has only been since the republication in 1981 of Berlin’s essay ‘The
Counter-Enlightenment’ in a popular collection of essays that the term has
been widely used.9 Like Beck, Berlin claims that the Germans ‘rebelled against
the dead hand of France in the realms of culture, art and philosophy, and
avenged themselves by launching the great counter-attack against the
Enlightenment’.10 Both believe that it was in late-eighteenth century
Germany that Counter-Enlightenment thought really took off, starting with
the Königsberg philosopher Hamann, ‘the most passionate, consistent,
extreme and implacable enemy of the Enlightenment’.11 This German reaction
to the imperialistic universalism of the French Enlightenment and Revolution,
which had been forced on them first by the Francophile Frederick II, then by
the armies of Revolutionary France, and finally by Napoleon, was crucial to
the epochal shift of consciousness that occurred in Europe at the time, leading
eventually to Romanticism. According to Berlin, the surprising and unin-
tended consequence of this revolt against the Enlightenment has been plural-
ism, which owes more to the Enlightenment’s enemies than it does to its
proponents, most of whom were monists whose political, intellectual and ideo-
logical offspring have often been terror and totalitarianism.12

In Liberalism and the Origins of European Social Theory (1983), Steven
Seidman distinguishes between three distinct strands of Counter-
Enlightenment thought, only one of which is primarily German: Conserva-
tives (e.g. Joseph de Maistre, Louis de Bonald, Edmund Burke, the
Historical School of Jurisprudence); German Romantics (e.g. Friedrich
Schiller, Friedrich von Schelling, Auguste Wilhelm and Friedrich von
Schlegel, Friedrich von Hardenberg [‘Novalis’], Johann Gottlieb Fichte,
Friedrich Schleiermacher); and French Revolutionaries (e.g. François Noël
Babeuf and Louis-Auguste Blanqui).13 Rejecting the stark dualism of
Enlightenment versus Counter-Enlightenment, Seidman recasts the latter as
a transitional phase between a traditional social order that was in retreat in
the eighteenth century and an emergent new form of industrial civilisation
that typified the nineteenth century. The Counter-Enlightenment was a
‘transmitter’ of innovations in social theory originally made by the Enlight-
enment, refining and adapting them in the process. For example, Seidman
argues that the Enlightenment rejected the methodological individualism
and atomistic assumptions of classical social contract theory in favour of a
belief in ‘the interpenetration of the individual and society’.14 Rather than
rejecting these views, the Enlightenment’s enemies adopted them and
‘insinuated them into the centre of the intellectual milieu of the nineteenth
century. In short, the counter-Enlightenment formed a bridge between the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries which was of immense significance.’15

For Seidman, Enlightenment and Counter-Enlightenment are forms of
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communitarianism, united in their basic belief in social holism, but divided
in their particular views on culture and politics. The real difference between
the Enlightenment and its enemies is that the latter replaced the pluralistic
ideal of the Enlightenment with ‘the ideal of a uniform and common culture
which integrates and harmonizes the interests of the individual and the
community’.16

Like Seidman, John Gray has also emphasised the continuity between the
Enlightenment and Counter-Enlightenment, which he regards as currents of
thought ‘watered by the same stream of humanism, which flowed into and
strengthened one another’.17 For example, a belief in a universal human narrat-
ive is common to both the Enlightenment and its reactionary opponents such
as Joseph de Maistre. According to Gray, both belong to a single tradition of
Western thought and culture that he traces back to antiquity. The differences
that separate them exist within a broad consensus about the narrative structure
of history, the unity of truth and the objectivity and compatibility of values
that was not seriously challenged until late modernity, above all by Nietzsche.

Darrin McMahon, taking his cue from historian Robert Darnton, has
recently examined the early enemies of the Enlightenment in France from
below, documenting the existence of a long-forgotten ‘Grub Street’ liter-
ature in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries aimed at the
philosophes.18 In Enemies of the Enlightenment (2001) he delves into the obscure
and at times unseemly world of the ‘low Counter-Enlightenment’ that
attacked the encyclopédistes and fought an often dirty battle to prevent the dis-
semination of Enlightenment ideas in the second half of the eighteenth
century.19 By extending it both back to pre-Revolutionary France and down
to the level of ‘Grub Street’, this approach marks a major advance in scholar-
ship on Counter-Enlightenment thought.

All of these authors end their accounts fairly abruptly in the early
nineteenth century, thereby reinforcing the idea that ‘the Counter-
Enlightenment’ is a period term like ‘the Enlightenment’, which it is not.
Although the trend of recent scholarship has been to broaden the geographi-
cal, intellectual and social range of Counter-Enlightenment thought beyond
Germany, its temporal scope remains narrowly circumscribed. No balanced
account of this subject can ignore the fact that criticism of the Enlighten-
ment has returned in the twentieth century with a vengeance. One of the
principal objectives of the present study is to challenge the idea of the
Counter-Enlightenment as a single historical movement, more or less
restricted to the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. I do so
primarily by focusing as much on the Enlightenment’s twentieth-century
critics as on its earlier opponents. Each of the Enlightenment’s enemies
depicted it as they saw it or wanted others to see it, resulting in a vast range
of portraits, many of which are not only different but incompatible. The
Counter-Enlightenment, understood as a single movement, is a fiction, and
not a particularly useful one at that. There were – and are – many Counter-
Enlightenments.20 This is most apparent when seen from a perspective that
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encompasses the full breadth of Enlightenment criticism in Germany and
beyond, and from the mid-eighteenth century to the present.

Cleaning the stables

A major obstacle impeding intelligent discussion of this subject is the con-
fusing and inconsistent use of terms, a problem that not only divides writers
from each other but often divides them against themselves. Above all, the
interchangeable use of ‘enlightenment’, ‘Enlightenment’, ‘the enlighten-
ment’ and ‘the Enlightenment’ utterly confounds sensible discussion of this
subject. Examples abound. In a single passage in his study of Nietzsche and
the Political, for example, Daniel Conway refers to the ‘dialectic of enlighten-
ment’, ‘dialectic of Enlightenment’, ‘historical enlightenment’, the ‘dream of
the Enlightenment’ and the ‘image of Enlightenment’.21 In an otherwise
admirable translation of Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit, A. V. Miller renders
‘die Aufklärung’ as ‘Enlightenment’, ‘the Enlightenment’ and ‘the enlight-
enment’, all on a single page, thereby imposing distinctions on Hegel that
are not at all apparent in his German text.22 Charles Frankel’s The Faith of
Reason contains the following sentence: ‘It was in France that enlightenment
had its most lively career, and it was from France, which was the social
centre of the Enlightenment, that such tenets of enlightenment as the belief
in progress were most widely disseminated. The Enlightenment was a move-
ment that transcended national boundaries; it fostered and was in turn sus-
tained by a European culture.’23 George Friedman gives us the following
usages, all in one paragraph: ‘The crises of Enlightenment . . . the purpose of
Enlightenment . . . the crisis of the Enlightenment . . . the crisis of Enlight-
enment.’24 One might go on indefinitely.

It is not at all clear to what the terms ‘Enlightenment’ and ‘the enlight-
enment’ refer. They add nothing but confusion to the debate and are there-
fore best avoided. I shall restrict myself to ‘enlightenment’ (no definite
article, small ‘e’) as a generic concept referring to both the general goal and
the process of replacing darkness with light, taken metaphorically to refer to
wisdom or insight (however defined) replacing ignorance or a lack of under-
standing, and ‘the Enlightenment’ (definite article, capital ‘E’) to designate
one historically specific conception of this process, usually associated with
Europe and America after (roughly) 1750, with many national variations
(e.g. the French Enlightenment, the Scottish Enlightenment, the German
Enlightenment). A concept offers only a vague and general account of some-
thing, whereas a conception is a specific interpretation of it.25 While there is
one generic concept of enlightenment, there are many particular conceptions of
it. For example, we may speak, as the philosopher and classical scholar
Hans-Georg Gadamer does, of ‘the enlightenment of the classical world’
(‘Die antike Aufklärung’26) when, as he puts it, ‘the view of life enshrined in
the epics and myths of Homer and Hesiod was dissolved by the new passion
for discovery’, epitomised by the allegory of the cave in book seven of

Introduction 5

Garrard, Graeme. Counter-Enlightenments : From the Eighteenth Century to the Present, Routledge, 2004.
         ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=199958.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-24 05:44:54.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

4.
 R

ou
tle

dg
e.

 A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



Plato’s Republic.27 Another conception of enlightenment may be found in
Buddhism, where it refers to the ‘experience in which one is said to “see”
things as they really are, rather than as they appear to be. To have gained
enlightenment is to have seen through the misleading textures of illusion
and ignorance, through the dark veils of habitual comprehension, to the
light and clarity of truth itself.’28 The necessary path to enlightenment thus
understood is through spiritual self-transcendence, something completely
missing from the conception that emerged in Europe and America in the
eighteenth century, epitomised by, although by no means confined to, the
Paris-based philosophes such as Diderot, d’Alembert, Voltaire and Condorcet.
This conception emphasised the centrality of reason and sensory experience as
sources of knowledge, looked to modern science as the principal vehicle of
human progress, and championed religious toleration. Each of these particu-
lar conceptions (ancient Greek, Buddhist, eighteenth-century European – to
name just a few) exhibit distinctive, even incompatible, features, yet all are
instances of the general concept of enlightenment, since all involve replacing
ignorance or darkness with knowledge or insight of some kind. My concern
in this study is confined to the opponents of that particular conception of
enlightenment now known in English as ‘the Enlightenment’ of the eight-
eenth century.

So what was the Enlightenment? This question raises its own semantic
problems. No such term was used by the philosophes in eighteenth-century
France. While they did use the general concept of enlightenment (éclaircisse-
ment) and sometimes referred to themselves as ‘les hommes d’éclaircissement’
(men of enlightenment), they never used it to refer to a particular historical
period, let alone a movement. However, the French expression ‘le siècle des
Lumières’ (the century of lights) was used from the late eighteenth century,
while ‘Lumières’ on its own has been popular in French only since the 1950s
to refer to what is known in English as the Enlightenment.29 But there is no
‘l’Eclaircissement’ in French (definite article, capital ‘E’) even now. The term
‘the Enlightenment’ came into use in English only long after the eighteenth
century, and it was not until after the Second World War that it usurped
the expression ‘the Age of Reason’ in common parlance, as in Isaiah Berlin’s
The Age of Enlightenment (1956), Jack Lively’s The Enlightenment (1966), and
in particular Peter Gay’s influential two-volume study The Enlightenment: An
Interpretation (1966–1969).30 Philosopher John Grier Hibben appears to have
been the first to use the term in the title of a book in English, The Philosophy
of the Enlightenment (1910), and historian Alfred Cobban used it throughout
his study of Edmund Burke and the Revolt Against the Eighteenth Century
(1929).31 The 1932 publication of Carl Becker’s Storrs lectures at Yale,
which uses ‘the Enlightenment’, and the 1951 translation of Ernst Cassirer’s
widely read Die Philosophie der Aufklärung (1932) into English as The Philo-
sophy of the Enlightenment, appear to have been important milestones in this
shift towards the use of ‘the Enlightenment’ as a period concept in English.32

In German, ‘die Aufklärung’ has been used from the late eighteenth century
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to refer to the particular historical movement we know in English as ‘the
Enlightenment’, as distinct from ‘Aufklärung’, which is the same as
the English word ‘enlightenment’. Thus Kant’s famous essay ‘Was ist
Aufklärung?’ (1784) is properly rendered in English as ‘What is enlighten-
ment?’ rather than ‘What is the Enlightenment?’ (‘Was ist die Aufklärung?’).

It is now much harder to answer the question ‘What is the Enlighten-
ment?’ than it was a generation ago. The term has been extended both hori-
zontally, to encompass a much wider geographical range than France, and
vertically, to include a broader spectrum of social groups than just the Paris-
based encyclopédistes. It is now widely acknowledged that the influence of the
Enlightenment was felt, and adapted in significantly different ways,
throughout the old and new worlds. Recent scholarship on the Enlighten-
ment in Scotland, Germany, Switzerland, the Netherlands, Sweden, Russia,
Italy, Austria, Latin America, Bohemia, Japan and the USA has revealed the
extent of the variations among these diverse contexts and their effects on the
reception and development of Enlightenment ideas.33 The work of social and
cultural historians such as Robert Darnton, Margaret Jacob and Roger
Chartier has further complicated, and enriched, our picture of ‘the’ Enlight-
enment by examining its more practical and concrete aspects, such as the
publishing history of the Encyclopédie, the reading habits of the public, and
the development of social movements in the eighteenth century.34

In the face of this mounting complexity, some have advocated abandon-
ing the term ‘the Enlightenment’ altogether, on the grounds that it is an
essentialising concept that homogenises many disparate movements and
obscures important distinctions. Historian J. G. A. Pocock has taken this
path, opting for ‘enlightenments’ over ‘the Enlightenment’.35 On this view,
there is insufficient unity beneath the particular national contexts of eight-
eenth-century ‘enlightenments’ to justify a single encompassing expression
like ‘the Enlightenment’. Sankar Muthu heartily endorses Pocock’s conclu-
sion: ‘It is indeed high time that we pluralise our understanding of “the
Enlightenment” both for reasons of historical accuracy and because, in doing
so, otherwise hidden or understudied moments of Enlightenment-era think-
ing will, as it were, come to light.’36

This is an over-reaction to the unavoidable vagueness of language and
creates many problems of its own. The fact that a word is vague does not
mean that it is entirely useless. The boundaries of ‘Asia’ are uncertain and
there are many different meanings of the word ‘Asian’, but it is still a useful,
if imperfect, word. As H. L. A. Hart argues in The Concept of Law (1961),
when it is not clear whether a general term (such as ‘vehicle’) applies in a
borderline case (for example, to a rollerskate), there are unlikely to be any
clear conventions or consensus to which appeal can be made to resolve the
matter once and for all. In such circumstances, one can only ask whether the
borderline case resembles plain cases sufficiently and in relevant respects to
count as an instance of the same, even though what counts as ‘sufficient’ or
‘relevant’ – let alone ‘plain’ – will itself never be beyond dispute. In the end,
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‘because we are men, not gods’, as Hart put it, a choice is necessarily thrust
upon us when trying to resolve such issues, and the choice will always be
open to reasonable disagreement.37 Setting a higher standard than this will
only guarantee the irrelevance of most of our general concepts and lead us
into a kind of conceptual and linguistic anarchy. This applies to historical
categories such as ‘the Enlightenment’ and ‘the Renaissance’, terms that are
now too well entrenched in both popular and scholarly usage to be aban-
doned any time soon, notwithstanding the preferences of some dix-
huitièmistes.38

The present study is ‘hermeneutical’, a work of (mostly) uncritical intel-
lectual history rather than philosophy, dealing principally with the meaning
rather than the truth of propositions. As such, it does not directly address
the question of the fairness of these depictions and criticisms of what we
now call ‘the Enlightenment’ until the concluding chapter, and then only to
a limited degree. Even if ‘the Enlightenment’ did not really exist as a single
movement, it did exist in the minds of many writers. So I shall not attempt
to answer the question ‘What is the Enlightenment?’ here. Rather, I shall
concentrate on how those who opposed the Enlightenment answered this
question, and the diversity of their criticisms of it, rather than on the accu-
racy or fairness of their answers. The latter is the subject of a different book,
although I do assess some of the most common and important criticisms of
the Enlightenment in the final chapter.

The distinction between ‘enlightenment’ and ‘the Enlightenment’ forces
on us another distinction, between ‘counter-enlightenment’ and ‘Counter-
Enlightenment’, the former being opposition to the concept of enlighten-
ment in general, while the latter (with a capital ‘E’) is opposition to the
Enlightenment of the eighteenth century. Counter-Enlightenment is based
on a rejection of only one particular conception of enlightenment, whereas
counter-enlightenment is a much more radical view, rejecting the concept of
enlightenment per se, in all of its diverse forms. Two points need to be
stressed here. First, Counter-Enlightenment is a form of enlightenment
because any attempt to explain the ways in which the Enlightenment was
wrong, harmful, dangerous or deluded is itself an attempt to enlighten. As
some of the Enlightenment’s detractors have rightly insisted, enlightenment
is not the exclusive property of the Enlightenment. Indeed, the proponents
of the Enlightenment were frequently denounced as ‘sophisters of darkness’
and ‘slaves of prejudice’39 who led people away from true enlightenment into
‘illusion, error and darkness’,40 as the counter-Revolutionary Augustin
Barruel put it. This only appears contradictory or paradoxical in the absence
of the important distinction I have been insisting on between enlightenment
and the Enlightenment. Counter-Enlightenment is that particular form of
enlightenment which opposes the Enlightenment and seeks to enlighten us
about its errors and dangers.

Second, counter-enlightenment (small ‘e’) is also a form of enlighten-
ment. Whereas Counter-Enlightenment opposes itself to only one particular
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conception of enlightenment (namely ‘the Enlightenment’), and is therefore
consistent with some other conceptions and, of course, with the general
concept of enlightenment, counter-enlightenment is an example of what
Jürgen Habermas (1929– ) calls a ‘totalising critique’, an attempt to ‘leap
out of the dialectic of enlightenment’ entirely.41 Such critics inevitably get
caught in the ‘performative contradiction’, as Habermas calls it, of making
claims and arguments the particular content of which is inconsistent with the
act of making them because the act itself presupposes the very distinctions
between truth and falsehood, knowledge and ignorance, accurate and inaccu-
rate that are being explicitly denied. In this case, the act of countering
enlightenment in general implicitly presupposes some conception of enlight-
enment, some critical perspective from which it is being judged. So there is
simply no way to jump out of the dialectic of enlightenment, any more than
it is possible to deny truth itself, assuming one values logical consistency.
That is why enlightenment is as necessary to the Enlightenment’s enemies
as it is to the Enlightenment itself. To the extent that we are beings who
reason and debate, we are proponents of enlightenment in some form,
whether we reason and debate for the Enlightenment or against it. For this
reason, I have banished ‘counter-enlightenment’ from my text along with
‘the enlightenment’ and ‘Enlightenment’. My sole concern is with opposi-
tion to the Enlightenment.

Not all of the Enlightenment’s critics wished to undermine it, let alone
destroy it. Criticism of something is not necessarily the same thing as out-
right rejection of it. Some of the Enlightenment’s critics have been sympa-
thetic to its basic values and goals while rejecting some of its assumptions
and prescriptions. Such criticisms are ultimately intended to strengthen
rather than to undermine the Enlightenment. Just as some twentieth-
century Marxists have revised some of Marx’s original claims in order to
strengthen the general theory in light of our knowledge and experience of the
world since the nineteenth century, many have sought to revise the original
assumptions and arguments of the eighteenth-century philosophes and
Aufklärer in favour of a ‘self-enlightened Enlightenment’, or what the
Germans call ‘ein aufklärung über die Aufklärung’. Isaiah Berlin thought
that the German philosopher J. G. Herder (1744–1803) was an early
example of this, describing him as ‘not an enemy but a critic of the French
Enlightenment’.42 The leading contemporary proponent of this position is
Jürgen Habermas, a neo-Kantian sympathetic to, but critical of, the
Enlightenment of the eighteenth century. Many other writers who do not fit
neatly into one camp or the other might also best be seen as ‘friendly critics’
rather than outright enemies of the Enlightenment.43 Those who were crit-
ical of some aspects of the Enlightenment should not, for that reason alone,
be lumped in with the likes of Hamann and Maistre. This study is con-
cerned only with those who sought to undermine the Enlightenment – its
enemies – and therefore has relatively little to say about ‘friendly critics’ like
Herder and Habermas.
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Unfortunately, it is impossible to specify precisely in the abstract where
the line should be drawn between enemies of the Enlightenment and
friendly critics. It is a matter of the degree of opposition to the Enlighten-
ment, even though any answer to the obvious question ‘To what degree?’ is
always bound to be provisional and reasonably contestable, for reasons
already discussed above. Any such demarcations will necessarily be debatable
because of the unavoidably open texture of language, as a consequence of
which many general concepts can rarely be reduced to a single agreed
meaning with clear boundaries.

The term ‘the Counter-Enlightenment’? faces the same sorts of problems
that confront us with ‘the Enlightenment’, only much more so. One of the
principal claims of this study is that it makes little sense to refer to ‘the
Counter-Enlightenment’ as though it is a single movement, which it
most definitely is not. Although a good case can be made for viewing the
Enlightenment as a movement, the same is not true of ‘the’ Counter-
Enlightenment. The range of Counter-Enlightenment thought extends far
and wide, much further and wider than the Enlightenment itself, from the
mid-eighteenth century to the present; it appears in a variety of national
contexts, and comes from all points of the ideological compass, from
conservative Catholics and German Romantics to liberals, neo-Marxists,
feminists, environmentalists and postmodernists. Each opponent of the
Enlightenment has their own particular conception of what it was, and their
own specific reasons for opposing it, although there is much overlap and
many strange bedfellows among them. That is why it is best to follow
Arthur Lovejoy, who favoured ‘Romanticisms’ over ‘Romanticism’.44 I will
therefore use only ‘Counter-Enlightenment’ and ‘Counter-Enlightenments’,
rather than ‘the Counter-Enlightenment’, a term that, in the interests of
conceptual clarity and historical accuracy, I propose we retire along with
‘the enlightenment’, ‘Enlightenment’ and ‘counter-enlightenment’.45 It is
therefore necessary to deconstruct ‘the Counter-Enlightenment’ into many
different Counter-Enlightenments. That, essentially, is the project of this
book.

The Enlightenment perversion of reason

Is there anything that the diverse enemies of the Enlightenment, encom-
passing diametrically opposed positions and spanning two and a half cen-
turies, have in common? The answer is yes, although much less than might
be assumed, and certainly far less than would justify using the term the
Counter-Enlightenment as though it were a single movement. But all forms
share at least three basic characteristics, which constitute the common core
of Counter-Enlightenment thought: (1) all offer some conception of what we
now call ‘the Enlightenment’, typically involving a cast of ‘usual suspects’
that almost always includes Voltaire, Rousseau, Helvétius and Condorcet
(particularly the first two, who had been ‘Panthéonised’ together during the
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Revolution), and an assortment of more peripheral characters, such as
Diderot, Kant, Hume, d’Alembert, Bentham and the Baron d’Holbach, with
some prominent seventeenth-century thinkers such as Locke, Hobbes,
Bacon, Newton and Descartes occasionally thrown in as well; (2) all attack
the Enlightenment as deluded and dangerous in some fundamental ways
(hence Counter-Enlightenment); and (3) all contest what I shall call ‘the
Enlightenment perversion of reason’: distorted conceptions of reason of the
kind each associates with the Enlightenment in favour of a more restricted
view of the nature, scope, and limits of human rationality. The third New
International Webster’s Dictionary definition of enlightenment as including a
belief in the ‘untrammelled but frequently uncritical use of reason’ (p. 754)
reflects the extent to which this view has taken root. It plays an important
(in most cases central) part in every depiction of the Enlightenment by its
enemies, from the mid-eighteenth century to the present, and from the far
left to the far right. Yet none of the enemies of the Enlightenment has been
prepared to abandon reason entirely. The battle has been over the scope,
meaning and application of reason, not over whether it is good or bad, desir-
able or undesirable, essential or inessential per se. It is important not to mis-
represent this conflict as one between friends and enemies of reason, any
more than it is between friends and enemies of enlightenment. Although
objections have consistently been raised against what has been taken as the
‘typical’ Enlightenment view of reason by its opponents, this has almost
never been generalised to reason as such by Counter-Enlightenment
thinkers.

Overview of the book

The organisation of what follows is chronological (more or less). The first
half focuses on the Enlightenment’s early opponents in the second half of the
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries; the second deals with its twenti-
eth-century enemies. I have grouped thinkers together by generation, which
is meant to be indicative without being either airtight or exhaustive. Each
chapter focuses on a small number of representative figures who lived and
wrote contemporaneously and opposed what we now call ‘the Enlighten-
ment’. This is not to imply that thinkers with different and often conflicting
views were really ideological or intellectual kindred spirits because they
shared a common enemy. A common opposition to Hitler did not make
Churchill and Stalin allies in all respects. Even though the Enlightenment
has been attacked from many different – even incompatible – directions, its
enemies do not necessarily have anything else in common, let alone consti-
tute a single movement. That is why I have abandoned the term ‘the
Counter-Enlightenment’.

My story begins in the mid-eighteenth century, just as the Enlighten-
ment in France was becoming conscious of itself as a movement seeking to
eradicate superstition, clerical oppression and religious intolerance. I argue
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in Chapter 2 that the first major shot fired in the war between the Enlight-
enment and its enemies came from the pen of Jean-Jacques Rousseau
(1712–1778), contrary to Berlin’s claim that he was, at most, only an occa-
sional critic who shared much more with the philosophes than he rejected.
Rousseau’s famous ‘illumination’ on the road to Vincennes in 1749 resulted
in his Discourse on the Sciences and the Arts (1750), which prompted the
philosophe Jean d’Alembert (1717–1783), co-editor of the Encyclopédie, to
reply in his Preliminary Discourse to the Encyclopédie (1751). Although this
early skirmish was a relatively polite affair compared to the vicious battles
that later raged between Rousseau and the philosophes (particularly Voltaire),
it was the first of its kind and marks the opening of what would become a
250-year war over the Enlightenment and its legacy. Not long afterwards,
Johann Georg Hamann (1730–1788) had his own ‘illumination’ while visit-
ing London, which gave birth to the Aufklärung’s first serious opponent in
Germany. Together, Rousseau and Hamann launched a two-front war
against the Enlightenment in France and in Germany, and set the tone for
much of the subsequent debate between the Enlightenment and its enemies.

The first major assault on the Enlightenment came during the French
Revolution, which is the subject of Chapter 3. In the minds of many at the
time – and many since – the Enlightenment was inextricably connected to
the Revolution. This presumed link gave rise to an explosion of Counter-
Revolutionary hostility to the Enlightenment, beginning with Edmund
Burke’s (1729–1797) popular and enormously influential Reflections on the
Revolution in France (1790). In it and the works that followed he raged
against the philosophes for corroding the delicate fabric of ancien régime France
with their radical ideas, and blamed a cadré of zealous revolutionaries for
violently imposing wild theories inspired by the philosophes on an innocent
and unsuspecting public. In the French-speaking world, the former Jesuit
and émigré writer Augustin Barruel (1741–1820) took this argument even
further in his best-selling Mémoires pour servir à l’histoire du jacobinisme (1798),
which makes the case that the Revolution was the result of a deliberate con-
spiracy hatched by a coalition of philosophes, freemasons and the Order of the
Illuminati to overthrow throne, altar and society in Europe. Burke read
Barruel’s book and was much impressed. The Savoyard Catholic Joseph de
Maistre (1753–1821) read it and was not. He saw the hand of God rather
than that of humans in the terrible events of the 1790s and depicted the
Revolution as divine punishment for the sins of the philosophes. He left virtu-
ally no space for human agency in his account of the French Revolution,
unlike Burke and Barruel, who seemed to regard the upheavels of the age as
proof that humans had too much freedom to act.

Chapter 4 looks at the views of three Romantic writers on the Enlighten-
ment. All were major figures in early Romanticism and all attacked the
philosophes for being the architects of a world empty of beauty, imagination
and spirit. They were also at the intellectual fore of the religious revival that
swept Europe in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries in reac-
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tion to decades of anti-clericalism and religious scepticism. The Romantic
writers of this period emphasised spirituality, inwardness and the centrality
of emotion in our mental life, all of which they believed had been
systematically deprecated during the eighteenth century. The German poet
and philosopher Friedrich von Hardenberg (1772–1801) regarded his as an
age of transition from the beauty and faith of the Middle Ages, which was
gone forever, to a new age of spirituality that he was convinced would soon
dawn. Between these two periods lay the eighteenth century, epitomised by
the soulless ‘factory state’ of Frederick II’s enlightened Prussia. Another poet
and philosopher, Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772–1834), spent a crucial year
of his life in Germany in his twenties when the Romantic Movement was
just beginning to flower there. It marked an important step in his turn
against the ‘demagogues of this “enlightened age” ’ who, he believed, had
undermined faith and helped to spawn the French Revolution.46 After a
period of youthful radicalism, the increasingly conservative Coleridge grew
more and more hostile to the beliefs and values of the philosophes, particularly
Voltaire. The French Romantic novelist and statesman François-René,
vicomte de Chateaubriand (1768–1848), returned from exile in England very
early in the nineteenth century and finished Le Génie du Christianisme (The
Genius of Christianity, 1802), his best-selling defence of Christianity which
gives the beauty and mystery of faith a centrality absent during an age when
natural religion was in the ascendant and atheism was gaining ground.

Although criticism of the Enlightenment did not disappear entirely in
the middle decades of the nineteenth century, it did go into remission.
Despite occasional voices raised against the Enlightenment (by Thomas
Carlyle, for example), it was not until the years immediately following the
Second World War that it re-emerged as a key organising concept in social
and political thought, this time in the context of debates about twentieth-
century totalitarianism. An important exception to this is Friedrich Nietz-
sche (1844–1900). The Enlightenment never had the centrality for him that
it would come to have for many of his twentieth-century epigones. In fact,
as we shall see in Chapter 5, he enthusiastically supported it during his
‘middle period’ and he never lost his admiration for Voltaire – the single
most vilified figure among the Enlightenment’s enemies. Even so, the
radical assaults on reason, truth, progress and morality in his later works
mark a major turn against Enlightenment beliefs and values. In the decade
prior to his complete mental breakdown in 1889, Nietzsche reversed his
opinion of the Enlightenment and issued a call-to-arms against the entire
eighteenth century, which his many admirers and followers in the second
half of the twentieth century have taken up with zeal.

The Enlightenment acquired a central role in the story of twentieth-
century totalitarianism for a generation of intellectuals born in fin-de-siècle
Europe, when Nietzsche’s work was beginning to win widespread recogni-
tion. Although these writers came from all points of the ideological
compass, all were deeply affected by the experience of totalitarianism, which
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they associated with the Enlightenment in various ways, as I show in
Chapter 6. Max Horkheimer (1895–1973) and Theodor Adorno
(1903–1969) led the attack from the left with Dialectic of Enlightenment
(1947), which loosely outlines the various ways in which the particular
Western conception of enlightenment from antiquity to the present (includ-
ing the Enlightenment of the eighteenth century) has had totalitarian tend-
encies that have come to fruition in the twentieth century, when it ‘radiates
disaster triumphant’. Cold War liberals such as Jacob Talmon (1916–1980)
and Isaiah Berlin (1909–1997) traced the origins of twentieth-century total-
itarianism back to beliefs about nature and truth shared by the philosophes,
who sought to ‘unbend the crooked timber of humanity’ to make it conform
to their intolerant beliefs. From the right the German émigré Eric Voegelin
(1901–1985) and the English philosopher Michael Oakeshott (1901–1990)
assaulted the rationalism of the philosophes for its disastrous effects on the
social and political order of the West. One of the characteristics shared by
most of these thinkers is the idea that the Enlightenment produced an unin-
tended result in the twentieth century that was diametrically opposed to the
intentions of the eighteenth-century philosophes, what I shall call ‘the inver-
sion thesis of the Enlightenment’ – the unforeseen reversal that occurs when
human actions unexpectedly produce the very opposite of their author’s
intentions, with tragic consequences, as in ancient Greek drama (known as a
‘peripeteia’). This idea, for which George Crowder coined the term ‘the
inversion thesis’ to describe a crucial aspect of Isaiah Berlin’s thought, recurs
in many different forms among the Enlightenment’s opponents, particularly
in the twentieth century.47

In their deconstruction of common Western assumptions about truth,
reason and nature, many postmodern writers have, not surprisingly, turned
their sceptical attention to the Enlightenment, which has come to epitomise
those features of modernity that many of them find most pernicious and
destructive. In Chapter 7 I show how Michel Foucault’s (1926–1984)
account of the emergence of a ‘disciplinary society’ (‘la société disciplinaire’)
during what he called ‘the classical age’ (l’âge classique) in eighteenth-century
Europe echoes Horkheimer and Adorno who, he admitted, ‘had tried, earlier
than I, to say things I had also been trying to say for years’.48 In books like
Madness and Civilization (1961), The Birth of the Clinic (1963) and Discipline
and Punish (1975), Foucault describes the advent in the late seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries of a deeply sinister and highly effective new form of
social control that developed in conjunction with a rhetoric which was, on
the surface, deceptively liberal and humane. Among the harshest critics of
the Enlightenment in the twentieth century are postmodern feminists, many
of whom write under Foucault’s intoxicating influence. Jane Flax, for
example, repeats many of Foucault’s criticisms of the supposed ‘purity’ of
Enlightenment reason, which she claims is really a form of androcentrism
that suppresses vital gender differences and serves male interests. Like Niet-
zsche, the ‘postmodern bourgeois liberal’ Richard Rorty (1931–) is wholly
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dismissive of what he calls the ‘philosophical’ Enlightenment’s strong
assumptions about truth, reason and nature. Yet, unlike Nietzsche, he also
declares himself to be unflinchingly loyal to the ‘political’ Enlightenment,
whose ‘liberal’ values of toleration, moderation and humaneness he shares
with the philosophes, albeit for ‘ethnocentric’ reasons utterly at odds with
their universalism.

It was Nietzsche more than anyone else who put the concept of nihilism
at the centre of the debate about the decline of European civilisation in the
twentieth century. Several writers in the postwar West have applied his
influential account of nihilism to the purported failure of the ‘Enlighten-
ment project’ to construct a universal morality, the subject I explore in
Chapter 8. For Lester Crocker (1912–2003), the destructive side of this
project – directed primarily at Christianity – was an unqualified success, but
the philosophes proved utterly incapable of constructing anything positive to
replace what they had so effectively torn down. The best expression of the
nihilistic impasse that ensued from this failure may be found in the writings
of the Marquis de Sade, according to Crocker. Alasdair MacIntyre (1929– )
agrees that the moral project of the Enlightenment has been an abject
failure. He argues that this failure has left the West with just two options –
to continue going beyond the Enlightenment deeper into Nietzschean
nihilism or to go back before the Enlightenment to the ethical naturalism of
Aristotle. (He opts for Aristotle.) John Gray’s (1948– ) strong antipathy to
the Enlightenment owes much to Nietzsche, whose influence he readily
acknowledges. For Gray, like Horkheimer and Adorno, the Enlightenment
is the last and most destructive phase in a long Promenthean drive to master
the world that began in Western antiquity. Although the Enlightenment
project has failed, Gray believes that it still has the power to devastate
vulnerable natural and human environments outside of the West, having
gutted those within it.

I conclude in Chapter 9 with a brief assessment of some of the most
common criticisms that the Enlightenment’s enemies have made of it since
the eighteenth century. This is the only critical chapter in the book,
although it by no means constitutes a final, overall assessment of the
Enlightenment and its opponents, or a complete list of criticisms. However,
it is sufficient to establish that, while many palpable hits have been made
against the Enlightenment, many of the shots fired at it have fallen very
wide of the mark.
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