
9 Conclusion
Hits and misses

In much wisdom is much grief, and he that increaseth knowledge increaseth
sorrow.

(Ecclesiastes 1: 18)

Introduction

The Great War between the Enlightenment and its enemies, which still
shows little sign of abating 250 years after it began, sometimes resembles
the struggle between Eurasia and Oceania in George Orwell’s 1984, which
only intensified the longer it ran and involved the society of Big Brother in
perpetual ‘combat’ with an imaginary enemy of its own creation. Orwell
wished to underscore the fact that it is often very convenient to have it
believed that one is constantly threatened by a powerful opponent. Advances
in Enlightenment scholarship in the past quarter century have exposed the
largely mythical character of this enemy, which rarely bears much resemb-
lance to what was actually advocated in the eighteenth century. Yet not
every charge that has been laid at the feet of the Enlightenment is a travesty.
Its opponents have scored some palpable hits against it, making it very hard
for us to swallow the Enlightenment whole now. Even its most sophisticated
contemporary defenders, such as Jürgen Habermas, grant this. So the
analogy with 1984 is not perfect; the Enlightenment of its enemies is not
wholly imaginary. It is more of a distortion of the truth (often a very
grotesque distortion of it) than a complete fabrication.

The necessity of faith

Many of the Enlightenment’s early opponents were devout Christians who
made little, if any, distinction between opposition to their faith and opposi-
tion to religion in general. Although the large majority of philosophes and
Aufklärer were deists who believed in God but not in Christianity, they have
routinely been attacked by such opponents for being atheists and held
accountable for the purported consequences of their disbelief. They were
constantly charged with seeking ‘the utter extirpation of religion’, as BurkeGarrard, Graeme. Counter-Enlightenments : From the Eighteenth Century to the Present, Routledge, 2004.
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put it.1 As a rhetorical strategy this unfair attribution of atheism (and conse-
quent blame for its alleged effects) was very effective in an age when most
people were still religious. Of course there were atheists among the
philosophes, such as Helvétius, the Baron d’Holbach, La Mettrie, Naigeon
and, eventually, Diderot, and they did become more assertive in the latter
half of the eighteenth century, but they were always in a small minority of
the eighteenth-century ‘society of men of letters’, as the philosophes called
themselves. In fact, the line of demarcation between atheists and their
opponents on the question of God’s existence, if on nothing else, split the
philosophes, with most on the side of orthodox religion and a small but deter-
mined côterie against them.

A classic case of Enlightenment anti-atheism is Voltaire, a man taken by
so many of the orthodox enemies of the Enlightenment as its most import-
ant and representative figure. His hostility to Christianity is famous; he
spent much of his life campaigning to crush it, and in so doing earned the
enmity of orthodox Christians right down to the present. But his harsh
attacks on atheism are commonly overlooked by his religious enemies. In his
Histoire de Jenni (1775), for example, he referred to atheism as one of the ‘two
poles of a universe of confusion and horror’, the other being fanaticism.
Deism is the ‘narrow zone of virtue in between those two poles’.2 Voltaire
objected to atheism on grounds of both belief and utility. ‘[T]here is
nothing good in atheism’, he wrote to Jean-François Dufour, Seigneur de
Villevieille, in 1768 regarding the former:

It is a very bad system both physically and morally. An upright man
may very well rebel against superstition and fanaticism; he may detest
superstition; he does mankind a service if he spreads the humane prin-
ciples of tolerance. But what service can he render if he spreads atheism?
Will men be any more virtuous for not recognising a God who pre-
scribes virtue? Doubtless not.3

Voltaire feared that atheism would probably lead to immorality among the
uneducated masses. So great was this concern that he quipped that ‘If God
did not exist, it would be necessary to invent him’.4 In The 
A B C (1768), he wrote: ‘I want my attorney, my tailor, my servants, even
my wife, to believe in God, and I fancy that as a result I shall suffer less theft
and less cuckoldry.’5 This utilitarian belief in the belief in God – that ‘reli-
gion, even a false one, is the best warrant men can have of the integrity of
men’, as Montesquieu put it – was common among the pragmatic main-
stream of the Enlightenment. Even the sceptical d’Alembert thought that
‘nothing is more necessary than a revealed religion, which may instruct us
concerning so many diverse objects’.6

Although Voltaire was far from alone among the philosophes in his belief
that popular scepticism about the existence of God would be morally disas-
trous, this view did not command universal support, even among fellow
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deists. Many agreed with Pierre Bayle’s argument in Various Thoughts on the
Occasion of a Comet (1682) that religious beliefs are irrelevant to human
behaviour because our actions are entirely determined by our passions and
temperaments, not our beliefs. Montesquieu and Voltaire vigorously denied
this, as did atheists like Diderot, who argued from the opposite end of the
spectrum of belief that religion in general, and not just Christianity, is very
destructive – ‘a buttress which always ends up bringing the house down’.7

Yet the conservative views of Voltaire, Montesquieu and d’Alembert on the
moral necessity of religion found wide acceptance among the philosophes, as it
did among the dévots who usually opposed them, and may fairly be described
as the dominant view on both sides. If the Enlightenment is vulnerable here,
it is not for disregarding the importance of religion for moral, social and
political order, as many of its religious opponents unfairly charged, but for
overstating its importance. Most of the philosophes and Aufklärer erred on the
side of excessive conservatism in their views on religion because they feared
that, if God is dead, everything is permitted, a fear rooted in their dim view
of the unenlightened masses.

However, even if most of the philosophes and Aufklärer had been atheists,
or if their sceptical approach towards religious beliefs tended to promote
atheism, it does not follow that social disorder, widespread immorality and
political revolution would have been the likely – let alone necessary – con-
sequences. It is certainly not self-evident that the goods of social harmony,
political stability and moral order require a belief in God, which is not to
deny that a widespread and precipitate loss of faith may sometimes have
destabilising and demoralising effects. Even if God is dead, it is not
necessarily the case that everything is permitted. There is no good reason to
believe that a society of atheists is per se impossible, as the existence of
many stable and (more or less) peaceful secular societies with non-believing
or sceptical majorities today proves.8 It may be the case that belief in God
tends to enhance or strengthen these goods, but that does not make it indis-
pensable to them.

A very cautious optimism

Like atheism, it is hard to make the common charge of facile optimism stick
to very many of the philosophes, whose views on progress covered a broad
range, from the resigned scepticism of Voltaire’s Candide (1759) to the
defiant optimism of Condorcet’s Sketch for a Historical Picture of the Progress of
the Human Mind (1795). Neither work is really typical of the period, which
could best be described as one of very cautious optimism about the future.
Their optimism was rooted in a belief that by the eighteenth century great
progress had been made in the arts and sciences in the West, which even
Voltaire conceded in his upbeat moods, and that further progress was likely
in the future, although it was by no means assured. Their caution sprang
from a realistic appreciation of how long, slow and costly that ascent had
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been and of the many obstacles remain in our path. None believed that
progress was inevitable, although most thought that it was likely, even
though it would not be easy and could not be taken for granted. Even Con-
dorcet reluctantly accepted that progress is slow and uneven, and admitted
that ‘thick darkness still covers an immense stretch of the horizon’.9 But this
is the only cloud darkening the otherwise clear sky that illuminates his
deliriously optimistic Sketch.10 Aware though he was of the many obstacles
that have always stood – and still stand – on the road to progress, Condorcet
remained remarkably sanguine about the ability of humans to overcome
them eventually. ‘Each century will add now enlightenment to that of the
century preceding it’, he concluded. ‘[A]nd this progress, which nothing
from now on can stop or suspend, will have no other limits than those of the
duration of the universe.’11 Such hyperbole makes an easy target for sceptics
who, by the mid-twentieth century, could point to a long succession of
tragedies and atrocities since the eighteenth century, from the Reign of
Terror to the Holocaust and beyond, that flatly contradict such naïve opti-
mism. But Condorcet’s Sketch is hardly typical of the Enlightenment view of
history. It is likely that most of the philosophes would have expressed more
dismay than surprise at the dark history of Europe since the deaths of
Voltaire and Rousseau in 1778. Most were too well aware of the power of
the forces that have always retarded human progress – ignorance, greed, self-
ishness, superstition – to be too sanguine about the future. It is likely that
Condorcet’s Sketch would have met with much sceptical derision among the
philosophes had they had a chance to read it.

Enlightenment without revolution

Historians have not stopped debating the causes of the French Revolution
since it began. Even though it is still a matter of intense dispute, it is cer-
tainly not unreasonable (outside of orthodox Marxist circles) to attribute some
causal role to Enlightenment ideas in the downfall of the ancien régime. It is
not self-evidently absurd to claim that the scepticism of the philosophes and
their incessant and irreverent attacks on traditional institutions and beliefs
contributed to a serious ‘crisis of legitimacy’ in pre-revolutionary France that
helped to undermine support for the regime, at least among the educated
elites and professional classes. What seems unreasonable, given what we now
know about the complex social, economic and political circumstances of
France in the second half of the eighteenth century, is the belief that the ideas
of the philosophes were the primary cause, let alone the only cause, of the French
Revolution, that it was simply ‘la faute à Voltaire, la faute à Rousseau’. It is
highly unlikely that they had the straightforword causal impact so often
attributed to them by many of the Revolution’s opponents, who have tended
to exaggerate the importance of moral and intellectual factors, and to neglect
more concrete material causes such as the ancien régime’s increasingly precari-
ous finances, in the second half of the eighteenth century.
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It is far from clear that all (or even most) of the philosophes would have
rallied to the cause of the Revolution had they lived to see it. Although we
can only speculate on this, it seems quite likely that it would have split their
ranks. We know that some, like Condorcet, supported it, but it is unlikely
that many others would have jumped on the revolutionary bandwagon if
they had had the chance. With few exceptions the philosophes were reformers
rather than revolutionaries, possessing a deep, visceral fear of (and in some
cases robust contempt for) the masses and a strong commitment to ordered
liberty. The fact that the French revolutionaries ‘pantheonised’ Voltaire (in
1791) and Rousseau (in 1794) has served to entrench the belief that they
were ‘fathers of the French Revolution’. This is a patrimony which both
would have probably disowned, since Rousseau admitted to having ‘the
greatest aversion to revolution’ and Voltaire was a proponent of enlightened
monarchy. The fact that the French revolutionaries wrapped themselves in
the mantle of the Enlightenment to give legitimacy to their cause does not
mean that the two were consistent or causally connected.

Reason perverted

Of the many forms of what I have been calling ‘the Enlightenment perver-
sion of reason’, three stand out as favourite targets of the Enlightenment’s
enemies. Some, like Rousseau and Maistre, have accused the philosophes of
greatly exaggerating the power and influence of reason and underestimating
the importance of non-rational influences on human behaviour such as con-
science, in Rousseau’s case, or sin, in Maistre’s. Others such as Horkheimer
and Adorno have alleged that the Enlightenment had a narrowly instrumen-
tal conception of reason incapable of providing insight into objective truths
about morality, justice, beauty, or the proper ends of life, and that this con-
ception has become dominant since the Enlightenment, turning the West
into an ‘iron cage’. Finally, writers such as Hamann and Flax have accused
the philosophes of propounding a view of reason as ‘pure’, when in fact it is
inextricably mixed with power and interests, as Nietzsche and Foucault cor-
rectly understood. In each of these cases the proper role, character and
importance of reason have been grossly distorted, usually with disastrous
consequences.

The problem here, as virtually everywhere when talking about the
Enlightenment in general, is that the views of the philosophes covered such a
broad range. While Condorcet and Turgot conform quite well to the usual
stereotype of the Enlightenment as coldly rationalistic, they were not
representative of the mainstream. Nor was David Hume at the other
extreme, believing that reason is the slave of the passions and that it is com-
pletely powerless to motivate human action. Most of the philosophes lay some-
where between these two poles, valuing reason while acknowledging the
power of the passions. Although the eighteenth century is often regarded as
‘the Age of Reason’, it was also an ‘Age of the Passions’, as Peter Gay and
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Lester Crocker have reminded us.12 Many philosophes were acutely aware of
both the power of the passions and the limitations of reason. Very few
agreed with Descartes that reason is, or ever could be, absolutely sovereign.
It was often valued precisely because the passions were seen as so powerful
and therefore in need of restraint and guidance by reason, which might
‘check, delib’rate and advise’ them.13 Many philosophes went further and
defended the passions from the proponents of Christian virtue and Cartesian
rationalism. Diderot’s Pensées philosophiques (1746) is full of passionate praise
of the passions, just as Helvétius’ De l’esprit (1758) defends them dispassion-
ately. While Jean d’Alembert’s Preliminary Discourse to the Encyclopédie
describes reason as the highest of the three faculties of the human mind,
above memory and imagination, he adds that ‘men feel before they think’
and notes that ‘the imagination moves much faster than reason once it has
made its first steps’.14 Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason (1781) defends reason,
but only as a purely procedural faculty that is powerless to lead us to the
truths of traditional metaphysics, such as God and the soul.

For many of the Enlightenment’s opponents a narrow and minimalistic
conception of reason lay at the heart of the problems that have plagued
Western modernity since the eighteenth century. According to this view, it
is the Enlightenment’s deflation of reason, not its exaggeration, that is to
blame for many of the pathologies of our civilisation, and it has left us bereft
of access to objective truths about religion, nature, beauty and justice. We
have seen versions of this charge across the entire spectrum of the Enlighten-
ment’s enemies. Coleridge’s deep dissatisfaction with eighteenth-century
epistemology was partly rooted in his belief that its conception of reason cut
humans off from apprehension of ‘invisible realities’ and ‘spiritual objects’.
However, it was only in the twentieth century that this type of criticism
became central to Counter-Enlightenment thought. Many theorists of totali-
tarianism writing in the shadow of Weber made what they saw as the
philosophes’ anaemic and impoverished understanding of reason the focus of
their attacks on the Enlightenment’s legacy in the twentieth century. This is
most evident in the case of Max Horkheimer, who viewed the eclipse of
‘objective reason’ by an impotent ‘subjective reason’ as crucial to the advent
of twentieth-century totalitarianism.

Hume’s Treatise of Human Nature and Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason offer
deflated conceptions of reason of the kind condemned by many such critics
of the Enlightenment, but neither is typical of the mainstream of the
Enlightenment, which produced relatively little original thought on the
question of reason’s nature. Most were not philosophers but ‘men of letters’
whose importance lay more in their popularisation and dissemination of
ideas inherited from earlier thinkers than in the depth or profundity of their
own theories and conceptions. There were few intellectual giants of the
stature of Descartes, Newton and Locke among the philosophes in eighteenth-
century France, who put their faith in the senses at least as much as in the
faculty of reason, without delving very deeply into its nature.
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There was a very broad consensus among the philosophes in favour of
empiricism. John Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690) was
universally admired for its depiction of the mind as a passive tabula rasa and
its account of sensory experience as the principal source of knowledge. This
view emerged in reaction to an overly essentialised conception of human
nature found among seventeenth-century rationalists like Descartes, who
believed in innate ideas, and orthodox Christians, who believed in the exist-
ence of original sin. The philosophes wiped the slate of the human mind clean
of all such beliefs.

Unfortunately, the philosophes wiped out a large part of our humanity at
the same time, as many Romantic writers of the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries complained. Even before them, Kant had taken a deci-
sive step away from empiricism in his Critique of Pure Reason by arguing that
it overlooked the indispensable contribution of the mind to knowledge. By
the end of the twentieth century, this trend had turned into a full-blown
epistemological revolution against empiricism. Evolutionary psychology,
cognitive neuroscience and behavioural genetics have all been busily filling
up our minds again, so that the twentieth-century mind looks very different
from that of the eighteenth century.

For example, recent discoveries in human genetics have revealed the
extent to which each of us is the bearer of a natural inheritance that heavily
conditions much of our behaviour, personality and even our beliefs. Our
brains are hard-wired in ways that strongly influence what we think and
how we act.15 This is confirmed by recent studies of identical twins, which
have caused a revolution in our understanding of personality.16 It has been
discovered that genetically identical twins raised apart are much more
similar in both physical and personality traits than fraternal twins raised
apart, strongly suggesting the existence of innate characteristics.17 Noam
Chomsky’s influential arguments for the existence of innate ideas about the
grammar of language point in the same anti-empiricist direction, as does
Steven Pinker’s concept of a natural ‘language instinct’.18 Chomsky’s sympa-
thetic references to the seventeenth-century Rationalists (about whom most
of the philosophes were very critical) reveals just how far modern thought has
taken us away from the empiricist assumptions of the eighteenth-century
Enlightenment, which have few serious defenders today. This does not mean
that environmental factors are irrelevant. Natural instincts are triggered by
them, like switches, without which they cannot develop. Thus it is a matter
of ‘nature via nurture’ rather than ‘nature or nurture’.19 But the best scient-
ific evidence now points overwhelmingly to the existence of natural
instincts, an active mind and some innate knowledge.

Truth and tolerance

A great many of the Enlightenment’s opponents over the centuries have
accused it of intolerance. Most of its early religious critics believed (rightly)
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that the philosophes wanted to crush Christianity – écrasez l’infâme! – because
they were convinced that such false beliefs damage human well-being and
impede the advance of knowledge. Hamann complained bitterly about the
intolerant despotism of Frederick II’s secular state. In the twentieth century
the philosophes have often been seen as arrogant, dogmatic and intolerant of
diversity and difference. This view lies at the heart of Isaiah Berlin’s contrast
between liberal pluralism on the one hand, and what he sees as the fanatical
monism of the philosophes on the other. John Gray’s portrait of the Enlight-
enment, which is derivative of Berlin’s, repeats this view, which he shares
with many postmodernists. Foucault’s portrait of the ‘classical age’ in the
eighteenth century emphasises the ways and extent to which the ‘Other’ of
reason was sequestered and ‘disciplined’ in the eighteenth century in order
to purify and ‘normalise’ society. Horkheimer and Adorno’s account of the
alleged totalitarianism of Western enlightenment since antiquity leaves vir-
tually no space within which diversity, difference and individuality can
flourish.

It is fair to say that most of the philosophes regarded most error as harmful,
and had great confidence in the human capacity to acquire knowledge and
power when our minds are unfettered by false beliefs. (Their views on the
prospects for such unfettering were less optimistic.) As Isaiah Berlin has
argued, very few of them dissented from the belief that the truth is one and
that there is one certain method for discovering it, a method pioneered by
Newton and Bacon in the seventeenth century. It was their self-appointed
mission to expose and discredit those false beliefs, particularly in matters of
faith, that they regarded as inimical to human improvement and happiness.
Why should error be tolerated when we know the truth, ignorance of which
is a major obstacle to our well-being? This reasoning applied not only to
natural science, but to morality, religion and art as well.

Such confidence in the objectivity and universality of truth and human-
ity’s capacity to discern it is much less common in the West today, after so
many bloody attempts to ‘unbend the crooked timber of humanity’ to make
it conform to the truth as understood by those with great power and the will
to employ it. On the ambitious metaphysical questions about religion,
morality, beauty and politics we are more the heirs of Hume and Kant than
Condorcet and the Baron d’Holbach. In addition, Western societies are now
much more culturally, ethnically and ethically diverse than they were in
Voltaire’s time. Much modern theorising about politics starts from the ‘fact
of diversity’ and a scepticism about grand metaphysical assumptions that
were commonly taken for granted in the eighteenth century. This outlook has
been taken furthest by postmodernists, whose extreme scepticism towards
universal notions of truth and morality has led them into cognitive and
ethical relativism. Liberals and social democrats such as John Rawls and
Jürgen Habermas, writing in the tradition of Kant, are ‘post-metaphysical’,
side-stepping many contentious and essentially contestable metaphysical
beliefs while stopping (just) short of relativism.20 While most postmodernists
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have been happy to bid farewell to the Enlightenment, more moderate
writers like Habermas have been anxious to hold on to some of its values and
beliefs while jettisoning others. Yet even the latter would agree, I think,
that the philosophes were dogmatic in some of their assumptions and had a
confidence in their knowledge of the truth and how to acquire it that is no
longer warranted by philosophy or science. There is, at the very least, a
tension between a total commitment to the truth and the eradication of
error on the one hand, and an open-minded tolerance of difference on the
other, even when you believe that the other is wrong. But this is a tension
within the Enlightenment itself, which had both tendencies, although the
former was dominant. It is a tension between Gotthold Ephraim Lessing and
the Baron d’Holbach, for example, between Enlightenment monism and
Enlightenment pluralism. While it is not at all far-fetched to say that the
Enlightenment was intolerant, even authoritarian at times, it was also toler-
ant and pluralistic. This is because there was a liberal, sceptical Enlighten-
ment and an illiberal, dogmatic Enlightenment.21 Many of the enemies of
‘the Enlightenment’ are really only enemies of the latter.

Knowledge and happiness

While virtually all of the philosophes expected great things from modern
science, and pinned many of their hopes for the future health and happiness
of the species on it, none predicted (or could have predicted) the sheer scale
and consequences of the advances that science and technology would make
in the centuries ahead. Even Condorcet did not foresee the strides in store for
science and technology. Had they anticipated the staggering scale and range
of these developments, perhaps they would have been more ambivalent
about their consequences.

Today we live in an age of ‘Big Science’ – of particle accelerators, satel-
lites, jet aircraft and nuclear reactors – a far cry from the quaint image of
Benjamin Franklin flying a kite with a key attached to it during a storm.
The power and scale of science in our times is unlike anything known, or
even imagined, in the eighteenth century. It is arguable that there is no
greater force in our lives today than science, which is supported by a colossal
infrastructure and funded with billions of dollars every year from govern-
ments, businesses and universities. It is integrated into the lives of ordinary
people to an unprecedented degree, and (in the West at least) faces few of
the traditional religious, moral and intellectual obstacles and stigmas that
inhibited it in early modernity. The pace of scientific discovery and applica-
tion is now dizzying, as it daily breaks new ground in fields such as inter-
planetary exploration, genetic science and nano-technology, to name just
three.

In the eighteenth century, the status and power of science, although
growing, were very far from secure. As Dorinda Outram writes of the
period:
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The intellectual status of science was contested, its institutional organi-
sations often weak and certainly thin on the ground, and the nature of
its relations with the economy and with government often tenuous. No
institution of science was a major employer of labour, and educational
structures in most countries paid little attention to disseminating
scientific knowledge.22

The situation could not be more different today when the position of science
is not only secure but dominant, if not hegemonic.

It was much easier to sustain a benign conception of science in the eight-
eenth century than it is in our age of Big Science. In the eighteenth century,
science was seen by an enlightened minority of influential writers, scientists
and thinkers as the exemplar of clear, rational thought, grounded in concrete
experience and governed by laws, just as they regarded Christianity as the
worst kind of superstitious dogmatism with no basis in reason or experience.
The philosophes believed that the world is governed by natural laws, know-
ledge of which (gathered by means of the scientific method of disinterested
experiment and observation) would enhance human power, which includes
the power to ameliorate suffering and hardship. If anti-clericalism and reli-
gious scepticism represent the destructive, critical side of the Enlighten-
ment, then science was its positive, constructive side. And if religious
superstition and dogma set an unacceptably low standard of belief that left
most people prey to manipulation and exploitation, then the modern scient-
ific method set a new, higher standard that promised to empower humans
through knowledge.

But power includes the power to destroy as well as to create. The
enhancement of our knowledge means the enhancement of our capacity to
destroy as well as to build, harm as well as cure. This has been demonstrated
time and again in the twentieth century, when we have finally attained the
ability efficiently to destroy human life and civilisation many times over. It
is simply not the case that knowledge and power necessarily lead to a decrease
in violence and destruction. If this power is put in the service of a darker
conception of human nature than was prevalent in the eighteenth century,
then the philosophes’ faith in science looks increasingly Panglossian to our
weary eyes, which have seen too much since 1750 to warrant their faith in
the prospect of science to promote human well-being.

Apart from the destructive application of knowledge is the question of
whether merely possessing it is a necessary, let alone a sufficient, condition for
happiness. Often it undermines it; knowledge of the truth can be depress-
ing, demoralising and disorienting. In such cases, ignorance really is bliss.
‘In much wisdom is much grief,’ the Old Testament warns, ‘and he that
increaseth knowledge increaseth sorrow’ (Ecclesiastes 1: 18). This view
found an eloquent modern proponent in Michel de Montaigne (1533–1592),
who influenced Rousseau’s Discourse on the Sciences and the Arts, a Jeremiad
against the dangers of modern science and a hymn of praise to ignorance.23
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Many Romantics sympathised with this position, lamenting the loss of
enchantment that often follows when we allow our minds ‘to indulge in
unbounded curiosity’, as Chateaubriand put it.24 The same sentiment lies
behind Hardenberg’s Hymns to the Night.

Between these Enlightenment and Counter-Enlightenment extremes lies
a balanced appreciation of the benefits and dangers of knowledge, and its
variegated effects on human psychology and morale. Yet even if knowledge
makes us unhappy, it does not follow that it should be suppressed and
shunned. The question of whether the possession of some knowledge is
demoralising and disempowering is distinct from the question of what
should be done about it if it is. On this first question, many of the philosophes
are as vulnerable to the charge of understating the potentially negative
effects of knowledge as their enemies are of exaggerating them. However, it
would be wrong to assume that it automatically follows that ignorance is
preferable to knowledge, even when that knowledge undermines happiness.
As Socrates was at pains to demonstrate, it is not necessarily the case that
being happily ignorant of the truth is better than being unhappily enlight-
ened about it. However, it is naïve to assume, as most of the philosophes did,
that no choice needs to be made between knowledge and happiness.
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