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Over the last fifteen or twenty years, there has been an international
boom in eighteenth-century studies. It has happened in Germany too,
although the circumstances which led up to it there were rather different
from those in other countries. For in Germany, the focus of eighteenth-
century studies, at least so far as literature is concerned, was traditionally
the achievements of Goethe and Schiller, for which the work of theirfew
important predecessors, such as Klopstock, Lessing, and Herder, was
often seen as only a preparation. The Aufklarung, on the other hand,
suffered from an unusually bad press, for which there is no parallel, for
example, in twentieth-century studies of the Enlightenment in Britain
and France. The Aufklarung was until comparatively recently the victim
of a whole series of deeply-rooted prejudices: it wasfor long portrayed as
an age of tedious, moralising literature, of pedantry and artificiality, of
naive optimism, of one-sided rationalism, and of slavish imitation of the
French - in short, as an age lacking in originality, and out of touch with
concrete reality. 1

I certainly do not wish to deny that the achievements of Goethe and
Schiller represent the culmination of literary culture in eighteenth-
century Germany. Nor would I deny that there is some truth in the
negative assessment of much of the literature which preceded them: there
is certainly little there to compare with the best of contemporary writing
in France and Britain. I think, nevertheless, that the upsurge of interest in
the Aufleldrungduring the last two decades is both understandable and
welcome. It is understandable in that, after the Second World War (and
more particularly during the explosion of political debate in West
Germany in the 1960s), the search for an alternative tradition to the
nationalism and militarism of pre-1945 Germany brought back into
favour the progressive and cosmopolitan ideals of the Aufklarung. 2 And
it is welcome not only because the neglect of so large a part of eighteenth-
century German culture cannot be justified on historical grounds, but
also as a gratifying sign that literary studies are less exclusive than they
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formerly were, and have developed closer links with several other
disciplines. This widening of horizons is indeed a prerequisite of any
serious study of the Aufleldrung - or indeed of the European
Enlightenment - for whereas terms such as Sturm und Drang and
'classicism' apply primarily to the history of imaginative literature, the
term Aufklarung refers to a much wider movement of theoretical and
practical reform which encompassed all areas of knowledge and
experience. And we must not forget that, for most of the eighteenth
century in Germany, imaginative literature accounted for only a small
proportion of book production.' Accordingly, there has recently been a
great deal of valuable research into the reading habits of the eighteenth-
century German public - for example, its Moral Weeklies,4 its reading
societies,' and the popular scientific and theological literature of the
Aufklarung.6

But I am already anticipating what the term Aufklarung means,
although the purpose of this article is to say something about its
meaning. To be more precise, I have up till now been using the term in its
present-day sense, as a historical or period concept which designates the
era in cultural history from approximately 1720 to 1790 and its
characteristic ideals and attitudes. This modern sense of the term
established itself only gradually during the nineteenth century, after
Hegel had first used it as a name for that phase in European thought,
dominated by rationalism, which ended with the French Revolution. I
am not concerned, however, with the modern usage of Aufklarung as the
name of a historical movement, nor with the origins and history of the
term down to the present. These topics have been admirably covered in
Horst Stuke's article"Aufklarung" of 1972 in the first volume of Otto
Brunner's Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe,7 and in Peter Piitz's book Die
deutsche Aufklarung of 1978.8 What I want to concentrate on is the way
in which the term Aufklarung was used in the eighteenth century itself,
particularly during the great debate which took place in the 1780s and
1790s over its precise meaning: in short, I want to ask what the Aufklarer
themselves understood by Aufkldrung. For it is a paradoxical fact that
the German Aufklarung only became conscious of itself as a movement
when that movement was virtually over. It has only recently become
possible to assess this debate as a whole, because it is only in the last ten
years - thanks to the revival of interest in the Aufklarung in Germany-
that the basic documents have become readily available. The main
contributions to the debate have been assembled in Norbert Hinske's
anthology Was ist Aufklarung? of 19739 and in Ehrhard Bahr's Reclam
volume Was ist Aufklarung? of 1974.10 Most of the obscurer
contributions are catalogued and evaluated in Werner Schneiders's
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excellent study Die wahre Aufkliirung of 1974 - his bibliography!' lists
around seventy works on the concept of Aufkliirung published between
1779 and 1802 - and a further volume of materials, edited by Heinrich
Hiimpel, is shortly to be published by the Wissenschaftliche
Buchgesellschaft.'?

Let me then try to explain how it was that, in the last two decades of
the eighteenth century, so many people asked themselves the question
"Was ist Aufklarung?", and what kind of answers they came up with. I
shall then consider to what extent the debate on Aufkliirung was related
to contemporary issues in German politics and society.

By the early 1780s, the term Aufkliirung was in widespread use as a
positive expression for the state or process of intellectual, moral, and
cultural advancement, whether of individuals, of whole societies, or of
past historical eras. Like the word 'progress', which it in many ways
resembles, it was often used loosely as a propagandistic value-expression
by those who wished to commend to others some proposed reform or
allegedly progressive measure. This is how it is repeatedly used in the
Berlinische Monatsschrift, a periodical which, from 1783 to 1798,was the
leading organ of the Berlin Enlightenment, and to which the foremost
Prussian philosophers, including Christian Garve, Moses Mendelssohn,
and Immanuel Kant, contributed. The debate began when Johann Erich
Biester, one of the editors of the journal, included in it in 1783 a
provocative article in which he proposed, in the name of Aufkliirung or
progress, that marriages should no longer be solemnised in church, but
should consist of a purely civilcontract (Hinske, pp. 95-106).This article
at once elicited a defence of church marriages from the eminent
clergyman Johann Friedrich Zollner, who attacked Biester for misusing
the term Aufkliirung to justify socially disruptive measures, and
predicted a general decline in morality if such measures should be
implemented (Hinske, pp. 107-16). To this protest, Zollner added a
footnote with the famous question: "Was ist Aufkliirung?" He
continued: "Diese Frage, die beinahe so wichtig ist als: was ist Wahrheit?,
sollte doch wohl beantwortet werden, ehe man aufzuklaren anfinge!Und
noch habe ich sie nirgends beantwortet gefunden!" (Hinske, p. 115;
"This question, which is almost as important as the question 'What is
truth?', ought surely to be answered before one begins to enlighten
others! And I have not yet found an answer to it anywhere!").

Zollner's question must have touched on an issue that was ripe for
discussion, for it immediately prompted two independent replies from
Moses Mendelssohn and Kant, both published in the Berlinische
M onatsscbrift. They are Mendelssohn's article "Uber die Frage: washeiBt
aufklareni" (Hinske, pp. 444-51), and Kant's celebrated essay
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"Beantwortung der Frage: Was ist Aufklarung?".13These contributions,
however, were only the beginning of a spate of publications, which
continued to appear throughout Germany until the end of the century,
on the definition and implications of the term Aufkliirung.

Common to most attempts to define Aufkliirung is the belief that it is
a process, or the result of a process,leading to some kind of improvement
in the lot of mankind. Behind many such definitions lies, of course, the
influence of Leibniz and his doctrine that the universe is made up of
elementary units or monads whose constant impulse is to develop,
perfect, and realise themselves. Leibniz's influence lies, too, behind the
immense optimism of the German Popularphilosophen such as Garve,
who saw human progress as necessary and inevitable; for Garve wrote:
"Der Gang aller Dinge, und besonders der Meinungen der Menschen,
geht, wenn man die Geschichte aller Zeiten zu Rathe zieht, immer
ununterbrochen vorwarts" ("The course of all things, particularly of
human opinions, always runs, if one consults the history of all periods,
uninterruptedly forwards").14

But more precise definitions of Aufkliirung depend on what exactly
this process of improvement is supposed to lead to, or (in the usual
language of the time) what man's destiny, the Bestimmung des Menscben,
is considered to be. And it is here that the various definitions of
Aufkliirung begin to diverge. The concept of freedom is central to many
of them: for some writers, particularly the more politically inclined,
Aufkliirung leads to a greater degree of political freedom, to the
implementation of the Rights of Man. IS But for most of them, freedom is
not so much the end, as the precondition of the process of Aufkliirung
(see Schneiders, p. 194); and the freedom they have in mind is the
freedom of thought and expression, or what Kant calls "Der Hang und
Beruf zum freien Denken" (AA, viii, 41; "the inclination and vocation to
think freely"). Not everyone is clear on just what the process of free
enquiry is to lead to, but they all agree that it leads to a better world, or in
some cases, to a utopia or Paradise Regained. As K. F. Bahrdt puts it in
his essay Ober Aufkliirungof 1789:"Wenn wires dahin bringen, da6 nach
und nach die Menschen ... zu eignem und freien Gebrauche ihrer
Vernunft gewohnt ... werden, ... so wandeln wir die Welt in ein Paradieli"
(Schneiders, pp. 94f.; "If we can reach the point where men ... become
gradually accustomed to the free and independent use of their reason, ...
we shall transform the world into a paradise").

Everything depends, however, on what men do with their freedom of
thought, and on the assumptions which underlie it. For most of the
writers on Aufkliirung, freedom of thought is only the means to further
ends: usually, to the discovery of truth, or to increased knowledge. As we
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discover truth and increase our knowledge, we attain an ever fuller and
more accurate understanding of the world, and are automatically
liberated from harmful prejudices - particularly religious prejudices. And
this, for most contributors to the Berliniscbe Monatsscbrift at least, is an
unqualified benefit.

The assertion that free enquiry necessarily has beneficial effects is not,
of course, a self-evident proposition, but an article of faith. Indeed,
various opponents of Aufklarung were soon to argue that error and
prejudice can be more salutary than the doubt and uncertainty which the
free exercise of reason can entail. But in the 1780s,the majority of writers
on Aufkldrung are filled with a belief in the redemptive value of
knowledge. This, of course, is part and parcel of that enormous faith in
education, in pedagogics, which is so conspicuous in eighteenth-century
Germany: never before had belief in the power of education been so
great. The beginnings of popular education in Prussia are to be found in
the 1770s and 1780s (cf. Hinske, p. xxii), and Aufklarung, for many
educational reformers in those years, isa synonym for practical education
for the masses." To appreciate how great the new faith in education was,
one need only look at Herder's enthusiastic plans for a reformed school
system, based on practical concrete knowledge, in his Journal meiner
Reise" of 1769 (the more one studies Herder, the more one realiseshow
much he subscribes to ideals of the A ufklarung) , or consider how Lessing
uses the model of education, with its associated metaphors of textbooks,
exercises, more and less intelligent pupils, etc., to explicate the whole of
human history in his Erziehung des Mensehengesehleehts; the concept of
education.although defined in a very different sense, is central, again, to
Schiller's Asthetisehe Briefe.

But those who maintained that truth or knowledge is the end of the
process of Aufklarung did so not just because they' believed that truth
and knowledge alone are inherently good. Many of them did so because
they also assumed that truth and knowledge make men more virtuous,
that they automatically promote morality.'! We have here that
intellectualistic outlook which is so familiar in the eighteenth century,
not just in Germany, and which rests on the assumption that ignorance is
the root of all evil. To remove ignorance and prejudice is consequently to
promote virtue. This in turn implies - contrary to Christian doctrine-
that man is basically good, or at least that he is not basically evil, for any
evil he commits is due not to ill will, but to an imperfect understanding of
his own best interests and those of others. Like so many assumptions of
the optimistic Aufklarer, this intellectualism owes a good deal to
Christian Wolff, who taught as early as 1720that man is basically good,
and that the path to virtue leads directly through knowledge and truth.'?
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Such assumptions did not go unquestioned, of course, and the attacks
came not only from orthodox Christians. One of the most impressive
critiques of intellectualism in eighteenth-century Germany is Schiller's
Asthetische Briefe; for Schiller realises that, to make men more virtuous,
something more than the intellect must be engaged. The emotive
faculties and the aesthetic sensibility must also be cultivated in order to
bridge over the gulf between cognitive, rational insight and the moral
will. Schiller's work is in fact to some extent a reply to one of the rational
optimists, Johann Benjamin Erhard, for whom Aufkldrung, in the sense
of increased knowledge, is the solution to all evils."

But according to others who took part in the debate, the end of the
process of Aufklarung is neither freedom, nor truth, nor morality, but
happiness or Gluckseligkeit. 21 The attainment of happiness, however, is
usually inseparable from the pursuit of freedom, or truth, or virtue - it is
simply that some writers emphasise the one more than the other:
freedom can be the means to truth, or vice versa, truth the means to
virtue, and truth or virtue the means to happiness. The growing
insistence on freedom is more characteristic of the later eighteenth
century - Rousseau's influence is significant here - but as to the other
three principal aims of Aufklarung - truth, virtue, and happiness - they
had already appeared in that sequence early in the century in Christian
Wolff's moral philosophy: Wolff taught that knowledge and
understanding lead to virtue or moral perfection, and that this in turn
leads to hafpiness (see Piitz, p. 35). Given Wolff's three basic concepts,
plus that 0 freedom, the different combinations, selections, and degrees
of emphasis are clearly vast in number, and it is from this basic repertoire
of concepts that most of the astonishingly varied definitions of
Aufklarung put forward in the 1780sand 1790s are constructed. In 1790,
one writer was able to list twenty-one distinct meanings of the term
Aufkldrung (see Schneiders, p. 232); a novel of 1787 reflects some quite
different, popular senses of the term, with the words: "Manche setzen die
Aufklarung in der [sic] Frisur und in franzosische Kleidertracht; andere
glauben, sie bestehe in Lasterung Gottes und jesu Christi" (cited in
Stuke, p, 245; "some people see enlightenment as residing in hairstyles
and in French costume; others believe that it consists in blaspheming
against God and Jesus Christ"); while in 1789, K. F. Bahrdt declared:
"Das Wort Aufklarung ist jetzt in dem Munde so vieler Menschen, und
wir haben gleichwohl noch nirgends einen Begriff gefunden, der ganz
bestimmt und gehorig begrenzt ware" (cited in Funke, p. 94; "The word
'enlightenment' is now on so many people's lips, yet a precise concept
and properly delimited definition are still nowhere to be found"). It is
therefore not surprising that another writer, confused and irritated at the
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failure to reach an agreed definition, published in 1792 a Vorschlag, das
Mode-Wort Aufklarung abzuschajfen (Schneiders, p. 233; Proposal to
Abolish the Vogue-Word 'Enlightenment').

In the 1780s, however, the term Aufklarung was so invested with
positive associations that few people yet dared to dismiss it. It
represented for nearly everyone an indeterminate ideal of progress with
which they all wanted to be associated; and it wasgenerally assumed that,
since the word itself existed, a corresponding reality or essence also
existed which could be identified by a process of analysis and definition.
As a result, the whole debate has an academic flavour (in the negative
sense) about it, a highly theoretical and abstract quality, with little
explicit reference to concrete situations - at least not until 1789.We have
pere an early instance of that characteristically German preoccupation
with the definition of an abstract concept as a supposed solution to
practical problems of society - it is in some ways similar to the long
debates of the 1840s on what constitutes true 'Sozialismus'. There is,
significantly, no parallel discussion in other European countries
concerning their equivalents to the term Aufklarung, such as
'enlightenment', les lumieres, or las luces/? And as I have tried to show,
many of the definitions which were offered were so abstract and general-
or indeed even tautological - as to raiseas many questions as they solved.
Aujleldrung, Gliickseligkeit (happiness), die Bestimmung des Menschen
(the destiny of man), Vollkommenheit (perfection), and other related
concepts are used to explain each other, but if one is as unspecific as the
next, the explanations leave us little the wiser. Take, for example, a
definition by Rudolph Zacharias Becker in 1785: "Wahre menschliche
Aufklarung kann also wohl nichts anderes seyn, als die richtige Einsicht
der Verhaltnisse der Dinge gegen unsere Bestimmung, oder welcheseben
so vieI ist: gegen unsere wahre menschliche Gliickseligkeit" (Schneiders,
p. 74; "True human enlightenment can therefore be nothing other than
correct insight into the relation of things to our destiny, or what
amounts to the same thing, to our true human happiness"). Truth (or
"correct insight") is involved here, but how it relates to man's destiny or
contributes to his happiness is quite unclear. Or, to put it another way, if
Aufklarung means the discovery of truth, any definitions of the end
result of the process must remain nebulous until we are agreed on what
truth itself is, quite apart from what its effects will be; and if we are at all
specific about what the truth will look like, we are already anticipating
the result of the process, and assuming the role of prophets. In short, it is
easier to define the process of Aufkldrung than to define its end result.
Lessing was one of the few to see and avoid this danger by saying that he
would choose the search for truth in preference to the possession of
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truth; but he was able to do so only because he had the rare ability to live
comfortably with the uncertainty which such faith in the open horizon
entails." For Lessing, the process itself is the end, and an indefinite
posterity must pronounce on which doctrines are ultimately true and
which are false. Another thinker who realised that, if the process of
Aufklarung is still under way, it is premature to decide whether it is
ultimately beneficial or not, was the popular philosopherJ.J. Engel, who
said in his essay on Aufklarung that judgement must be suspended until
the process is completed (Schneiders, p. 180). And one of the strengths of
Kant's essay "Was ist Aufklarung?" - by far the most impressive of all the
contributions to the debate, although little attention was paid to it at the
time (see Stuke, p. 246) - is that Kant's definition of Aufklarung does not
claim to be descriptive, but is frankly prescriptive: his account of
Aufkldrung as man's free commitment to independent rational thought
is not a prediction, but an exhortation to action-" Kant does not try to
say what results independent rational enquiry will lead to, or what kind
of truths should be disseminated, but defines the process of Aufklarung
in purely formal terms as the consequence of his single basic postulate
that each individual is essentially a free agent. And unlike many of the
others, he does not confine himself to abstract generalities, but spells out
some of the practical implications of free rational enquiry for religion and
politics.

I too propose now to leave the realm of abstraction, and to ask what
relation all this theoretical discussion about Aufklarung had to practical
problems of late eighteenth-century German society. For the idea of
Aufklarung, in the sense of free rational enquiry and dissemination of
knowledge, could not be separated from three practical issues: the limits
of popular education, the limits of religious criticism, and the limits of
political dissent. The rest of this article will be devoted to these issues,
particularly the last two - the repercussions of the idea of Aufleldrung on
religion and on politics, and the religious and political backlash which
finally silenced the whole debate.

The term Aufklarung, even etymologically, has an oppositional or
dialectical quality about it. It signifies an increase of light, but at the same
time, a diminution of darkness, clouds, or obscurity. It is indeed a
profoundly revolutionary concept, and eighteenth-century definitions of
it again and again stress the removal of illusions, the questioning of
received beliefs, and the rejection of error and superstition - indeed of all
forms of authority lacking in rational foundation. So long as such
definitions remained abstract and general, they ran into little trouble -
and I have no doubt that it was precisely in order to avoid trouble with
the authorities that many of them chose to remain in the realms of



"WAS 1ST AUFKLARUNG?" 85

vagueness and generality. For example, Wieland asked in his essay of
1789 on Aujkldrung: "Wo sind die Grenzen der Aufkl:irung?" and replied
"W0, bei allern moglichen Lichte, nichts mehr zu sehen ist" (Bahr, pp.
24f.; "Where are the limits of enlightenment? Where, with the greatest
possible degree of light, nothing further remains to be seen") - which in
effect is to say that Aufklarung has no inherent limits at all.But as soon as
this is translated into practical terms, and we are dealing with the limits
of religious criticism or of political dissent, statements such asWieland's
take on an explosive force. In fact, the whole debate is intimately linked
with pressing social questions of the day, in particular with the reform
movements in Frederick the Great's Prussia and Joseph II's Austria, and
with the conservative reaction which followed in their wake. Those who
took part in the debate differ, of course, both in the extent to which they
relate the abstract concept of Aufklarung to such topical issues, and in
the limits they seek to impose on the progressive movement which the
concept implies. That is, they are more or less outspoken, and more or
less conservative.

With rapidly increasing literacy and the growth of a reading public, the
question arose as to how far this process should be allowed to gO.2S In
fact, a conflict developed between those who favoured extending popular
education further, and those who believed that it had already gone far
enough. Frederick the Great advised his minister Zedlitz that the aims of
elementary schools should not be set too high, and that they should
merely instruct the peasantry in the rudiments of practical knowledge."
For he considered that the masses were irredeemably given over to
passions and superstitions, and that these were best kept in check by a
calculated social religion (cf. Gay, ii, 523-25).The argument on the limits
of popular education found a focus in the essay competition set by the
Berlin Academy in 1780 on a question suggested by Frederick himself,
and which he had earlier discussed at length with d'Alembert: "Est-il
utile de tromper le peuple?" Forty-two entries were submitted, and the
Academy, unwilling to take a stand on the issue, awarded the prize
jointly to two essays, one for and one against the proposition that it is
expedient to deceive the masses." During the 1780s, many of the works
on Aufklarwng continued to press for "Volksaufklarung" and better
education for the rural population (see Stuke, pp. 256-65).The tendency
towards the end of the decade, however, was to favour narrower limits on
the scope of education, and to adapt it to the pupil's station in society so
as to avoid possible threats to political and religious authority (see
Kopitzsch, pp. 50f. and Schneiders, pp. 77 and 115-22).

Let me now briefly consider the position of religion in the German
Enlightenment. It is of course wrong to apply the model of the French
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Enlightenment to Germany in religious matters - the atheism, deism,
and other shades of unbelief common among the French philosophes are
rare in Germany, and radicals such as Dippel, Edelmann, and Reimarus
are not typical of eighteenth-century German theology." This theology,
from Christian Wolff onwards, was a theology of compromise, and it has
rightly been pointed out in recent years that the ideals of the Aujklarer
were implemented largely with the help of theologians and the Church.l?
Indeed, in an age when only a minority could read, or had access to
learned publications, the Sunday sermon was one of the main routes
whereby the progressive and reforming ideas of the time, tempered in
varying degrees by Christianity, could reach a popular audience.

But the Christian character of the German Enlightenment must not be
exaggerated either. Underground influences were at work, diluting and
undermining Christianity, such as the philosophy of Spinoza, the ideas
of Epicurus and Lucretius, the writings of French and English
freethinkers, the works of heretics such as Edelmann and Bahrdt, and
various clandestine anti-religious treatises.'? Even the sermons of the
time tended to demythologise Christianity, and to dwell on practical,
moral issues (Schutz, pp. 147 and 153); the share of theology in the
publishing market continued to decline (Piitz, p. 23), and its whole drift
was in the direction of secularisation. As Christian Garve put it in 1785:
"Wie in den Staatsverfassungen der natiirliche Fortgang von der
Demokratie zur Monarchie ist: so ist in der Religion ein anderer solcher
Fortgang vom Vielglauben zum Wenigglauben" (Hinske, p. 269; "Just
as in political constitutions the natural progression is from democracy to
monarchy, so in religion there is a similar progression from believing
much to believing little").

Applied to religion, the concept of Aufkldrung, in the sense of free
criticism of received beliefs, inevitably ran into conflict. For it led to the
following crux: are all religious ideas subject to change and development
as men continue to reflect upon them, or are there some which must
remain for ever immutable and exempt from further questioning? The
answers which were given to this question varied; but the two extreme
positions are well illustrated in the confrontation in the late 1770s
between Lessing and Johann Melchior Goeze, the chief Lutheran pastor
of Hamburg, in which Goeze defended the orthodox view that the
official Lutheran creed was not subject to any kind of revision, and
Lessing defended the application of free enquiry to all intellectual
concerns, even if it meant taking the arguments of heretics such as
Reimarus seriously (Werke, viii, 21-347). In this respect, Lessing is not
alone among the German Auflelarer, although he is more outspoken and
bolder than most in actively seeking conflict with the established
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Church. But Kant too, in more general terms, declared a few yearslater in
his essay "Was ist Aufklarung?" that no church or ecclesiasticalassembly
may rightfully declare its doctrines immutable for the future (AA, viii,
38f.); and Moses Mendelssohn argued in his treatise Jerusalem of 1783
that no clergy can be bound to accept the dogmas of its church as
unalterable." In the following year, Mendelssohn did warn that the
process of Aufklarung as uncontrolled exercise of reason could lead to
scepticism and a collapse of moral and religious values, and he
recommended caution in criticising religion." But at the same time, the
Berlinische Monatsschrift embarked on a sustained anti-Catholic
campaign, and published that anti-clerical article in favour of civil
marriages which provoked Zollner's question "Was ist Aufklarung?"
and started the whole debate on the subject. Practical issues were
concerned here, such as whether or not Catholics should be allowed to
use Protestant churches for their services, and whether marriages should
be conducted in church or not. And just as it started out from practical
issues, the debate very soon led to practical consequences which made life
increasingly difficult for the progressives, and even called the whole
concept of Aufklarung into question.

In Frederick the Great's Prussia, a great deal of latitude had been
allowed in the expression of religious opinions. All this changed,
however, with Frederick's death in 1786. Two years later, his liberal
Minister of Culture, Zedlitz, was replaced by the reactionary Wollner,
who at once issued his notorious Edict on Religion with the approval of
the new monarch, Friedrich Wilhelm II. This edict required Protestant
pastors to adhere rigorously to the official doctrines of their church in
the performance of their duties, on. pain of dismissal, and explicitly
attacked the concept of Aufklarung as a menace to religion." At this
same time, the proponents of Aufklarung were running into religious
opposition throughout Germany. In 1785,the Illuminati, a secret society
dedicated to the promotion of Aufklarung (as the name suggested), were
banned and persecuted in Bavariafor their irreligious beliefs, and in those
same years, the Emperor Joseph II's reforms came up against serious
religious opposition in Austria (Epstein, pp. 87ff. and 159). Thus, from
the mid-1780s, the defenders of Aufklarung in religious matters
encountered growing conservative resistance, and the more radical of
them were forced into exile, prison, or silence.

The conservative reaction blamed the defenders of Aufklarung. for
three main evils: for encouraging scepticism, particularly in religion; for
promoting immorality by casting doubt on traditional values; and for
undermining authority, both religious and political (Epstein, p. 67).
Thus one writer complained in 1794: "jetzt heiBen Ketzerei,
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Freidenken, Jakobinismus, Verwerfung alles noch so ehrwiirdigen
Ansehens Aufklarung" (Stuke, p. 281; "Now heresy, freethinking,
Jacobinism and rejection of all authority, however respectable, are called
Enlightenment"). Behind many such accusations lurked the spectre of
the French Enlightenment. The topos of the decadent, irreligious
Frenchman had been current in Germany since the first half of the
century; but it took on a terrible new force after 1789, lending a topical
urgency to the conservatives' warnings.

Some conservatives rejected the concept of Aufkliirung altogether.
One writer, in 1790, parodied the famous question "Was ist
Aufklarung?" by issuing a polemic entitled Wenn dieses Aufleldrung tst,
was ist Unsinni (Schneiders, p. 224; If This is Enlightenment, What is
Nonsense?). Others coined pejorative variants on the term such as
Aufkliirerei and Aufkliirungssucht (Stuke, p. 308; Schneiders, p. 117), and
even, later in the nineteenth century, Aufklaricht (by analogy with the
word Kehricht or 'rubbish'; Funke, p. 37). But for most writers, the term
Aufkliirung still had too many positive connotations, and to reject it out
of hand carried the risk of being dubbed a 'Schwarrner' or obscurantist.
Thus a common tactic was to distinguish between 'wahre Aufklarung'
(true enlightenment) and 'falsche Aufklarung' (false enlightenment), as
Friedrich Schlegel did (Stuke, p. 312), and 'wahre AufkIarung' was then
usually equated with traditional Christian instruction and limited
practical education for the masses; such attempts to borrow the
opponents' term and redefine it to mean almost the opposite of what it
previously meant only added to the confusion which surrounded it. The
stock figure conjured up by the conservatives to frighten the wavering
was that of the over-educated peasant, "der philosophische Bauer" (see
Sauder, p. 116) who, it was alleged, would no longer be content with his
station but confused and deprived of the consolations of religion by
nagging doubts." (W~rse still, "der philosophische Bauer" would work
less hard than his unphilosophical colleagues.) An anonymous poem of
1794, called "Gerechte Klage iiber die aufgeklarte Zeit" ("Righteous
Lament on this Enlightened Age"), accordingly consists of a monologue
?ya peasant threatened with Aufkldrung, begging to be left alone in his
Ignorance:

a laBt mich doch bey meiner Bibel,
LaBt mich in meiner Dunkelheit!
Denn ohne Hoffnung wird mir libel
Bey dieser aufgeklarten Zeit:
Und ohne Hoffnung bin ich hier
Ein elend aufgeklartes Thier. (Epstein, p. 117.)
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Oh leave me only with my Bible,
Leave me in my obscurity!
For deprived ofhope I must fall sick
In this enlightened age:
A nd without hope I am but here
A wretched, enlightened animal.

Another poem of 1790 by one Eulogius Schneider, entitled "Die wahre
Aufklarung", combined criticism of those who speak a foreign language
(presumably French) with an attack on those who scoff at religion:

Philistor spricht von jedem Fache
In seiner und in fremder Sprache:
Ich glaub' es gem, er ist gelehrt:
Doch darum noch nicht aufgeklart.

Belinda spricht in bitterm Ton
Von Glauben und von Religion:
Sie hasset alle Orthodoxen,
Und schilt sie Schurken oder Ochsen -,
Ich seh' es, daf ihr Kopfchen gart;
Doch darum ist's nicht aulgeklart. (Funke, pp. 102f.)

Pbilistor speaks on every subject
In his own and in a foreign tongue:
I am ready to believe that he is learned:
But this does not mean that he is enlightened.

Belinda speaks in a bitter tone
Offaith and of religion:
She hates all who are orthodox,
And calls each one a rogue or ox -
I see that her little head is in a ferment;
But this does not mean that it is enlightened.

Like the previous poem, it goes on to evoke the image of the untutored
peasant, but presents him this time as an example of true Aufkliirung:

Der Landmann, der mit seinem Stande
Vergniigt ist und im Vaterlande
Ein niitzlich Glied zu sein begehrt,
Ist nicht gelehrt, doch aufgeklart.

The peasant who is content
Within his station, and in his fatherland
Wishes to be a useful member of society
Is not learned, but is nevertheless enlightened.
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Here, Aufklarung becomes the opposite of education, and a synonym for
ignorance. Another writer even blames Aufklarung for the increasing
crime rate, arguing that, as the fear of ghosts declines among the common
people, burglaries will become more frequent (Schneiders, p. 103). - So
much then, for the religious reaction, which gathered strength in the late
eighteenth and early nineteenth century to the point where, for Novalis
and others, Aufklarung came to mean nothing more than shallow
rationalism and irreligion.

Finally: polities. It is well known that, throughout the eighteenth
century, most German writers and intellectuals, and indeed the whole
middle class from which the majority of them came, showed little
political awareness and accepted the system of princely despotism as
divinely ordained. Even the protests of the Sturm und Drangwere rather
moral than political, and were directed rather at the misdeeds of
individual despots than at the institution of despotism itself (cf. Fink, pp.
30f.). The benevolent despotism of Frederick the Great, Joseph II, and
other princes who imitated them itself possessed sufficient reforming
impulse to satisfy most of the Aufklarer, and the list of humanitarian,
legal, and educational reforms in eighteenth-century Germany is an
impressive one." The American Revolution called forth some
sympathetic responses (cf. Hinske, pp. 420-5), but by and large, the
Aufklarer worked not for revolution, but for progressive reform within
the existing system.

Moses Mendelssohn's political attitudes are in this respect typical,
except that, as a Jew, he is more cautious than some of his fellow-
Aufklarer in his pleas for increased freedoms, and his essay "Ober die
Frage: was heiBt aufklaren?" remains guardedly abstract. He isone of the
first to differentiate between two distinct varieties of Aufleldrung - the
terms he uses are Menschenaufkldrung ('human enlightenment', that is,
increasing rational insight into issues which concern all men) and
Burgeraufklarung ('civil enlightenment', increasing rational insight into
issues which vary according to a person's classand occupation in society).
Mendelssohn realises that the two can come into conflict, as when
advances in rational insight throw doubt upon existing social and
political norms; as he puts it: "Gewisse Wahrheiten, die dem Menschen
als Mensch nutzlich sind, konnen ihm als BUrger zuweilen schaden"
(Bahr, p. 6; "Certain truths which are useful to man as a human being may
sometimes harm him as a citizen"). To prevent this, Mendelssohn
advises caution in criticising existing prejudices, and suggests that the
constitutions of -states should contain nothing to prevent the spread of
Aufklarung to allclasses(Bahr, pp. 6£.). This is as far as he dares to go, but
he is clearly aware of the revolutionary potential of the idea of
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A ufleldrung. His concession to the established political order is to accept
only a relative Aufkldrung. in social and political matters, in exchange for
unrestricted enquiry in all other areas.

Kant, however, is much more outspoken on political questions in his
essay "Was ist Aufklarung?". In defining Aufklarung as "der Ausgang
des Menschen aus seiner selbstverschuldeten Unmiindigkeit" (AA, viii,
35; "the emergence of man from his self-incurred tutelage"), Kant
criticises the self-appointed "Vormiinder" or guardians who exploit the
laziness and cowardice of others in order to bend them to their will: these
guardians are clearly the rulers or members of the ruling classes. Yet
Kant's solution to the problem is not revolution either, but a
combination of self-emancipation by the subject and a gradual liberal
reform of the principles of government through the influence of free
debate (AA, viii, 4tf.). To bridge the gap between the present
authoritarian system and the more liberal regime he hopes for in the
future, Kant, like Mendelssohn, assigns to the individual two distinct
roles. In his public use of reason - that is, as thinker and writer - the
individual should be free to question all received doctrines, including
political ones. But in return for such freedom, the individual must
moderate what Kant callshis private use of reason - that is, his reasonings
in the pursuit of his official duties within the state - so as not to allow it
to deflect him from obeying the commands of his superiors." In praising
the freedom which the regime of Frederick the Great already allowed -
for example, the freedom to criticise religion - Kant's aim is to convince
the authorities that greater freedoms still may be permitted without
danger to the state, which after all, is protected by a strong and
disciplined army. His eulogistic portrait.of Frederick as a liberal monarch
is clearly stylised: in offering a euphemistic interpretation of the
Frederician state, Kant is not attempting an objective description, but
trying to promote the very liberalisation he describes (cf. Fink, p. 53 and
Schneiders, p. 61). His essay, unlike so many others on Aufklarung, is not
primarily an attempt to define that concept or to prophesy the future,
but rather a plan and manifesto for political progress towards
constitutional monarchy.

The examples of Mendelssohn and Kant - to which others could be
added - show how the Aufklarer were aware of the revolutionary
implications of the concept of Aufklarung, and how they tried to build in
safeguards to permit gradual reform and to avoid confrontations with
authority. One might say that they practised a kind of self-censorship.
But after the reactionary measures of the later 1780s, more radical voices
were heard. Already in 1786, an anonymous writer declared: "Fiirsten,
Priester und Advokaten waren, so lange sie existieren, die argsten Feinde
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der Aufklarung, die blutigsten Geisseln der Menschen" (Schneiders, p.
78; "Princes, priests, and lawyers, for as long as they have existed, have
been the worst enemies of enlightenment, and the bloodiest scourges of
mankind"). In 1788, Andreas Riem published a protest against the
Wollner Edict, in which he attacked priest-ridden rulers as "Sklaven auf
dem Throne" (Bahr, p. 31; "slaves on the throne"). And in 1795, the
Jacobin Johann Benjamin Erhard overtly defended revolution in the
name of Aufkliirung (Bahr, p. 45).

The idea of Aufkliirung thus came into conflict with political
authority from the late 1780s onwards. In Prussia, the Wollner Edict
flushed many Aufkldrer out into the open, and forced them to face up
more directly to their situation vis-a-vis state authority, instead of
taking refuge in generalities and abstractions about human progress.
Political questions, particularly the limits of state power and the amount
of freedom the individual should enjoy within the state, were debated
much more frequently than before. But the great turning-point came, of
course, with the French Revolution, in that many German rulers who
had previously adopted the reforming programmes of enlightened
despotism now reverted to reactionary policies, seeing in the increased
freedoms which had been demanded in the name of Aufkliirung a recipe
for revolution. The gospel of Aufkliirung was named by some
conservatives as one of the causes of the French Revolution (cf Funke, p.
188 and Stuke, p. 281);and the protestations of the A ufklarer themselves
that only "falsche Aufklarung" or lack of A ufklarung was responsible for
revolutions (cf Schneiders, p. 148) could not avert the discredit into
which, for this and other reasons I have already gone into, the term
Aufkliirung quickly fell. As a result, the position of the Aufkliirer became
more and more impossible. In the late 1790s, the term became associated
for many with suspect innovatory tendencies which were now opposed
by the forces of an increasingly vocal conservatism. The debate became
polarised into progressive and reactionary factions: Aufkldrung was a
positive, revolutionary watchword for some, and a dangerous and
subversive slogan for others. By around 1800, the arguments had become
sterile and repetitive, and the debate came to a fairly abrupt end. The
conservatives certainly had events on their side; but at least some of the
blame for the failure of the Aufkliirer must lie with the Aufklarer
themselves, in that their inability to agree on what Aufklarung meant

.made it that much easier for their opponents to discredit the ideals which
they fought for. As a result, the term Aufkliirung acquired negative
associations which stuck to it for most of the nineteenth century, and
from which, even after it was redefined as the name for a period in the
history of eighteenth-century culture, it has only recently been rescued.
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How, then, should the question "Was ist Aufklarung?" be answered
today? The answer is twofold: firstly, Aufklarung is a phase in German
and European intellectual and cultural history from around 1720 to
1790; and secondly, it represents a once fashionable concept of vague and
shifting meaning, hotly debated between 1783 and 1800, and of which
Kant's exposition, though little heeded in its time, is now regarded as the
definitive one." For Kant's definition of Aufklarung embodies the
reforming impulse and belief in free enquiry which are characteristic of
the age it gave its name to; and it clearly identifies the two main areas of
conflict - religion and politics - to which the idea of Aufkliirung as free
enquiry necessarily led.
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