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BLAMING T H E  ENLIGHTENMENT 

Even a brief encounter with recent criticisms of the Enlightenment can 
provoke a sense of d6ja vu. More often than not, they do little more than 
repeat arguments that the Enlightenment's contemporaries (and for that mat- 
ter, the Enlightenment itself) had already offered. The few novelties encoun- 
tered in this genre are rarely improvements. Take, for example, the curious 
complaint lodged against the Enlightenment by the political scientist James Q. 
Wilson: 

We live in a world shaped by the ambiguous legacy of the Enlightenment. That epochal 
development enlarged the scope of human freedom, prepared our m ~ n d s  for the scientific 
method, made man the measure of all things, and placed individual consent front and 
center on the political stage. By encouraging these views it strengthened the sense of 
sympathy and fairness. 

However, after two centuries the noble dreams of the advocates of enlighten- 
ment have degenerated into empty "rights talk": 

The worthy des~re  to replace a world in w h ~ c h  people were born, lived, and died in a fixed 
social slot with a world in which people faced a career open to talents and a political sys- 
tem in w h ~ c h  they par t~c~pated gave rise, as most worthy desires do, to a tendency to cany 
matters to an extreme. . . . If rights are all that is important, what will become of responsi- 
bilities? If the indiv~dual man is the measure of all things, what will become of the family 
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that produces and defines man? If being sympathetic with the plight of distant or less for- 
tunate people is the best test of the decent man, what will become of his duties to those 
nearest to and rnost like him? 

In Wilson's view, questions such as these reveal that the Enlightenment rests 
on a "fatally flawed assumption": 

Narnely, that autonomous individuals can freely chose, or will, their moral life. Believing 
that ind~viduals are everything, rights are trumps, and morality is relative to time and 
place, such thinkers have been led to design laws, practices, and institutions that leave 
nothing between the state and the individual save choices, contacts, and entitlements. 
Fourth grade children being told how to use condorns is only one of the more perverse of 
the results.' 

There is little here that has not been said before. Only the memorable closing 
image of fourth graders fumbling with condoms distinguishes Wilson's cri- 
tique from the long line of critics who have entered the lists before him to crit- 
icize the Enlightenment for reducing society to a series of contracts between 
otherwise isolated individuals. 

The image of an "atomistic, individualistic rights- and contract-centered" 
Enlightenment plays a central role, as Knud Haakonssen has recently ob- 
served, in "the demonology put forward by the latter-day critics of moder- 
nity." Unfortunately for these critics, the image bears little relationship to 
what Enlightenment thinkers actually wrote. Reflecting on the results of his 
examination of Enlightenment natural law theories, Haakonssen concludes 
that 

the modem idea of individual, subjective rights and, more generally, liberal individual- 
ism are not central to Enlightenment philosophy. In its moral aspect, that philosophy is 
dominated by ideas of duty derived from a basic natural or moral law. It is a philosophy 
that is rnuch closer to a traditionalist, hierarchical social ethics than it is to the individud- 
istic rights-based liberalism that is said to characterize modernity.2 

That such a philosophy "had only modest room for either natural rights or for 
contractual accounts of moral institutions" is largely lost on those critics of 
the Enlightenment who have difficulty naming an "Enlightenment thinker" 
other than Rousseau, Smith, Hume, or Kant-thinkers who, because they 
were not as wedded to the conventions of their times as most of their contem- 
poraries, stand apart from an Enlightenment that owed a good deal more to 
tradition than its critics may be aware.' 

In constructing an Enlightenment that is the carrier of all the tendencies he 
wishes to question, Wilson joins a long-standing tradition. To a remarkable 
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degree, the identity of the Enlightenment has been the creature of its critics. 
As Peter Gay pointed out several decades ago, the very definition of enlight- 
enment in the Oxford English Dictionay-"shallow and pretentious intel- 
lectualism, unreasonable contempt for authority and traditionm-amounts to 
a collection of "most current prejudices."4 Karl Popper, reflecting on this same 
peculiar definition. notes that these prejudices are not new: they can be traced 
back at least as far as the Enlightenment's romantic critics.' Indeed, a good 
deal of this line of critique was already in place by the time of Rousseau's 
Lliscourse on the Arts and the Sciences, which-as Norman Hampson has 
observed-"preceded most of the major works of the Enlightenment itself."' 

Critics of the Enlightenment typically begin either by noting a suitably 
appalling current practice, which is then linked to what is alleged to be aques- 
tionable principle (e.g., condoms in the classroom are a consequence of an 
overemphasis on rights), or by examining a questionable principle, which the 
critic then illustrates with a particularly grating example (read in this way, 
those condoms in the classroom that have so exercised Wilson are simply a 
rhetorical strategy for illustrating a broader concern: the pervasiveness of 
"rights talk" in modern liberalism). Once the link between dubious principle 
and appalling example has been made, the critic typically proceeds to argue 
that this principle is the legacy of something called "the Enlightenment pro- 
ject": a set of intentions, originating in the eighteenth century, that still work 
mischief two centuries later (thus, liberal "rights talk" is only the most recent 
manifestation of the Enlightenment's "individualism" and "atomism," and its 
habit of reducing all human relationships to contracts between isolated indi- 
viduals). Alert readers perhaps will have noticed by now that nowhere in this 
process is it necessary for a critic of the Enlightenment to devote much time to 
the study of eighteenth-century thinkers. 

Critiques of the Enlightenment thus rest on two moves. The critic must 
first select, from among the myriad contesting visions of morality and poli- 
tics that populate the eighteenth century, a set of ideals and aspirations (alleg- 
edly still active today) that constitute the "Enlightenment project." Once this 
project has been identified, the critic must provide an account of its "failure." 
This essay suggests that both moves are rather suspect. It argues, with regard 
to the first of these moves, that critics typically construct the "Enlightenment 
project" by projecting back onto theeighteenth century the positions they wish 
to criticize. With regard to the second move, it explores the extent to which 
criticisms of the "Enlightenment project" tend to draw rather heavily on what 
Albert 0 .  Hirschman has characterized as the "perversity thesis."' In an effort 
to draw rhetorically compelling connections between the dreams of the 
Enlightenment and the nightmares of the twentieth century, otherwise intelli- 
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gent scholars have wound up making claims about the Enlightenment that 
border on nonsense. 

PROJECTING THE PROJECT 

Critics of the Enlightenment assume, not surprisingly, that there is some- 
thing called "the Enlightenment" to criticize. The confidence with which 
they approach the task of specifying just what the Enlightenment was (and, 
by extension, what the Enlightenment project still is) is not shared by those of 
their colleagues who actually study the period. Dorina Outram has summa- 
rized the misgivings that mark recent histories of the Enlightenment quite 
nicely. She observes, 

It rnight . . . seem that as our picture of the Enlightenment became more complex, as we 
have begun to study ideas not as autonomous, discrete objects, but as deeply ernbedded in 
society, so the term Enlightenment itself might have become increasingly obscure or 
even meaningless.' 

While she goes on to argue that matters might not actually be as bad as they 
seem, Outram's conclusion that we ought to think of the Enlightenment as "a 
capsule containing sets of debates, stresses and concerns, which however dif- 
ferently formulated or responded to, do appear to be characteristic of the way 
in which ideas, opinions and social and political structures interacted and 
changed in the eighteenth century" is still far removed from the notion that 
we can speak with any confidence of a single, unitary Enlightenment project. 
While Outram assumes we are dealing with but one "capsule," it is notable 
that she sees its contents-"sets of debates, stresses and concernsw-as plu-
ral. Even more emphatically, J.G.A. Pocock has suggested that we are mov- 
ing toward a time "in which there will no longer be 'The Enlightenment,' a 
unitary and universal phenomenon with a single history either celebrated or 
condemned, but instead a family of discourses arising about the same time in 
a number of European cultures."' In the face of such a prospect, those who 
continue to speak of "the Enlightenment" would do well to reconcile them- 
selves to the fact that it had anumber ofprojects going, not all of which neces- 
sarily got along very well with each other. 

Critics of the Enlightenment would appear to have a professional interest 
in overlooking this. The Enlightenment project is largely a projection of the 
Enlightenment's critics, a projection that fastens onto a few thinkers or ten- 
dencies within a broader period and, having offered an account of what it sees 
as the failings of these thinkers or these tendencies, prides itself on having 
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demonstrated the failure of the entire age."'Such a projection is most easily 
accomplished when there are few, if any, proper names in the account and, 
among those few, only the most familiar ones. Max Horkheimer and Theodor 
Adorno began L)ialectic of Enlightennient with a quotation from Voltaire 
hailing Bacon as the "father of experimental philosophy," but subsequent ref- 
erences to specific Enlightenment thinkers are few and far between: only in 
the book's "Second Excursus," devoted to the unlikely pairing of Kant and 
the Marquis de Sade, is there a protracted discussion of eighteenth-century 
thinkers." William Ophuls constructs an account of the "political tragedy of 
the Enlightenment" that reduces Enlightenment political thought to a series 
of variations on Hobbes.12 Lawrence Birken's bizarre attempt to present 
Adolf Hitler as a "philosophe" steadfastly avoids an actual discussion of the 
work of any of the philosophes.l In John Gray's tour of the "ruins of the 
Enlightenment project," the only advocates of the project identified by name 
are Bacon, Hobbes, Descartes, Locke, Kant, and Gibbon, with none discus- 
sed in any detail." Wilson mentions a few well-known figures in passing- 
"Newton, Locke, Kant, Voltaire, Hume, and Adam Smithn-but then hesi- 
tates, for amoment recognizing that there are difficulties in sayingjust what it 
was that bound these thinkers together into a single movement: 

The Enlightenment in the West meant many things, and some thinkers embraced one 
aspect but not another. For most, it meant rationalism (but David Hume criticized reason 
and explored the sentiments); for some it meant optirnisrn about human nature (but Vol- 
taire was wickedly skeptical about many human qualities); for still others it meant sci- 
ence (but Rousseau was hardly a friend of science).I5 

However, the insight that there might be a number of different projects at 
work does not deter Wilson from the task at hand and he soldiers on, stating 
that he is "less interested in these differences than in what its spokesmen had 
in common," which-drawing on Henry May's Enlighterlnzent in Arner- 
ica-boils down to "a belief that man could be understood by the use of our 
natural faculties and without relying on ancient custom or revealed religion." 
Perhaps an account of the defining characteristics of the Enlightenment could 
be constructed around this compact characterization, but Wilson rapidly 
offers a list of what he sees as a set of "shared corollaries" to this belief: "a 
commitment to skeptical reason, personal freedom, and self-expression" as 
opposed to "communalism, tradition, and self-control."" With these corol- 
laries in place, Wilson patches together his own version of that "papier-mdchC 
Enlightenment" (to use Haakonssen's apt description), which is defined by 
its "atomistic, individualistic rights- and contract-centered moral thought."" 



Schmidt I WHAT ENLIGHTENMENT PROJECT? 739 

Readers may have noticed that some of the thinkers invoked in these de- 
scriptions of the Enlightenment project-for example, Bacon, Hobbes, and 
Descartes-are not typically treated by historians as part of the Enlighten- 
ment. Utility trumps chronology: certain thinkers prove irresistible to critics 
of the Enlightenment project because they offer more forceful formulations 
of what are assumed to be central components of the project than can typi- 
cally be found among thinkers whose work falls more squarely within the his- 
torical Enlightenment. Bacon is irreplaceable as an advocate for the scientific 
domination of nature, Hobbes is priceless as a representative of that individu- 
alist, rights- and contract-centered theory that critics assume lies at the heart 
of Enlightenment political thought, and Descartes serves as the epitome of 
that foundationalist and subject-centered conception of reason that philoso- 
phers have spent most of this century dismantling. It seems to have escaped 
critics of the Enlightenment that Hobbes's account of the social contract was 
one of the more popular whipping boys of Enlightenment moralists and natu- 
ral law theorists, that the appropriation of Descartes within the Enlighten- 
ment was complex and often quite critical, and that Bacon died in 1626.But 
then critics of the Enlightenment have often played fast and loose with chro- 
nological boundaries: Allan Bloom seems to regard Machiavelli as a founder 
of the Enlightenment, while Horkheimer and Adorno, notoriously, began the 
whole story with Odysseus.'s Such epochal generosity simplifies the taskfac- 
ing critics of the Enlightenment project. Because there is already an extensive 
critical literature on the dangers of an unrestrained domination of nature, the 
shortcomings of social contract theory, and the limitations of Cartesian ratio- 
nality, all one needs to do in order to turn these arguments into acritique of the 
Enlightenment project is to make Bacon, Hobbes, and Descartes the spokes- 
men for (or, should a recognition of the implausibility of that designation 
become too obvious to ignore, the "forefathers" or "founders" of) this project. 

On those rare occasions when a critic of the Enlightenment project actu- 
ally engages an eighteenth-century thinker at any length, it tends to be Kant. 
For example, feminist critiques of Enlightenment universalism habitually 
take Kant's moral philosophy as their point of departure, while Berel Lang's 
discussion of the relationship between the Enlightenment and Nazi genocide 
centers on adiscussion of Kant's conception of enlightenment." The reasons 
for the attention devoted to Kant are not far to seek. Kant is, after all, far better 
known than Wolff, Garve, Mendelssohn, Reinhold, Eberhard, Engel, Feder, 
Nicolai, Platner, or the other thinkers who were more typical representa- 
tives of the Aufilurung in Germany, and-as in the case of Bacon, Hobbes, 
and Descartes-there is a readily available critical literature that can be 
pressed into service. Furthermore, his moral philosophy, with its emphasis on 
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the themes of universalism, autonomy, and self-legislation, is tailor-made for 
critics seeking to arraign the Enlightenment on the familiar charges of arid in- 
tellectualism and abstract individualism. Finally, Kant was the author of that 
famous little essay, "An Answer to the Question: What Is Enlightenment?"- 
which can all too easily serve as the manifesto of the Enlightenment project, 
especially for those critics of the Enlightenment who have not bothered to 
look at the many other answers to the question "What is Enlightenment?" 
that appeared in Prussia during the 1780s and who thus remain blissfully 
unaware of the degree to which Kant's definition of Enlightenment repre- 
sented a significant departure from those of his contemporaries.20 

For these reasons, what is advertised as a critique of the Enlightenment 
project many times turns out to involve little more than a repackaging of 
well-worn criticisms of Kantian moral philosophy. Consider Lang's attempt 
to demonstrate that "the ideational framework" which supported Nazi geno- 
cide "involved-required-a number of concepts that had been central to 
Enlightenment thought." Having offered Kant as "a representative or typical" 
Enlightenment thinker, Lang-like Wilson-has a moment of trepidation, 
admitting that "it may well be that the Enlightenment is too diverse in its 
commitments and methods to afford a single exemplary spokesman at all." 
Yet, like Wilson, Lang presses on unchastened: 

Even granting this complexity, however, the themes identified. . . in Kant's thought can 
be seen to recur, whether explicitly or as presupposition, in other Enlightenrnent forrnu- 
lations, and it is irnpossible to ~dentify or to describe the Enlightenment without refer- 
ence to them. Arnong these themes, the impulse for universalization, with its implica- 
tions for "pmctical"-i.e., moral and social-judgment and for the theory of human 
nature. is conceptually fundamental. 

But no sooner is this "fundamental" Enlightenrnent notion identified than 
Lang admits that "there is nothing distinctive philosophically in the Enlight- 
enment conception of a universal or essential human nature by itself." So, he 
tries again, and finally comes to rest with the claim that what "is distinctive" 
and "exemplary of Enlightenment thought" is the use of universalization "as 
both a substantive and a formal ground": 

On the one hand, persons or moral agents are defined in terms of certain common or uni- 
versal characteristics; on the other hand, the test of any particular ethical judgment is 
whether it can be universalized. The rights of the individual-what the individual 
expects from others-thus depends on the recognition (frorn both sides: within the agent 
himself and in his judgrnent of the other ~ndividual) of a universal self." 
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This attempt to specify the uniqueness of theEnlightenment would seem, how- 
ever, to have carried us back to the very start of the argument, since the defini- 
tion of "the Enlightenment" that is offered turns out, upon closer examina- 
tion, to be simply an account of thecentral features of Karlt'smoral philosophy. 

Critiques of the Enlightenment project thus rest on an act of projection in 
which unpleasant features of our own time are explained as the consequences 
of certain general principles whose ultimate origins are located in a particular 
eighteenth-century thinker or group of thinkers who are stipulated as repre- 
sentative of the Enlightenment. It is doubtful that such projections can tell us 
much about the problems of our own time, since the explanations offered 
capriciously assign causal agency to conceptual abstractions. (One might 
ponder why the "culture of rights" that Wilson sees as the legacy of the 
Enlightenment is allegedly so effective in placing condoms in fourth-grade 
classrooms-a project that even Wilson must realize had few advocates in the 
eighteenth century-yet so ineffective, at least in the United States, in abol- 
ishing capital punishment, a cause that some of the philosophes did advo- 
cate.) It is certain that they tell us little about the Enlightenment. The difficult 
historical task of sifting through the various overlapping and diverging com- 
mitments that animated eighteenth-century thought in order to clarify what 
the Enlightenment might have meant to those who lived through it is eschewed 
in favor of a quick roundup of a few of the usual suspects. It remains for us to 
examine how those unfortunate thinkers who have been selected are found 
guilty. 

JEOPARDI: FUTILITI: AND PERVERSITY 

Having selected a thinker or group of thinkers representative of the Enlight- 
enment project, the critic needs next to explain how this project went awry. 
For this account to be compelling, a failure of a rather specific sort is required. 
A demonstration that the ideals articulated in the project (e.g., a commitment 
to religious toleration or to political equality) were not realized in practice is 
not enough. Such a failure allows the Enlightenment to survive as an "unfin- 
ished project," ready to be taken up by subsequent generations. Rather, the 
critic must show that the Enlightenment project carries the seeds of its own 
destruction within it. Thus, it is the success of the Enlightenment project that 
seals its failure, rendering foolhardy any attempt to continue down the path it 
has opened. 

In sorting out the ways in which critics of the Enlightenment have framed 
such arguments, much can be learned from Hirschman's typology of reac- 
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tionary rhetoric. Reviewing responses to the French Revolution, the exten- 
sion of the suffrage, and the rise of the welfare state, Hirschman distinguishes 
three typical forms that reactionary arguments take. The first of these argu- 
ments, dubbed by Hirschrnan the "perversity thesis," suggests that attempts at 
transforming society run the risk of producing effects that are the opposite of 
those intended. The lesson Edmund Burke drew from the French Revolution- 
that "certain attempts to reach for liberty are bound to lead to tyranny instead- 
serves, for Hirschman, as the paradigm for this argument.** The "futility the- 
sis" argues, in contrast, that attempts to transform societies will bring about a 
change that is "largely surface, facade, cosmetic, hence illusory, as the 'deep' 
structures of society remain wholly un t~uched . "~~  The locus classicus for this 
argument, as applied to the French Revolution, is de Tocqueville's well- 
known argument that the French Revolution represented not a break with the 
Ancien Rtgime but rather its consummation. Finally, the "jeopardy thesis" 
argues that "the proposed change, though perhaps desirable in itself, involves 
unacceptable costs or consequences" and thus threatens to "endanger an 
older, highly prized one that, moreover, may have only recently been put into 
place."2J Hirschman maintains that while this argument was deployed against 
the extension of suffrage (in the argument that mass democracy might pose a 
threat to recently won individual liberties) and against the welfare state (in 
the argument that it might endanger both individual liberty and democratic 
norms), the jeopardy thesis was not invoked against the French Revolution 
because "the revolutionary events came with such speed and swept away pre- 
existing structures with such thoroughness that there was literally no time to 
determine whether there was something worth saving in the Ancien ~ e g i m e . " * ~  
Hirschman may, however, have overlooked one possible representative of 
this form of argument, perhaps because he was already used to illustrate the 
perversity thesis: Burke. 

As Pocock has suggested in a number of essays, Burke's critique of the 
French Revolution was animated by a fear that the forces it had set in motion 
threatened to undermine the reform of manners and in governance that laid 
the groundwork for a civilized and commercially viable society in England. 
Burke held, Pocock argues, that "civilized society is the prerequisite of exchange 
relations, and that the latter cannot create the former": 

He insists that cornrnerce can flourish only under the protection of manners, and that 
manners require the pre-eminence of religion and nobility, the natural protectors of soci- 
ety. To overthrow religion and nobility, therefore, is to destroy the possibility of com- 
rnerce itself.*" 
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Thus, Burke's description of the events at Versailles of October 6, 1789,cul-
minates "in the lament for the fall of the age of chivalry, though the emotional 
vehemence of this passage rendered it hard for even contemporaries to under- 
stand, it is at bottom a lament for the destruction of enlightened mann~rs."~' 
As an "old Whig" addressing the new ones, Burke's critique of the French 
Revolution defends a certain understanding of the Enlightenment-which 
saw the achievement of political liberty as dependent on a particular reform 
of mores in which respect for religion and deference to nobility continued to 
play a crucial role-against a more radical vision of Enlightenment that threat- 
ened to overthrow all that had been a~h ieved .~"  

Criticisms of the Enlightenment that employ the jeopardy thesis turn out 
to be quite common in the eighteenth century and are not confined to think- 
ers typically classed as part of the "counter-Enlightenment." The debates 
within the Berlin "Wednesday Society" on the need for reform in censorship 
regulations-the discussion that formed the impetus for the discussion of the 
question "What is Enlightenment?'in the Berlinische Monatsschrif-took 
the form of a dispute between those (such as the publicist Nicolai and the phi- 
losopher Mendelssohn) who saw no harm in a loosening of censorship and 
those enlightened reformers within the Prussian Department of Justice who 
felt that too rapid an enlightenment of the citizenry might threaten what had 
already been a~hieved.~ '  In our own day, Wilson's criticisms of the "Enlight- 
enment project" would appear to draw at least in part on this rhetorical ges- 
ture. He voices admiration for the Enlightenment's role in enlarging "the scope 
of human freedom," promoting "the scientific method," and strengthening 
"the sense of sympathy and fairness." The desire to create "a world in which 
people faced a career open to talents and a political system in which they par- 
ticipated" is described as "worthy." The problem lies with the tendency- 
which he suggests is a feature of "most" worthy desires-"to carry matters to 
an extreme" and thus to jeopardize what has already been achieved."' 

The rhetorical advantage of the jeopardy thesis resides, Hirschman notes, 
in its allowing the critic to grant that proposed reforms are desirable in the 
abstract (permitting the critic, if only for a moment, to adopt the guise of a 
progressive) but to argue that these proposed reforms will threaten hard-won 
progress should they be put into p ra~ t i ce .~ '  Such a critique implies that it is 
chiefly further enlightenment (or "excessive enlightenment") that is danger- 
ous. What has been already secured is well worth protecting-and worth pro- 
tecting, above all, from attempts to push enlightenment "too far." Such a cri- 
tique does not seek to roll back the Enlightenment but rather to secure, and 
thus to conserve, what has already been achieved. It seeks to end the Enlight- 
enment as a project by converting it into a tradition. 
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While examples of the jeopardy thesis pervade eighteenth-century discus- 
sions of the advisability of enlightenment, it is more diflicult to find examples 
of the futility thesis, since the Enlightenment's contemporary critics typically 
began with the assumption that the Enlightenment had a decisive (if unfortu- 
nate) impact on European society. There is, however, at least one well-known 
twentieth-century example of this argument: Carl Becker's The Heavenly 
City of the Eighteenth Century Philosophers. Just as de Tocqueville sought to 
demonstrate that the French Revolution represented less of a break with the 
world of the Ancien Regime than was traditionally assumed, so Becker sought 
to show that "the Philosophes were nearer the Middle Ages, less emancipated 
from the preconceptions of medieval Christian thought, than they quite real- 
ized or we have commonly supposed."32 The peculiar mixture of weary disil- 
lusionment and ironic detachment that commentators have found in Becker's 
lecture tends to be a regular feature of the futility thesis, whose peculiar appeal 
rests, Hirschman suggests, "on the remarkable feat of contradicting, often 
with obvious relish, the commonsense understanding of these events as replete 
with upheaval, change, or real reform."33 While those who argue along the 
lines of the jeopardy thesis must passionately resist further Enlightenment 
because it might mean the undoing of all that has been achieved, those who 
argue from the futility thesis know better: despite all the noise and tumult, 
nothing of substantial importance has ~hanged . '~  

For this reason, it is misleading to characterize those who have deployed 
the futility thesis against the Enlightenment as "conservative" in the sense that 
Burke is.I5 Burke argued for arresting further Enlightenment and for defend- 
ing what had been achieved. But consider George W. F. Hegel's discussion of 
the struggle between "faith" and "Enlightenment" in the Phenomenology of 

Enlightenment, according to Hegel, wins an easy, but ultimately empty, 
victory. What it denounces as religion turns out to be nothing but an impover- 
ished notion of faith that has little resemblance to what believers actually 
believe, and the victorious Enlightenment reveals itself to be only a faith of a 
different sort: a faith in the power of reason. Where Burke saw the need to 
defend traditional forms of religious belief from the onslaught of "naked rea- 
son," Hegel concludes that the game-on both sides-has already been lost. 

Hegel's account of the Enlightenment does not, however, end with this 
invocation of the futility thesis. The account of "Absolute Freedom and Ter- 
ror" with which this section of the Phenomenology concludes presents us 
with a classic example of the perversity thesis. The Enlightenment's attempt 
to create a world in which all institutions would be measured against the stan- 
dard of rational utility culminates in a "fury of destruction" in which mankind 
is forced to submit to the most unrelenting of masters: death.37 In the dialectic 
of faith and Enlightenment, enlightened reason seeks to rid the world of reli- 
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gion, and appears to succeed, but in fact changes nothing. In the dialectic of 
absolute freedom and terror, reason attempts to create a new set of institutions 
that would realize the ideas of the Enlightenment but succeeds in creating an 
unmitigated disaster. These two episodes from the Phenomenology could 
serve as a primer on the differences between the futility and the perversity 
theses. 

While Hirschman maintains that an attempt to rank the historical impor- 
tance of these three forms of reactionary argument "is not a particularly mean- 
ingful exercise," he suggests that were one to attempt such a ranking, "the 
perversity claim would probably be pronounced the 'winner' as the single most 
popular and effective weapon in the annals of reactionary rhetoric."38 Indeed, 
its appeal to critics of the Enlightenment is considerable. Horkheimer and 
Adorno's Dialectic of Enlightenment begins with a classic formulation of the 
perversity argument: "Enlightenment has always aimed at liberating men 
from fear and establishing their sovereignty. Yet the fully enlightened earth 
radiates disaster t r i ~ m ~ h a n t . " ' ~  That their attempt to demonstrate that the 
Enlightenment "already contains the seed of the regression apparent every- 
where todayM4' should be cast in the same form of argument as the Phenom-
enology should come as no surprise: Horkheimer once described the book as 
an attempt to trace out the same process that Hegel had been m a ~ p i n g . ~ '  What 
is more surprising is the appeal of this pattern of argument for an anti- 
Hegelian and antidialectical thinker such as Michel Foucault. Examples of 
the argument pervade his work. In Madness and Civilization, the eighteenth- 
century reformers who enter into the prisons to separate criminals from the 
insane wind up subjecting the insane to an "endless trial for which the asylum 
furnished simultaneously police, magistrates, and torturer^."^^ When the 
light of reason enters the dark interior of the body in search of life, in Birth of 
the Clinic, it finds only death. And, in perhaps Foucault's most famous 
account of a reversal of the hopes of the Enlightenment, Discipline and Pun- 
ish provides an unforgettable image of prisoners freed from the darkness of 
the dungeon only to be captured all the more securely in the light that floods 
through the Panopti~on.~'  

The unique appeal of the perversity argument lies in the fact that, if suc- 
cessful, it implies that efforts at reform are not simply futile or risky but are 
instead assured of bringing about results diametrically opposed to what was 
intended. Yet, at the risk of muddying Hirschman's distinctions, we find quite 
frequently that critiques of the Enlightenment project posed initially in the 
form of the perversity thesis turn, when scrutinized further, into one of the 
other two forms of argument. The lesson of the perversity thesis, Hirschman 
argues, is that "attempts to reach for liberty will make society sink into slav- 
ery, the quest for democracy will produce oligarchy and tyranny, and social 
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welfare programs will create more, rather than less, poverty. Everything 
ba~k$res ."~~But if such an argument is pressed, it may turn out that the expla- 
nation for the reversal of intentions lies not in the general wisdom that "every- 
thing backfires" but in an explanation that is cast in the form of either the 
jeopardy thesis or the futility thesis. This may account for why I have pre- 
sented Burke as invoking a version of the jeopardy thesis, while Hirschman 
uses him to illustrate the perversity thesis. 

Certainly, there are many arguments in Burke that are cast in the form of 
the perversity thesis. Consider the following passage: 

If this monster of a constitut~on can continue, France will be wholly governed by the agi- 
tators in corporations, by societies in the towns formed of directors of assignats, and 
trustees for the sale of church lands, attorneys, agents. money jobbers, speculators, and 
adventurers, composing an ignoble oligarchy founded on the destruction of the crown, 
the church. the nobility. and the people. Here end all the deceitful dreams and vis~ons of 
the equality and rights of men. In the Serbonian bog of this base oligarchy they are all 
absorbed. sunk, and lost forever. 45 

The argument that the attempt to realize "equality and rights of men" yields 
the "Serbonian bog" of an "ignoble oligarchy" provides one of Hirschman's 
illustrations of the perversity thesis. But if we ask why this reversal takes 
place (and look more closely at the particular individuals who comprise this 
"ignoble oligarchy"), we see that it is because the attempt to realize this goal 
undermined a set of institutions (most important, an established church) and a 
set of attitudes (industrious and moderate commercial activity) that had been 
the mainstays of civilized ~ o c i e t ~ . ~ ~ T h u s ,  at least in this case, the explanation 
for the reversal of intentions postulated by the perversity thesis is provided by 
the jeopardy thesis. The latter does the actual work in this acco~n t .~ '  

For an example of a perversity argument that ultimately rests on a futility 
argument, we might consider Hegel's account in the Phenomenology of the 
relation between Enlightenment and the French Revolution. Absolute free- 
dom breeds Terror, Hegel argues, because the abstract conception of liberty 
that the French Revolution embraced founders on the contradiction between 
"individual and the universal consciousness.""~n the fatal dialectic that 
unfolds, any attempt by the individual consciousness to maintain itself apart 
from the universal consciousness-whether in the form of membership in a 
particular estate or class, representation in a particular branch of a government 
divided into legislative, judicial, and executive branches, or even as an appeal 
to a spiritual "beyond" that grants some sort of dignity to the individual per- 
son-is relentlessly c r~shed .~ '  Hegel sees this abstract opposition of individ- 
uality and universality as the consequence of the ultimately empty concept of 
"utility" against which the Enlightenment measures everything in the world. 
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The origins of this project are, in turn, to be found in the account of the fruit- 
less struggle between faith and ~nlightenment.~~'  

But what would a perversity argument look like that did not, when pressed, 
turn into one of the other forms? It would have to attribute the reversal of 
reformist intentions neither to a failure to overcome a prevailing arrangement 
of affairs nor to an undermining of the prerequisites on which any future prog- 
ress would rest. To be convincing, such an explanation would have to explain 
the reversal as a result of unintended consequences of collective actions or as 
a consequence of unanticipated implications of certain ideals that become 
apparent only in their implementation. A critique of the Enlightenment might 
possibly be mounted along these lines, but all too often, accounts of the fail- 
ure of the Enlightenment project that are cast in the form of perversity theses 
have rather little in the way of supporting arguments of any sort. Lang's claim 
that the Enlightenment provided the "conceptual structure presupposed in the 
phenomenon of the Nad genocide" can serve as an example of an account 
that dissolves into incoherence upon closer examination. 

The explanation Lang offers cannot be recast in the form of either the jeop- 
ardy thesis or the futility thesis. While Lang does suggest that the "Aristote- 
lian conception" of political community offered a more "pluralist view" that, 
in his view, is not susceptible to the same "affiliation" with genocide as 
Enlightenment approaches, he apparently does not intend to argue that the 
Enlightenment, by undermining Aristotelian approaches, laid the foundation 
for g e n ~ c i d e . ~ '  Nor does Lang seem to be advancing a variant of the futility 
thesis by suggesting that, because it failed to transform European society, the 
Enlightenment left in place a structure of religious prejudices and intolerance 
that would, a century and a half later, result in Nazi an t i -Semi t i~m.~~  Instead, 
Lang argues that the Enlightenment ideal of religious toleration (which, as 
noted in the previous section, is defined exclusively in terms of Kant) para- 
doxically creates a "conceptual structure" that has an "affiliation" with Nazi 
gen~cide .~ '  

Lang is, of course, aware that certain formulations of the Categorical 
Imperative (e.g., "act so as to treat humanity, whether in your own person or 
in another, always at the same time as an end, and never simply as a means") 
would appear, on first glance, to rule out slave labor camps, the extermination 
of ethnic groups, or the processing of human bodies as raw material. Indeed, 
in order to frame the argument in the form of the perversity thesis, it is imper- 
ative that the Enlightenment initially appear as utterly opposed to genocide. 
The trick is to show that there is a fatal weakness within the Enlightenment 
project that brings about a state of affairs opposite of what had been pro- 
jected. For Lang, this weakness is found in what would initially appear to be 
the Categorical Imperative's greatest strength: its insistence on the funda- 
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mental equality of all moral agents. Lang argues that the notion that all moral 
agents are equal can easily turn into a demand that individuals prove them- 
selves worthy of being treated as equal by putting aside all particularity. 
Those who do not-or those who are judged by others as incapable of rising 
above particularity-forfeit their rights to be treated as equal. Thus, "What 
starts out as a commitment to tolerance turns out to be, not acceptance of diver- 
sity in its own terms, but a tolerance of difference within the margins fixed by 
a stipulated conception of rea~on."~' 

The key to understanding this perversion of the Enlightenment lies in the 
concept of the self that Lang finds at its heart: 

The abstract, ahlstoncal self posited by the Enlightenment as an ideal of humanity entails 
in 11s converse appearance the lrnplication that historical difference (and all the more, an 
historical definition of identity) will besuspect; the principleof universal reason orjudg- 
ment implies that the grounds on which such distinctions are based may be-should 
be--challenged: not only can everyone be judged by the one criterion, but the conse- 
quences of being included or excluded by it are. in tenns of the principle of universal- 
~zability,without limits. The "difference" of the Jews was judged by the Nazis to be fun- 
damental-and with this decision, there was nothing to inhibit the decision subsequently 
made about what followed from that judgment: there was no "reason" not to destroy the 
difference." 

Much happens in this passage, and it happens rather quickly. The argument 
runs as follows: (I) the Enlightenment (which for Lang, as we have already seen, 
means Kant) posits an abstract, ahistoncal concept of the self; (2) as a conse- 
quence (or, as Lang would have it, "in its converse appearance"), notions of 
individual identity that rest on historical claims are suspect; (3) because such 
claims are suspect, they "may be-should be-challenged"; (4) how far this 
"challenging" might be pursued is, thanks to the principle of universalizability, 
"without limits"; thus, (5) there is "no 'reason"' why a"chal1enging" of claims 
involving "difference" should not go all the way and take the form of a destruc- 
tion of those who make these claims-which is what the Nazis did. Thus, there 
is an "affiliation" between Enlightenment ideals (i.e., Kantian universalism) 
and "the structural presuppositions of the phenomenon of geno~ide."~" 

There are a number of problems with this argument. With regard to Lang's 
first point, Kant hardly can be said to have ignored the historical dimensions 
of selfhood (e.g., see his Anthropology), and indeed much of his moral phi- 
losophy explores the tensions between the two standpoints we, as creatures 
who perceive ourselves to be free to order our own actions yet who also rec- 
ognize that our actions are determined by external forces, can, at any time, 
take toward ourselves." This will mean, as Lang notes in point two, that his- 
torically based identity claims can be called into question; for example, the 
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notion that individuals necessarily enjoy certain privileges because of acci- 
dents of birth or blood is clearly suspect for Kant. But it does not follow that 
all the contingent and historically based factors that go into making up one's 
identity need to be discarded. Kant's account of moral deliberation does not 
rule out the possibility that some of our maxims (i.e., subjective principles of 
volition, some of which may be rooted in historically based notions of who 
we are) are capable of being universalized without contradiction. It is thus 
conceivable that many of the projects we pursue (including some resting on 
historically based assumptions about who we are) will be morally unproblem- 
atic. Lang's argument is aided by the unwarranted leap that takes place at 
point four. "Universalizability" for Kant involves an attempt to determine 
whether the particular maxim we have adopted can be consistently taken up 
by everyone else or whether this maxim requires us to make an exception of 
ourselves, and thus apply a rule to ourselves that cannot, without contradic- 
tion, be willed by others. At point four, Lang redefines "universalizability" as 
"applied without limits" (which misses Kant's point, since an idiosyncratic 
maxim, incapable of universalization, could be "applied without limits" by 
an agent with a tolerance for inconsistency) and then proceeds to step five, 
where genocide is offered as a case of the application "without limits" of the 
principle of "challenging" historically based notions of identity. With this 
move, the difference between questioning whether an individual's action rep- 
resents a case of exception taking and the slaughter of individuals who are 
viewed as "different" has been effaced. 

It is unclear how Lang wishes us to understand the relationship between 
the Enlightenment and Nazi genocide, a point that is driven home by the term 
that he employs to define the relationship. "Affiliation," he explains, denotes 
a relationship that is "stronger than analogy or likeness, although more oblique 
than .. .direct physical causality."5x The relationship between Enlightenment 
and genocide seems to come down to this: by providing "ahistorical" defini- 
tions of the terms "human" and "rational," the Enlightenment left "an open- 
ing . . . for a definition and for the moral implications to be drawn from it, 
which is at best arbitrary in its practical application and at worst, as in the 
Nazi definition, a pretext used to conceal other purposes."" Lang insists that 
he is arguing for something more than the claim that there is "no inconsis- 
tency" between the ideals of the Enlightenment and the practice of genocide. 
He also states that the relationship of "affiliation" is not the same thing as 
"direct physical causality." But is it possible to claim some other sort of cau- 
sality between Enlightenment and genocide? Is Lang suggesting that there 
are patterns of influence that might be reconstructed? Once we begin to ask 
these sorts of questions, it becomes increasingly difficult to determine what 
Lang is actually claiming. He grants that nineteenth-century biological race 
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theories would appear to have a more direct connection to Nazi genocide than 
Kant and the Enlightenmcnt but goes on to suggcst: 

It seems clear, for example, that the direction taken by nineteenth-century biological the- 
ory, concluding in theories of evolution, racial differentiation, and genetic transmission, 
was indebted to the Enlightenment ideal of history as progressive-an ideal itself linked 
to the connection of a developing and potential universal reason.h0 

If this is what the "affiliation" betwecn Enlightenment and genocide boils down 
to, then all that Lang has shown is that Nazi conceptions of race were inspired 
by nineteenth-century discussions of evolution, which in turn owed some- 
thing to eighteenth-century conceptions of history and of rationality. But 
what is probably most important for understanding thc genesis of Nazi gcno- 
cide is not how the Enlightenment inspired Darwin but, rather, how Darwin- 
ian evolutionary theory was pressed into the service of Nazi anti-Semitism. 

It is also worth considering the arguments that Lang offers when stating 
that a thinker is riot "affiliated" with Nazi genocide. Lang is aware that many 
of the same claims that he has made about the "affiliation" between thc 
Enlightenment and genocide could be made with regard to the influence of 
Nietzsche on Nazi race theory. Indeed, Lang grants that it was Nietzschc, not 
Kant, who was regularly cited by Nazi race theorists. But this, he argucs, is a 
casc of "misappropriation" rather than "affiliation": 

To be sure, misappropriation has causal consequences no less certainly than does affilia- 
tion, and, again, there is no certain line between the two. Rut for Nietzsche's historical 
aftermath, what is at issue is an instance of misappropriation, not of deduction and not 
even, in the term proposed here, of affiliation. Far from being entailed by the premises 
underlying N~etzsche's position, the conclusions drawn are inconsistent with them. To 
reconstruct in the imagination the events leading up to the Nan genocide against the Jews 
without the name or presence of Nietrsche is to be compelled to change almost nothing 
else In that pattern. This contrasts sharply with the results of the same experiment as it 
might be applied to a number of other ideas and thinkers whose absence would entail sig- 
nificant revisions in the process of Enlightenment affil~ation+ven. perhaps in its even- 
tual outcome." 

Once again, it is difficult to determine what Lang has actually accomplished. 
He argucs that Nazi genocide was not "entailed" by Nietzsche's position- 
but surely the same is true of the Enlightenmcnt. Nazi genocide is "inconsis- 
tent," he insists, with Nietzsche's views; but, again, the same claim can be made 
for the Enlightenment. Why, then (despite the fact that there is "no certain 
line" between "misappropriation" and "affil~ation"), docs Lang insist that 
Nietzsche's use by Nazi ideologues was a "misappropriation" while, despite 
repeated Nazi denunciations of the Enlightenment and the ideals associated 
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with it, there was an "affiliation" between the Enlightenment and genocide? 
Because, Lang claims, it is possible to reconstruct, in a thought experiment, 
the path that leads to genocide in the absence of Nietzsche, but it is impossible 
to do this if one removes "a number of other ideas and thinkers" associated 
with the Enlightenment. But because Lang has already constructed an account 
of the path leading to Nazi genocide that implicates the Enlightcnment and 
excuses Nietzsche, it is hardly surprising that removing certain Enlighten- 
ment thinkers and ideas from the account "would entail significant revisions 
in the process of Enlightcnment affiliation." Were there no Nietzsche, an 
account that explained genocide in terms of an "affiliation" with Enlighten- 
ment ideas would still be possible. Were there no Enlightenment, it would be 
impossible. But does this really tell us anything at all? 

In the end, what counts as "misappropriation" and as "affiliation" would 
seem to depend on how careful a hearing the accused is given. Lang acquits 
Nietzschc of any direct responsibility by arguing that his conception of the 
~berrnetlschwas neither racial nor inheritable and by noting that Nietzsche 
criticized anti-Semites. Lang convicts the Enlightenment of an "affiliation" 
with Nazi genocide because similar exculpatory evidence (e.g., Kant's prohi- 
bition on the treatment of individuals as mere means to other ends) either 
does not count or-"in its converse appearancen-is said to produce consc- 
quenccs that arc the opposite of what was intended. The perversity argument, 
at least in this case, works best when the discussion of the intentions that have 
been perverted and the process that perverts them are kept as vague as possible. 

ON THE USE AND ABUSE OF HISTORY 

IN THE SERVICE OF ENLIGHTENMENT 


Many criticisms of the "Enlightenment project" arc directed at an object 
that is, at best, underdefined and provide accounts of the reversal of this pro- 
ject that, for the most part, rehearse well-worn patterns of reactionary rheto- 
ric. Such accounts neither clarify what Enlightenment thinkers were attempt- 
ing to do nor provide much insight into the genesis of the more recent events 
that they pretend to be explain. They succeed as explanations only to the 
extent that they are able to invoke unexpected and rhetorically compelling con- 
nections between the dreams of the Enlightenment and the nightmares of our 
own time, which may explain the peculiar charm that the perversity thesis has 
for critics of the Enlightcnment. Nothing, it would appear, is more enticing 
than the prospect of showing that the results of the Enlightenment project are 
exactly the opposite of what was intended. 
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Hirschman notes, however, that the three forms of argument he discusses 
arc not the exclusive possessions of critics of attempts at rcform. Defenders 
of rcform can easily spring rhetorical tricks that arc closely related to those of 
their opponents. Reversing thejeopardy thesis by substituting the "more cheer- 
ful idea" of "mutual support" for the assumption of incompatibility between 
past achievements and projected reforms, advocates of reform have some- 
times argued that further reforms arc necessary to secure previously achieved 
advance^.'^ Progressives also have their own variant of the futility thesis, 
which, like the reactionary version of the thesis, appeals to invariant laws of 
society, but which sees these laws as dictating the inevitability of historical 
progress and, as a consequence, the historical inevitability of the progrcs- 
sive's favored reforms. Finally, Hirschman suggests that the perversity thcsis 
also allows for a reformulation which argues that the current situation has 
created such a desperate predicament that it is necessary to press ahead with 
reforms "regardlessof any counterproductive consequences that might ensue." 
The invocation of the desperate nature of the current situation "can therefore 
be seen as a rhetorical maneuver of escalation meant to neutralize and over- 
ride the argument of the perverse eff~ct ."~'  

Some of the examples of the perversity thesis discussed here suggest that 
there is a way that advocates of Enlightenment have made use of the thesis 
which differs from the examples cited by Hirschman. In arguing that "the 
fully enlightened earth radiates disaster triumphant," Horkheimer and Adorno 
deployed a classic version of the perversity thcsis. But their intent in doing so 
was not to condemn the Enlightenment but to "rescue" it from what it had 
become." A crucial part of this attempted rescue was the conviction that the 
critique of what the Enlightenment had become could not be left to its ene- 
mies alone.h5 To a greater degree than the other two reactionary arguments, 
the perversity thcsis has been employed by defenders of the goals of the 
Enlightenment. Having examined the process by which the Enlightenmcnt 
negates itself, friends of the Enlightenment can attempt to isolate the factor 
that accounts for the frustration of the Enlightenment's intentions. In the case 
of Horkheimer and Adorno, the fatal flaw of the Enlightenment is said to 
reside in its reliance on instrumental forms of rationality to the exclusion of 
other forms of reasoning. A similar form of this argument can be found in the 
late work of Foucault. Having made a career arguing that attempts at cnlight- 
encd and humanitarian reforms regularly result only in increased control over 
the individuals in whose name these reforms were carried out, late in his life 
Foucault announced his own commitment to a version of the Enlightenment 
project that would explore the question "How can the growth of capabilities 
be disconnected from the intensification of power relation^?"^^ 
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It is important to note, however, that defenses of the Enlightenment pro- 
ject of this sort may well be no more convincing than the attacks on the 
Enlightenment to which they respond. As in the case of critics, the Enlighten- 
ment project under discussion tends to be a construct that bears scant resem- 
blance to anything that might have passed for enlightenment in the eighteenth 
century. For its defenders, as for its critics, the Enlightenment project is a pro- 
jection, which tells us more about the need to wrap current commitments in 
the mantle of historical legitimacy than it does about the relationship of our 
thought to that of the eighteenth century. In the face of attacks on the Enlight- 
enment, a more sensible course of action might be to refuse to play the game 
at all and to recognize that the dilemmas that face us today may be different 
than those that concerned thinkers in the eighteenth century. While some of 
our problems have origins that might be traced back historically to the 
Enlightenment, it is by no means obvious that an attempt to reconstruct their 
history is always the most effective way of addressing them. 

Thus, the point of attempts to trace the historical genesis of current prob- 
lems may lie less in the links that are established than in the alleged connec- 
tions that are dismantled. A history of the Enlightenment that remained alert 
to the fact that, however intriguing they might be, the philosophes are not our 
contemporaries might help to inoculate us against the affection for bad his- 
tory that seems to have gripped both critics and advocates of the Enlighten- 
ment project. 
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